Serb minority votes in tense Kosovo
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Kosovo’s Serbs shrugged off tensions on Sunday to take part in Serbian elections that have infuriated the province’s breakaway ethnic Albanian majority.

A mood of defiance prevailed in Mitrovica, an ethnically divided northern town where violence has flared several times since Kosovo’s Albanian-dominated parliament declared independence from Serbia almost three months ago.

But Serbs living in tiny enclaves like Gusterica, a village 15 kilometers (10 miles) south of the capital Pristina, went to polling stations downcast about their future.

Miroslav Ristic, a father of four, said even though he had no hope for a better life after the elections, he was resigned to remaining in the neglected village, home to around 1,500 Serbs who are surrounded by Albanians.

There was, he said, "no party or politician who can turn (Kosovo) back to how it was" before its Albanian-dominated parliament unilaterally declared independence from Serbia on February 17.

"We are as though we live ... neither here in Kosovo, nor there in Serbia," said the 48-year-old mechanic.

Once one of the most prosperous villages in Kosovo, thanks to its fertile land, Gusterica is now a shadow of its former self.

"Nobody is thinking of us ... I don’t trust anyone, since I can’t feed my children with (politicians’) promises. You can cheat children with lollipops nowadays anymore," Ristic said.

The Serbian government decided to stage its own parliamentary and local elections in Kosovo, despite opposition from the United Nations and the Kosovo Albanian government, which deem them illegal.

In spite of fears to the contrary ahead of the polls, police were not visible in Gusterica and no incidents were reported in the first few hours of voting.

However NATO-led Kosovo Force peacekeeping patrols were seen on the road linking the village with the capital Pristina.

Another Gusterica voter, Zivorad Milivojevic, a 51-year-old former locksmith, said he expected 

nothing to change regardless of who won the Serbian elections bitterly contested by pro-Europeans and ultra-nationalists.

Milivojevic said his family went to vote because it was their "civic duty," adding he was determined not to follow the estimated 220,000 Serbs who have fled Kosovo since its 1998-1999 war.

"Whatever happens, I will stay here ... My home is here, I was born here and I will stay here."

Ristic criticized the outgoing Serbian government for concentrating on backing Serbs in the north of Kosovo since the independence declaration, notably those in Mitrovica.

"All of those who were able to have already gone. We have no other choice, and will stay here no matter who is in power in Belgrade," Ristic said.

Mitrovica, home to around one third of Serbs who now account for just 120,000 of Kosovo’s 1.8 million population, was the scene of violent protests after Kosovo’s independence.

But on Sunday, the atmosphere in the town was more upbeat, with most locals enjoying the day 

in cafes along the Ibar river, which splits the town between Serbs in the north and Albanians in the south.

"I expect the best, for us to be free and stay in Kosovo," said Radunka Milicevic, a 65-year-old Mitrovica pensioner.

Dragan, a 48-year-old doctor, said the polls should "show that we the Serbs have the right for our choice and our life, like the Albanians."

"I hope nationalist and patriotic forces will win and we will have a Serbia which preserves Kosovo within its borders and also improves the economy and takes Serbia into the European Union," said 23-year-old student Lazar.

Serb leaders in Mitrovica, known for their hardline stance towards the independence of Kosovo, were united in their calls for the breakaway province to remain in Serbia.

"I am positive that Serbs will come out to vote en masse, saying ’no’ to an independent state of Kosovo and confirming their stance that Kosovo belongs to Serbia," said hardline leader Milan Ivanovic.

His ally Marko Jaksic said he expected a "victory by national and patriotic forces, the parties which care for Kosovo to remain a part of Serbia."

"I hope the traitors and cheaters, those who want Serbia to be torn apart, will not win, because that will mean that we must flee this region where our great-grandparents lived," Jaksic said.
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