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CASE STUDY: THE INTER-ETHNIC PROJECT IN GOSTIVAR

By Albert van Hal!

In Gostivar, Macedonia, where interethnic relations were already tense before Macedonians
and Albanians were divided by the 2001 war, working to bridge the gap between eth-
nicities is a daunting task. Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar (IPG) has achieved an impressive
amount of success in improving relations between the major ethnic groups in the munic-
ipality: Albanians, Macedonians, Roma and Turks.

As in much of Macedonia, the various ethnicities of the municipality of Gostivar live
in relative isolation from one another. Although their neighborhoods may be integrated,
contact between ethnic Albanians and ethnic Macedonians are infrequent. Relations
between the two groups deteriorated in the city in July 1997, when the popular mayor,
an ethnic Albanian, flew the Albanian flag over town hall. The mayor was arrested, and
in the demonstrations and clashes with police that ensued, several Albanians were killed.

The large influx of ethnic Albanian refugees fleeing war in Kosovo added to the intereth-
nic tensions in the area, as did Macedonia’s own war in 2001.

To help alleviate these tensions, IPG has worked to fund activities that bring various
ethnic groups together. The organization undertakes its own activities and also funds pro-
jects undertaken by others. The main stipulation for any activity to receive funding from
IPG is that it must involve members of more than one ethnic group.

So far, IPG, along with a variety of local partners, has implemented about 35 different
multiethnic projects in the municipality of Gostivar. These activities have varied, from
humanitarian aid for refugees, to a multiethnic and multi-lingual local newspaper, to
cooperation between the Christian Orthodox and Muslim communities in Gostivar.

The results of these efforts have been admirable, and they provide an excellent exam-
ple for similar municipalities and organizations to follow. By carefully working to eschew
politics, and by insisting that all its work be carried out in a multiethnic atmosphere, IPG
has earned the respect of local citizens and helped to encourage interethnic cooperation
in Gostivar.

The first couple of sections in this chapter briefly present the situation in Macedonia and
Gostivar, explaining the development of interethnic relations in the municipality. Then there

! The author worked for Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar as international adviser from August 2000
until May 2002. Since June 2002, he has worked for the Inter-Church Peace Council (IKV) in
The Netherlands as a project manager for Macedonia. The author would like to thank his col-
leagues in Gostivar for their help in preparing this chapter.
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is a section explaining how IPG works, the strategy it has chosen and the problems it had
to overcome in beginning its work. The next section gives detailed descriptions of a few pro-
jects that were either undertaken or funded by IPG. Then there is an assessment of the orga-
nization’s work and its results. The chapter concludes with a list of recommendations for
the future of IPG and a list of the lessons that IPG has to teach to similar organizations.

1. General Facts About Macedonia

Macedonia was part of Yugoslavia until 1991, when it became an independent republic.
Macedonia is a country of almost 2 million inhabitants, representing a wide variety of dif-
ferent ethnic groups. The breakdown of ethnic groups is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Ethnic Groups in the Republic of Macedonia

Ethnic group % of population
Macedonian 66.5
Albanian 229
Turks 4.0

Roma 2.0
Serbs, Vlachs, other 4.6

Total 100

Source: National Institute for Statistics, Skopje, 1994

The two largest ethnic groups in the country are the Macedonians and the Albanians.
According to the official census of 1994, Macedonians make up about two thirds of the
population, while Albanians account for just less than a quarter of the population. But
many question the figures given in the census, and there is much controversy over how
the census was carried out. Representatives of Albanian political parties in Macedonia
claim that Albanians make up 40 percent of the country’s population. The International
Crisis Group, a Brussels-based think tank that analyzes conflicts, suggests that it is more
realistic to say that Albanians comprise 30 percent of the population.?

The two main ethnic groups have a difficult relationship. To put it very simply:

Albanians claim that the Macedonians treat them as second class-citizens. Albanians
want more employment in the state administration—in the police force and in the dif-
ferent ministries. Albanians also want Albanian-language university education. And they
want Albanian to be an official language in the administration of the country.

Meanwhile, Macedonians claim that the Albanians are not loyal citizens of the country
and do not respect the laws of the country. Macedonians also claim that Albanians want
to break off part of the territory of the country to unite it with a new, “Greater Albania.”

2 The International Crisis Group, Macedonia’s Ethnic Albanians: Bridging the Gulf, August, 2000.
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2. Gostivar: General Facts and a Description of Interethnic Relations

Gostivar is located in the Vardar River Valley, 60 kilometers southwest of the Macedonian
capital of Skopje. This is in the western part of the country, close to the borders with
Albania and Kosovo, where most of the Albanians of Macedonia are concentrated. Gostivar
has 45,000 inhabitants, and it is the second largest city in western Macedonia, the largest
being Tetovo.? Gostivar has a wide range of ethnic groups, as Table 2 indicates.

Table 2: Ethnic Groups in the Municipality of Gostivar, According to the 1994 Census

Ethnic group % of population
Albanian 55.07
Macedonian 29.54
Turks 9.79
Roma 4.12
Other 1.48
Total 100

Source: National Institute for Statistics, Skopje, 1994

The various ethnic groups do not live in different parts of the city, but are more or less phys-
ically integrated within Gostivar. One exception is the Roma community, the majority of
whom live separately from the rest of the population, in the so-called “Ciglana” district.

