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Press Conference by UN Special Envoy for the Future Status Process for Kosovo Martti Ahtisaari, in Belgrade 
Martti Ahtisaari:  Ladies and gentlemen,

First of all, my apologies that you have not seen me here for some time, because when I decided that I will come after the elections, I think it was appropriate to wait for elections to be held.

When it comes to my visit this time to Belgrade, I just met with President Tadic and submitted to him my proposal for the Kosovo status settlement and I informed him how we plan to proceed in the weeks to come. I did not expect any comments concerning the status proposal from the President. He repeated to me in a meeting the well-known position of the Serbian Government and himself on the Kosovo issue.

The aim of the Settlement is to lay the foundations for a future Kosovo that is viable and stable, a future Kosovo where members of all communities – Albanians, Serbs and other communities – can live a dignified, safe and economically more sustainable life, and a future Kosovo which contributes to the security and stability of the region.

To that end, the Settlement lays out specific provisions for the protection of Kosovo non-Albanian communities, including their guaranteed representation in the Kosovo Assembly, the Government and the Judiciary. A number of new Kosovo Serb majority municipalities will be established with additional competences, in particular in the areas of education and public health. More than forty key religious and cultural sites will have Protective Zones to ensure that the Serbian Orthodox Church will remain a living religious community.

Everyone in Kosovo agrees that the dire economic situation needs most urgent attention. The Settlement outlines provisions designed to promote sustainable economic development, including Kosovo’s ability to apply for membership in International Financial Institutions.  

Recognizing the need for a continuing international involvement in Kosovo, the Settlement proposes the establishment of an International Civilian Representative to supervise the implementation of the Settlement, and KFOR will continue to provide a safe and secure environment by supporting Kosovo institutions for as long as necessary. 

This proposal is the result of one year of intensive negotiations with the parties: in the course of last year, UNOSEK held 15 rounds of direct talks between Belgrade and Pristina negotiating teams, and our experts visited Belgrade and Pristina altogether 26 times to talk separately to the parties on various issues. The last meeting took place on December 10th here in Belgrade.

We have also consulted extensively with key international partners, in particular, the Contact Group, the EU and NATO. They have been involved in every step taken and they have been supportive throughout the process.

Given the intensive consultations over the last year, the Settlement package that I am presenting to both parties today represents a compromise proposal. Nevertheless, in the coming weeks, we intend to invite the parties in further consultations. I am prepared to consider constructive amendments and I am willing to integrate compromise solutions that parties might reach.

This consultation phase is important. I want to give both parties the chance once again to make their points. I will then finalise my Settlement proposal for submission to the Security Council. At that stage I will also elaborate on the status issue.

Thank you.

Questions/Answers
Katarina Subasic, AFP: Mr. Ahtisaari, will your proposal eventually lead to the independence of Kosovo?

SE: As I implied earlier, I knew that you would be asking that question, but as I said at the end of my presentation that at that stage [when I finalise my proposal] I will also elaborate on the status issue. We are not going to, by the way, publish the document from our side, but it is, of course, fairly widely circulated, because not only has it been given to parties, but today it will also be given to the UN SC members, to the EU members and to the members of North Atlantic Council. We will also, for your information, put the executive summary of the status proposal and some fact sheets on our web-site in Vienna later on this afternoon. I think they will be available from 4 o’clock onwards. Hopefully, not only in English, which is the official language, but also in Serbian and Albanian. So, I will not deal with the question of status before I submit the final proposal. Thank you.

Ljubica Gojgic, B92: Mr. Ahtisaari, here in Belgrade, I’m sure you’re aware that the negotiations were often branded as pure theater. I would like to ask you – as a politician of experience – do you think that 26 visits of experts and 15 rounds of direct talks were enough for a knowledgeable assessment of the situation or were you actually guided by the political reality, where we often hear that independence was the only solution that actually you were to concentrate on? Thank you.
SE: I think that those meetings and the number of those expert missions and the talks in Vienna combined gave a very good background. It gave also an opportunity for both negotiating teams to put their case forward. My proposal is a compromise, in the sense that there were a number of issues in which the parties did not see eye to eye so I had to put a compromise proposal, which I think is fair. It may very well be that the proposal is not in all its details liked in either capital. On the status issues, I think that the positions of the parties are extremely fixed and I think that we are all in this room well aware of the positions of Belgrade and Pristina on these issues. So, I think, we are still giving one more chance for parties, if they are prepared to come and further engage themselves. I and my colleagues are available for that. I intend to use the month—my original plan is to use the month of February for that purpose.

Ljubica Gojgic, B92: When I said political reality and mentioned independence of Kosovo, I was not necessarily referring to Belgrade and Pristina. I would like you to comment on what were the signals that you’ve been getting, for example, from Washington, Brussels and Moscow? Was it necessary to consider that? I mean you have been present here since 1999, and I think you understand what I have in mind?

SE: I think all of us in this room are more aware than the world in general that there has been a Contact Group where four permanent members have been working together with Germany and Italy. So, we have had the U.S., the U.K., France and the Russian Federation, Germany, which now holds an important position of the presidency of EU, and Italy. That Contact Group existed well before I started in November 2005. You are well aware of the statements made by the Contact Group, the guiding principles, the press statements that they have made. Obviously, this is a group with which I have worked more closely than with then anybody else. Over and above the parties, we have also done a lot of work visiting, both my deputy and myself, and others in my team, to consult with the regional players. We have visited all the capitals in the region. For instance, whenever I go to New York, I see the regional ambassadors there. This I intend to do next week in New York. And, mind you, I have always kept the Chinese Government informed of the negotiations. I saw the Chinese Ambassador in Vienna, the day before yesterday. So when this matter in the end goes to the Security Council, under any circumstances, it is not I or my team that decides the final verdict on the status, it will be the SC. So, obviously we have worked very closely with them. I have to say that the Contact Group has so far been united in the statements that they have made.

Nebojsa Bugarinovic Radio Free Europe: Mr. Ahtisaari, the basic objection of the Belgrade authorities has been that any kind of independence, be it conditional or unconditional, would be a violation of the first principle of the UN Charter on the inviolability of borders. Do you think that you will be able, since we have also obtained your document, to defend such a document, considering that it really provides almost all elements of independence?

SE: On the issue of status I have to go back to what I’ve said – that I will specify when I put my plan finally to the SC. In that sense, it’s still a draft. I’m prepared to consult with the parties, if they so decide. I cannot force anybody to participate. I think there are many principles. I think that sovereignty is one important element, but there are others. I think that in the world in which we live today, the political leaders have the responsibility to protect their citizens. I would argue that the international community has the responsibility if the political leaders fail to provide protection for their citizens. So, there are many principles and I’m not going to start dwelling—I always say that I’m not a lawyer, I’m a bit of ‘a bush lawyer’, because I have had to deal with lawyers for so many years that I’m getting used to their argumentation. You have to also keep in mind that every crisis situation in the world has its own history. That’s why I’ve always argued that Kosovo is a sui generis case like any other crisis situation. We have to look at the history, we have to look what has happened and what decisions have been made in the past. 

Dragana Aleksic, Tanjug: Mr. Ahtisaari, you said that next steps will be proposals by Belgrade and Pristina to your solution. Are you concerned with the fact that the outgoing government in Belgrade says that it cannot participate in the drafting of these proposals. In other words, are you willing to wait for the formation of a new government, which will participate in the process?

SE: Look, I can only make a proposal to the parties. If they do not want know that and utilize the opportunity, I can’t do anything about that. I was supposed to present this package already, before the end of 2006. On November 10, I made a declaration that I would present a plan without delay, without undue delay, after the elections