Although Gostivar’s two main ethnic groups, Albanians and Macedonians, are not
physically separated, they still live as if segregated from each other. Contacts between
these groups usually only happen when it is strictly necessary, for example in the work
place. Usually, the Albanian and the Macedonian population have few common activi-
ties. Albanian and Macedonian school children have separate classes in their own lan-
guages. In some schools, Albanian and Macedonian school children have classes in sep-
arate shifts, or on separate floors, to minimize any contact and avoid problems between
them. Albanians and Macedonians have their own television stations and newspapers in
their own languages. They frequent their own restaurants, have their own cultural groups
and political parties, etc. Often local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that claim
to be open to all nationalities actually only work for one nationality.

The difference between Albanians and Macedonians is not only ethnic, but also reli-
gious. Albanians are mostly Muslims, while ethnic Macedonians are generally Christian
Orthodox. Exceptions do exist, and there are some Macedonian Muslims and a small
number of Albanians who are Orthodox or Catholic in the Municipality of Gostivar. Table
3 has more details.

3 The city of Gostivar has 35,000 inhabitants. In the surrounding five villages that are part of the
municipality of Gostivar, there are another 10,000 people. That makes the total number of inhab-
itants of the municipality of Gostivar 45,000.
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Table 3: Religions in the Municipality of Gostivar

Religions % of population
Muslim (Albanians, Turks, “Macedonian Muslims”) 68.11
Orthodox (mostly Macedonians) 28.62
Protestant (mostly Macedonians) 1.09
Catholic (mostly Albanians) 0.14
Other 2.04
Total 100

Source: National Institute for Statistics, Skopje, 1994

The separate lives of the different ethnic groups, and the lack of contact between them,
lead to prejudices, fear, and misunderstanding. This can easily result in interethnic prob-
lems. The relations between Albanians and Macedonians in Gostivar reached an all-time
low on July 9, 1997. After the Albanian flag was hoisted next to the Macedonian flag in
front of Gostivar’s city hall, the very popular Albanian mayor was arrested.* Thousands
of angry Albanians demonstrated in the streets, demanding the release of the mayor. The
demonstrations ended in a violent confrontation with the Macedonian police. Several
Albanians were killed and hundreds were wounded. This conflict severely worsened
interethnic relations in Gostivar, and the local government has not taken any concrete
actions to improve these relations.

The Kosovo crisis of 1999 led to further deterioration in the relations between Albanians
and Macedonians. Most Macedonians were upset about the NATO attacks on Serbian tar-
gets. They sympathized with Serbs, because both countries have large populations of
Albanians who are seen as a threat to the territorial integrity of their respective states.

Another reason why the war in Kosovo put a strain on interethnic relations was the
estimated 35,000 Kosovo Albanian refugees who came to Gostivar, where they were host-
ed by private families. An additional 42,000 refugees were accommodated in Cegrane
refugee camp, 12 kilometers from Gostivar. This huge influx of Albanians in and around
the city was threatening for Macedonians, who already felt like a minority in Gostivar.

The war in Macedonia began in March 2001, when the so-called National Liberation
Army (NLA)—a group of armed Albanians demanding more rights for Albanians in
Macedonia—engaged the Macedonian security forces in combat. The war came close to
Gostivar, but never reached the city. Nonetheless, the spread of violence around the coun-

* For the Albanians in Macedonia, the Albanian flag is the main political symbol of their national
identity. When Macedonia was part of Yugoslavia, the so-called “nationalities,” which in Gostivar
meant Albanians and Turks, were granted the right to use the Albanian and the Turkish flag by
the authorities at that time. After independence, the new constitution of Macedonia did not include
the right for “nationalities” to use their flags. This once again opened the very sensitive political
debate concerning the right to use the flag. Albanians demanded legislation on the use of the
Albanian flag in Macedonia. For the Macedonians, flying the Albanian flag is representing anoth-
er state. They consider the use of the Albanian flag as a sign of irredentism and lack of loyalty to
the Macedonian state.
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try clearly made the situation in Gostivar tense. The streets were empty because people
stayed inside, or left Gostivar for safer locations. Contact between Albanians and
Macedonians ceased almost entirely. Sympathy for the NLA increased among Albanians
in Gostivar. Meanwhile, many ethnic Macedonians tended to blame the whole Albanian
population for the acts of the NLA. Rumors played a major role in setting the general
atmosphere in the city.

The violence ended in August 2001, with the signing of the Ohrid Framework
Agreement. The agreement was brokered by the international community, which applied
pressure to the main Albanian and Macedonian political parties.” The Framework
Agreement strengthens local government, ensures equitable representation of all ethnic
groups in the state administration—especially the police force—enables wider use of
Albanian language in state administration, and enables state-funded university education
in the Albanian language. The still uneasy peace in Macedonia has been monitored by
NATO soldiers and observers from the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE) and the European Union.

The constitutional changes necessitated by the Ohrid Framework Agreement were
approved by the Macedonian parliament in the beginning of November 2001. In the mean-
time, the NLA was officially abolished and transformed into a political party, called the
Democratic Union for Integration (DUI). The Ohrid Framework Agreement also included
an agreement for new, early elections in January 2002, but due to security problems, they
were postponed until September 2002. The two main Macedonian parties fighting for the
Macedonian vote were the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization-Democratic
Party for Macedonian National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE) and the Social Democrats League
of Macedonia (SDSM). DUI and the Democratic Party of Albanians (DPA) were the main
rivals for the Albanian votes for parliamentary elections in September 2002.

During the election campaign, VMRO-DPMNE and DPA, both of which scored low in
the opinion polls, tried to increase their popularity with nationalist rhetoric. International
players sought to encourage more moderate behavior, to maintain stability and avoid vio-
lence as much as possible. A few violent incidents did occur, but generally speaking, inter-
ethnic relations remained relatively calm. With the help of around 800 monitors from the
OSCE and EU, as well as NATO soldiers, election day passed without serious problems.
The nationalistic campaigns by VMRO-DPMNE and DPA achieved poor results. Of course
international pressure played a role in discrediting the nationalists, but it seems that vot-
ers were really swayed by the deplorable economic situation and the constant accusations
of corruption directed at VMRO-DPMNE and DPA. It is clear that the electorate had lost
faith in the governing politicians and wanted change. One reason for the Albanian elec-
torate to back the DUI was the success of the disbanded NLA. From the perspective of
many Albanian voters, NLA achieved more for the Albanians of Macedonia in six months
of fighting than all the other Albanian parties could achieve in 10 years of being coalition
partners in Macedonia. The new government coalition of SDSM and DUT has a comfort-
able majority in the Macedonian Parliament.

> For a comprehensive analysis of the Framework Agreement, see the contribution of Renata
Treneska in this volume.
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The results of the parliamentary elections are an encouraging sign of improving intereth-
nic relations, but these relations remain on poor footing after the recent war. It is, there-
fore, vital to undertake efforts to improve interethnic relations in Gostivar, and Macedonia
in general.

3. Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar: Establishment, Institutional Structure,
Strategies

IPG (Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar) was started in 2000, after citizens from the city asked a
Dutch organization, the Inter-Church Peace Council (also known by the Dutch initials IKV),
to help improve interethnic relations in Gostivar.® The request came in particular from
Albanian and Macedonian teachers from the Workers’ University in Gostivar, an institute
for adult education. These teachers were involved in some small-scale activities designed to
improve interethnic relations. There were two reasons for their request: First, after the con-
frontation between police and demonstrators in July 1997, these people felt interethnic rela-
tions in Gostivar needed improvement; and, second, the citizens of Gostivar complained
that international support always remained in Skopje—and never reached Gostivar itself.

Before IPG opened its office, the Inter-Church Peace Council invested a lot of time in
assessing interethnic relations in Gostivar and in building local support for this initiative.
IKV raised the funds for IPG from the Dutch donors Hivos and Novib, to support a prepara-
tory phase of assessment and identification. During the preparatory phase, the director
of the Inter-Church Peace Council undertook several visits to Gostivar, to meet repre-
sentatives of the municipality, state institutions, and civil society in Gostivar. The Inter-
Church Peace Council and the municipality of Gostivar together organized a two-day
workshop, with around 20 participants, representing civil society, the municipality, state
institutions, and the media, to identify possible activities and partners. A board and an
assembly representing the main ethnic groups in Gostivar—Albanians, Macedonians,
Roma and Turks—were established. At the end of the preparatory phase, the Inter-Church
Peace Council sent its donors a 60-page project proposal, analyzing the interethnic situ-
ation in Gostivar, listing possible partners and activities to improve interethnic relations,
and explaining the organizational structure of IPG. The document contained a budget
proposal and a request for funding.” The Inter-Church Peace Council also sent an inter-
national adviser to Gostivar, to help establish the organization.

IPG is a local NGO, registered with the Gostivar court. It is rooted in Gostivar society
through a multiethnic local staff, including a director, a board, and an assembly. The 15

The Inter-Church Peace Council (IKV) is an organization based in The Hague, The Netherlands.
It promotes peace in areas of conflict, like South-East Europe, the Southern Caucasus, North
Africa, Kashmir, and the Middle East. The Inter-Church Peace Council has vast experience in
multiethnic cooperation in South-East Europe.

IPG’s main donors, Hivos and Novib, approved the proposal and decided to finance the project
until December 2002. At a later stage, other donors were found, including the OSCE Mission to
Skopje, IOM-Confidence Building Initiative and the Royal Netherlands Embassy in Skopje.
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assembly members represent the four main nationalities living in Gostivar, Albanians,
Macedonians, Roma, and Turks. The assembly members are all respectable active partic-
ipants in their community, and they were asked to join the assembly by the staff of IPG.
The assembly members take part in different activities of IPG and are well-informed about
its work. The assembly decides on the general policy of the organization, and it also choos-
es the other bodies of the organization, such as the monitoring board and the executive
board. The assembly officially meets at least once a year. The monitoring board has five
members. Four members represent the major nationalities in Gostivar. The fifth member
represents the Inter-Church Peace Council as a partner organization of IPG. The moni-
toring board monitors the work of the executive board and informs the assembly about
the work of the organization in between assembly meetings. The monitoring board meets
at least every three months. The executive board consists of the staff members of IPG. The
executive board does the daily work of the organization.

As has already been pointed out, the ethnic groups in Gostivar all live in their own so-
called “pillars,” with hardly any mutual contact. To improve interethnic relations, IPG
chose a strategy of seeking to intensify contacts between different ethnic groups, through
concrete activities based on common interests.

Citizens and local organisations can submit projects for funding to IPG.8 The two main
criteria for funding are that the proposed project must involve more than one ethnic group
and involve a concrete activity in the interest of the City of Gostivar and all its inhabi-
tants. The message of IPG is that citizens of the city can receive help to improve their life
as long as they want to help themselves—and as long as they want to work with others
outside of their own ethnicity.

IPG produced an application form—available in local languages and in English—which
the local partners should fill out when applying for a grant. Once their project is approved,
the applicant can receive a grant of up to a maximum of EUR 13,000.

IPG organized two training seminars about project proposal writing and project man-
agement, to raise the capacity of the local partners. A total of 40 representatives of local
partners, from all the major ethnic groups, took part in these seminars, which lasted three
days each. Seminars were given by two experienced trainers from Gostivar, one Macedonian
and the other Albanian. The participants drafted project proposals in small groups. Because
all participants stayed in the same hotel, far away from Gostivar, a lot of time could be
spent on creating an informal atmosphere, networking, and building motivation. To ensure
that the participants could express themselves in their own language, IPG hired inter-
preters for the Albanian, Macedonian, and Turkish languages. Along with offering work-
shops, the staff of IPG also spends a lot of its time talking to representatives of local part-
ners, to help them with their ideas.

IPG is not only financing activities that are designed and organized by local partners.
The organization also carries out its own projects, which often involve local citizens and
citizens’ groups.

8 Local organizations can be humanitarian organizations, schools, women’s groups, youth groups,
media, sports clubs, cultural organizations, religious communities, local authorities, etc. As long
as they have ideas for activities that can improve interethnic relations, they can approach Inter-
ethnic Project Gostivar.
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4. Projects Supported by Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar

What follows is an overview of a just a small selection of approved and implemented pro-
jects. The types of projects undertaken illustrate the way in which IPG tries to work. As
has already been mentioned, there are two basic kinds of projects: those submitted and
implemented by local partners, with financing by IPG, and those that IPG creates and
implements itself. In most of the latter types of projects, local partners help with imple-
mentation.

4.1. Projects of Local Partners Supported by Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar
4.1.1. Cleaner Vardar

The project called “Cleaner Vardar” changed an unofficial garbage belt in the city center,
along the banks of the Vardar River, into a park. Two local partners, Permaculture &
Peacebuilding Center, an Albanian NGO, and Denica, a Macedonian women’s organiza-
tion, implemented the project jointly in June 2001.7 Initially, the Permaculture &
Peacebuilding Center, an organization specializing in similar activities, approached IPG
to seek support for this project. IPG liked the idea, but insisted on a multiethnic compo-
nent, such as the involvement of school children. Permaculture & Peacebuilding Center
identified a Macedonian partner experienced in working with youths, and together they
visited the office of IPG to discuss the idea. Subsequently, the two organizations applied
for funding and implemented the project together. An Albanian-Macedonian manage-
ment team became responsible for implementation.

Unemployed workers from all ethnic groups collected 40 truck-loads of garbage. Then
they sowed grass, planted trees, and installed benches. School children from different eth-
nic groups “adopted” the park, and they made it their project to keep it clean on a regu-
lar basis. This project was a very visible example of multiethnic cooperation. Its imple-
mentation effectively challenged some established prejudices: first, that different groups
are not ready to communicate and work together; second the idea that donors are not
spending money on anything useful for the people of Gostivar.

4.1.2. Humanitarian Aid for Refugees

Humanitarian Aid for Refugees was organized in September 2001 by five humanitarian
organizations—representing Albanians, Macedonians, Roma, and Turks—f{rom Gostivar.
This project is an excellent example of the strategy of IPG. An Albanian humanitarian
organization came to IPG with the idea of giving humanitarian aid to refugees who had
fled the violence in the Tetovo and Kumanovo areas and were temporarily living in

© After the refugees from Kosovo left camp Cegrane (close to Gostivar) the international relief agency
Care International also left. Its local staff established an NGO called Permaculture & Peacebuilding
Center. The first job of this organization was to rehabilitate the former camp site. The Permaculture
& Peacebuilding Center specializes in ecology. “Permaculture” refers to a new ecologically respon-
sible technique of cultivating the land.
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Gostivar. IPG supported the idea, but on the condition that it be jointly implemented by
organizations from different ethnicities—and that the beneficiaries be from all ethnic
groups. !0

IPG invited representatives of all ethnic groups to its office to discuss the project—
right after the war, when tension was still high in the city. All five different humanitari-
an organizations, representing different ethnic groups, had a list of refugee families from
their ethnicity who needed humanitarian aid. There were some disagreements about the
criteria for receiving aid, especially on the topic of the number of beneficiaries per ethnic
group. Because IPG insisted on a consensus of all organizations, a commission, with two
representatives from each humanitarian organization, was formed, to draft a list of ben-
eficiaries and solve all disagreements. After several meetings, attended by the director of
IPG, the commission agreed on how to implement the aid for refugees and also agreed
on the most controversial issues, the list of beneficiaries and the division among the dif-
ferent ethnic groups. An office was rented, and the refugee families from all ethnic groups
were invited to come during specific hours, when representatives of all five humanitari-
an organizations were present. Because all ethnic groups were represented during the dis-
tribution of aid, any of the refugees could speak their native tongue. After the refugee fam-
ilies signed the list of beneficiaries, the humanitarian aid was distributed to them. The
refugees received food, hygiene parcels, and school material for their children.

When word about this project got out, many more refugee families from remote vil-
lages came to Gostivar to ask for aid. The five humanitarian organizations looked into the
requests and decided to waive the reimbursement of their organizational costs, so that
they could help more families. Again, after some negotiations, all members of the com-
mission agreed on the number of families from each ethnicity that would receive aid.

The project proved very successful: A total of 320 refugee families received assistance
and the inter-ethnic cooperation went smoothly—especially considering the tense atmos-
phere in Gostivar around that time. Furthermore, this inter-ethnic cooperation received
alot of media attention. The five implementing organizations were very satisfied with the
project. Most of them continued their cooperation in other activities.

4.1.3. Handball School

The Gostivar Handball Club 2000 organized a handball school. Three times a week, 40
young boys from all major ethnic groups took part in a handball school. In Gostivar, there
are few opportunities for young people to get involved in sports. Most of the time young
people in Gostivar sit around in bars. This project gave young people from all ethnic
groups the opportunity to play sports, to meet each other and to have fun together. Initially,
this project had serious problems, because almost all the participants were Macedonians.
IPG discovered this problem when monitoring the project, and the monitors demanded
changes. The project was opened for extra participants, and an extra Albanian trainer was
hired. With intensive recruiting, the organizers found enough Albanian participants, as
well as participants from other minorities. After the changes, the project was implemented

19 Up until then, during the conflict in Macedonia, Albanian organizations gave aid to Albanian
refugees and Macedonian organizations gave aid to Macedonian refugees. This was only under-
lining the ethnic divide.
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well, in a healthy, interethnic atmosphere. The project ended with a tournament. In the
meantime, a handball club for girls has been established. It submitted a similar project
proposal to IPG and that project was subsequently approved and carried out.

4.1.4. Respecting Differences

Petre Jovanoski Primary School developed a special program for children, designed to
help them to respect differences by teaching them about other cultures. Every Saturday
morning, two psychologists, an Albanian and a Macedonian, used various games to teach
35 children, aged 10 and 11, to respect each other.!! During the classes, the children
could speak their native language. Because of the interactive teaching methods and the
informal atmosphere, the children followed the program with great enthusiasm.

4.2. Projects Implemented by Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar
The following projects were initiated and implemented by IPG itself:

4.2.1. Message for Peace

In April 2001, during the war in Macedonia, IPG produced a video clip that presented
four children from different ethnic groups—Albanian, Macedonian, Roma, and Turkish—
building a house of toys together. The children’s ethnicities were recognizable because
they had their names on their T-shirts. On the screen, the message, printed in four dif-
ferent languages, read: “It’s in our hands to build or to destroy. Let’s listen to our chil-
dren.” At the end of the clip, the children said “peace” in their own language. The video
clip was shown many times on all local television stations in Gostivar and was very pop-
ular. All television stations contributed to the project by broadcasting the video during
prime time, for no charge, in the months of April and May 2001. The video clip was
repeated again in July 2001, when the conflict was at its peak.

4.2.2. “Gostivar Voice”

Since October 2001, IPG has been publishing a local newspaper called “Gostivar Voice,”
which is printed monthly. The paper is published in the four local languages of Gostivar:
Albanian, Macedonian, Romani, and Turkish.!? Each language has a separate issue, but
all have identical content. There are 1,500 copies of “Gostivar Voice” printed in Albanian,
1,000 copies printed in Macedonian, and 500 copies each printed in Turkish and Roma.
The newspaper is distributed for free. The publication is designed to allow every citizen
of Gostivar to read the local news in his or her own language. It also means that every cit-
izen, regardless of ethnicity, is reading the same news. That is something new for news-

I The children do not meet during the regular school hours because the Albanian, Macedonian
and Turkish school children have classes separately in their own language. The Roma children
do not have class in their own language and therefore don't have separate classes. In this pro-
ject, children from the four main ethnic groups in Gostivar took part.

12 “Avazi Gostivareso” is the name in Romani, “Gostivarski Glas” is the name in Macedonian,
“Gostivarin Sesi” is the Turkish name, and “Zeri i Gostivarit” is the Albanian name for the news-

paper.
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papers in Macedonia, where Albanian-language papers and Macedonian-language papers
often print completely different stories in describing the same event. This subjectivity in
most newspapers means that different ethnicities all receive their own, differing, versions
of the truth. With “Gostivar Voice,” this is not the case. By bringing local news, “Gostivar
Voice” seeks to stimulate a sense of community in the city. The newspaper tries to make
it clear that, even though different ethnicities live in Gostivar, they all live in the same
city, with common interests and problems.

“Gostivar Voice” is also a channel of information through which members of the dif-
ferent ethnic groups can learn about each other. There are articles about Albanian,
Macedonian, Roma, and Turkish culture or traditions, and these articles can be read by all
inhabitants of Gostivar in their own language. For instance, the paper published a serial
about wedding traditions of these four ethnicities. And religious traditions, like Orthodox
Easter or Muslim Bajram, were explained. Furthermore, there were articles about a Roma
singer, a Turkish poet, a Macedonian basketball club, an Albanian tennis player, etc.

Because the newspaper seeks to bridge gaps between ethnic groups, topics perceived
as divisive are avoided. History and party politics are prime examples. Still, this does not
mean that political issues are not to be found on the paper’s pages. By publishing articles
about the NGO sector, “Gostivar Voice” stimulates local citizens to become active in their
community. The newspaper also critically follows the work of the municipality and other
authorities. For instance, it printed articles about a Roma quarter in Gostivar, showing
the bad living conditions there and urging the authorities to undertake proper action.!?

IPG has employed a team of very young and independent journalists, from the four
main ethnic groups in Gostivar, who are eager to do their jobs. The organization chose not
to hire experienced journalists, because many of them lack independence and have ties to
political parties. IPG and Press Now organized a one-week training for the 15 young jour-
nalists on the newspaper’s staff.'* An experienced journalist from the Netherlands taught
the staff members basic journalism skills, with an emphasis on investigative journalism.

A research institute in Skopje distributed a questionnaire among 600 members of the
target audience of “Gostivar Voice” right after the fifth issue. The results were encourag-
ing for this new initiative: Two-thirds of the respondents knew about the newspaper, and
one third said they read “Gostivar Voice.” Almost all respondents knew that “Gostivar
Voice” is published in four languages. Those surveyed said it was a good idea to improve
interethnic relations. Generally, the people seem to appreciate a local newspaper and said
they would be interested in a bi-weekly issue. It was especially encouraging for IPG to
hear that the majority of the respondents are reading about the culture and traditions of
the other ethnic groups. Based on the results of the questionnaire, the editorial board of
“Gostivar Voice” made some policy changes. From January 2003 onwards “Gostivar Voice”
is no longer published in Romani. In the course of the project it became clear that hard-
ly any Roma in Gostivar was reading the Romani version. The Roma journalists contin-
ue to be part of the team of journalists and issues important for the Roma readers are still

13 The authorities responded to the publication of the article by saying that there is no money avail-
able to solve the problem.

14 Press Now (based in Amsterdam, The Netherlands) supports independent media in South-East
Europe.
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included in “Gostivar Voice.” Starting in January 2003, “Gostivar Voice” was to be pub-
lished every two weeks.

4.2.3. Drug Prevention

IPG, in partnership with local NGOs, teachers, students, the police, the municipality and
the health and social sector, created and implemented a project called “Drug Prevention
and Reduction of Drug Use in Gostivar.” Drug use is rising rapidly in Gostivar, especial-
ly among high school students. When IPG started working in Gostivar, representatives
of many different organizations and institutions explained that they considered drug use
to be one of the biggest problems in the city. A steering group was established with rep-
resentatives of the municipality, the police, the social and medical sector, NGOs and par-
ents. Of course, the participants were from different ethnic groups. The steering group
gives its experience and expertise to the project.

Through this project, teachers, psychologists, students, and NGO representatives are
trained as prevention workers in anti-drug activities. Students from different ethnic groups
and high schools in Gostivar have established a student club. They attended workshops
on the problem of drugs, peer education and HIV/AIDS. Workshops were given by expert
organizations from Skopje and from the city of Breda, the Netherlands.

4.2.4. Religious Cooperation

In spring 2002, IPG began seeking cooperation of the two main religious communities,
Christian Orthodox and Muslim, on the reconstruction of a cemetery in Gostivar. Because
the two main ethnic groups in Gostivar differ in their religious affiliation, IPG considered
it important to establish a good relationship between the two religious communities. Staff
members of IPG met several times with representatives of both communities, always sep-
arately, to discuss possible joint activities that would stimulate cooperation between the
two religions. After some initial hesitation, both the Orthodox priest and the Muslim mufti
supported the idea of joint activity.

At ajoint meeting in the office of IPG, the priest and the mulfti agreed on a plan to reha-
bilitate the big cemetery just outside the city. This meeting was the first direct contact
between the representatives of the Christian Orthodox and Muslim communities of Gostivar
in many years. It was a big step forward, especially because relations between the two reli-
gious communities had deteriorated due to the war in Macedonia. The implementation of
the project was launched through a joint ceremony by the priest and the mufti.

Both the Orthodox and the Muslim community bury their dead at this cemetery. The
two sections are divided by a path. Because visitors to the cemetery complained about the
lack of facilities there, water taps and benches were installed. After the rehabilitation of
the cemetery, it now is easier for visitors to care for and visit the graves of their loved ones.
The rehabilitation of the cemetery is coordinated by a Macedonian-Albanian management
team that is in daily contact with representatives of the Orthodox and Muslim commu-
nities. Furthermore, the project hired three previously unemployed workers, an Albanian,
a Macedonian, and a Turk, who care for the maintenance of the cemetery.
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5. Evaluation of the Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar’s Activities

Two years after its inception, it is clear that the strategy of IPG is bearing fruit. IPG now
has a strong basis in Gostivar society. The number of projects initiated, by local partners
and by the organization itself, is growing rapidly. Not only the local elite, but also more
and more local partners from primary schools, handball clubs, culture houses, women'’s
leagues, etc., find their way to IPG’s office to submit their ideas for multiethnic activities.

Organizations representing one major ethnic group continue to work together with
organizations representing the other major ethnic group after completion of a particular
project. Multiethnic organizations are being established, and they contact IPG, asking for
help and advice. Multiethnic student clubs are very active in both the drug prevention
project and the ecology project that were organized by IPG. Trainers coming from Skopje,
to give workshops to student clubs in Gostivar, were very surprised to see young people
from different ethnic groups working so well together.

When IPG started in August 2000, its approach was completely new to the citizens,
local government, and NGOs in Gostivar. Every group in Gostivar wanted to build hous-
es, schools, hospitals, radio stations, and sports facilities, and they all expected money
from IPG.'> After a long process of explanation, the organization succeeded in convinc-
ing people that they should take the initiative in proposing and implementing projects—
and that these projects should be multiethnic. The work of IPG started going well after
the first few projects were finished, and people saw with their own eyes that they can real-
ly do something that is in the interest of their community.

But the new approach of IPG was not the only hindrance to progress. There were some
other problems hampering the organization’s work. For one thing, IPG itself suffered from
very serious internal problems, which made it difficult to function. The original board of
IPG, composed of members of political parties, often tried to obstruct the staff and take
over the organization, so they could exploit IPG for their own private advantage and party
interests. The crisis was solved through intervention of the donors. Since then, IPG has
stayed far away from any political party in Gostivar. Its new board members have no con-
nection with any political party.

Another serious hindrance to the work of the IPG was external conditions—especial-
ly the war in Macedonia. People in Gostivar were primarily concerned with mere survival,
and the fallout from the war posed a very obvious threat to the small degree of intereth-
nic cooperation that had previously been achieved. The fact that IPG continued its activ-
ities, albeit on a much smaller scale, and maintained communication with all ethnic groups,
was crucial for its credibility. More importantly, by continuing its activities, IPG was able
to preserve a minimum of interethnic cooperation and tolerance in the city. This work
helped to prevent interethnic clashes in Gostivar. During the war, IPG continued with
the Vardar River project, the International Students Conference, Summer School 2001,
and the video clip for peace. A major success during the war was IPG’s second “Capacity

15 This attitude was encouraged by the main political party in Gostivar. During the campaign for
municipal elections in September 2000, this party claimed that it brought IPG to Gostivar. The
party claimed that Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar will build sports halls and will give money to
all sports clubs in Gostivar.
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Building Seminar.” This seminar, for local partners, was organized in June 2001, right
after the second set of riots broke out in the city of Bitola in southern Macedonia. One
day before the seminar was to start, IPG decided to cancel it because of the tensions. But
when all participants were phoned, they made it very clear that they wanted to continue.
Although the tension in Macedonia was high, almost all invited representatives of local
partners, from all ethnic groups, left Gostivar to take part in the seminar in Struga. The
atmosphere at the seminar was so good that, upon their return in Gostivar, the partici-
pants continued their discussions all afternoon in a local restaurant. The contacts between
the participants of the seminar remain excellent, even now.

Right after the signing of the Ohrid agreement, at a time when tension was still run-
ning high, representatives of local organizations came to the office of IPG to discuss ideas
for multiethnic activities. Examples of their ideas include the distribution of humanitar-
ian aid to refugees and the handball school.

6. Conclusions: Recommendations and Lessons

An analysis of the two years of experience that IPG has gained in working to improve
interethnic relations in Gostivar provides some useful lessons. Here they will be grouped
under two headings: recommendations for future activities by IPG and lessons that other
multiethnic communities can learn from the experiences of Gostivar.

6.1. Recommendations for Inter-ethnic Project Gostivar

Some changes or improvements that PG might consider include the following:

- IPG should try to emphasize and support long-term interethnic cooperation. Right
now, interethnic cooperation is too often limited to the specific period of a project’s
implementation. After a project is completed, and the funding is spent, organiza-
tions, faced with financial constraints, have a hard time continuing with interethnic
activities. For instance, the handball school for boys, which lasted three months,
could evolve into a multiethnic youth handball club, which could continue for many
years. Along similar lines, a multiethnic kindergarten might be a good idea.

- The number of new multiethnic organizations is slowly growing, especially among
youths. But still, most local partners who work with IPG are in reality mono-ethnic
groups. IPG should encourage the establishment of multiethnic organizations and
strengthen their capacities.

- IPG should involve more of Gostivar’s ordinary citizens in multiethnic activities.
Outreach is an important way to make life together more inclusive and participato-
1y. IPG should therefore strengthen public relations efforts.

- IPG and its local partners should broaden the scope of their work. Local partners
tend to focus all their activities on youths. The elderly are completely forgotten, and
IPG could also do more to strengthen the position of women in Gostivar.
Furthermore, activities on very sensitive issues, like religious cooperation and coop-
eration with the police, should be further developed.
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- Based on the results so far, IPG may decide that it no longer needs to limit its activ-
ities to the municipality of Gostivar. It might decide to expand its activities outside
of the municipality, to other villages that are also in urgent need of the kind of ser-
vices IPG provides.

- Improving inter-ethnic relations is a long-term process. To make sure it can con-
tinue its activities, IPG should actively search for ways to achieve long-term finan-
cial security.

- If TPG grows stronger over the course of time—and achieves more visible results,
thereby strengthening its reputation—it will contribute to the development of civil
society by acting as a countervailing force to the country’s omnipresent political par-
ties. Because political parties too often rely on mobilizing inter-ethnic tensions dur-
ing their election campaigns, to gain votes and to hide their own weaknesses, they
are a root cause of interethnic tension. That's why a strong independent civil soci-
ety, including IPG, is a necessary component of Macedonia’s transition processes. '°

6.2. Useful Lessons Learned

The Gostivar experience can offer several lessons for other multiethnic communities. What
follows is a short summary of those aspects of interethnic cooperation in Gostivar that
could be of general interest to other communities:

- The strategy of IPG is to intensify contacts between different ethnic groups through
cooperation based on the joint interests of all citizens. The only condition is that the
citizens of Gostivar must show initiative and work together. The staff of IPG makes
it very clear that, if an activity is not multiethnic, then IPG is not financing it. After
some time and a lot of effort by IPG, this approach is accepted and understood by
the citizens of Gostivar.

- In the first year, most of the time of IPG staff was spent on building relations with
local partners. Consequently, the number of activities in the first year was small. It
takes a lot of time and patience to build credibility and a good reputation in such a
sensitive area.

- Visible, concrete activities financed by IPG have built a reputation for IPG in Gostivar.
This good reputation is very important for the future, especially when IPG attempts
to get involved in sensitive activities, like religious cooperation.

- A strong, independent local staff, with no connection with political parties, has helped
the organization build credibility. The local staff of IPG was capable of developing
trustworthy relations with all its local partners, regardless of their ethnic background.
A careful selection process for choosing staff proved to be very worthwhile.

- The Inter-Church Peace Council and the staff of IPG were too naive the first time
they selected board members for IPG. This turned out to be a costly mistake, which

16" As a new organization, working on a very sensitive issue in a complex environment, Inter-ethnic
Project Gostivar is, at the moment, too fragile to fulfill that role. Pressure by omnipresent and very
powerful political parties, and the media that are under these parties’ control, would immediately
destroy the reputation of IPG the moment it started criticizing or challenging political parties.
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took a lot of time and effort to correct. Having learned its lesson, IPG, as an NGO
in a completely politicized society, is doing everything it can to stay away from polit-
ical parties. In order to keep its independence and credibility, IPG only works with
a small number of trustworthy local politicians, and it does not give them any power
to determine the policy of IPG. That IPG managed to survive an attempted coup by
members of political parties was very important for the organization’s credibility
among the citizens of Gostivar.

- IPG has made clear to the citizens of Gostivar that a strong civil society can take the

initiative and show a sense of responsibility to improve community life in the munic-
ipality. Because citizens can take their own initiatives, and no longer need to work
through corrupt political parties, the project is working to improve the political cul-
ture in Gostivar and strengthen democracy. IPG has shown both citizens and politi-
cal parties in Gostivar that there is space for a new, more democratic political culture.

- The international support from an international adviser and from the Inter-Church

Peace Council was very important. The local staff of IPG has been wrongfully accused
of ethnic bias, nepotism, and having connections with political parties. The local staff
was also pressured by powerful people to give grants. The international support pro-
tected the local staff from wrongful accusations and undue pressure, thus ensuring the
survival of IPG. It was essential to continue this international support during the war.
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CITIZEN INFORMATION CENTER IN KUMANOVO HELPS KEEP
PEACE BY ENCOURAGING COMMUNICATION

By Kristina HadZi-Vasileva

During the military crisis that occurred in Macedonia in 2001, tensions increased dra-
matically between ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians, leading to a situation where
the ethnically mixed town of Kumanovo could easily have slipped into war. Peace in that
municipality was secured, in a large part due to the efforts of local officials, who received
important support from a project called the Citizen Information Center of Kumanovo.

The center was funded by the United States Agency for International Development
and was based on a similar projects that served municipalities around the region during
peacetime. Although the center’s main mission is relatively simple—keeping citizens
informed and receiving their complaints about government services—it proved to be an
invaluable aid during a time of crisis.

While it is clear that a well-functioning democracy requires an informed populace and
responsive local government, these democratic values can tend to be forgotten during a
crisis. But, as this case study shows, the work that the center did to encourage commu-
nication between local government and citizens was vital to maintaining peace in
Kumanovo. By treating all citizens equally, and keeping the lines of communication open,
the center helped reduce ethnic tensions on the local level.

In this paper, we will look at how a donor-driven project like the Citizen Information
Center of Kumanovo can be incorporated into the strategy of the local government’s efforts
to keep peace. We will also look at how the center managed to assist in crisis alleviation.
First we will present the basic situation of Kumanovo municipality. Then we will discuss
the Local Government Reform Project, which established the Citizen Information Center
in Kumanovo. Next we will describe the objectives and functions of the center and ana-
lyze the implementation of the project. The chapter concludes with a summary of the
good practices that were followed and a set of policy recommendations.

1. Kumanovo: General Facts and Introduction

The City of Kumanovo is located 40 kilometers northeast of Skopje, the capital of Macedonia.
It has a population of 95,000 residents, making it the second largest city in Macedonia.
Kumanovo is one of the 40 Macedonian municipalities with an ethnically mixed popula-
tion. The municipality consists of the city of Kumanovo and several smaller suburban areas.
The major ethnic groups that make up Kumanovo’s population are listed in Table 1.
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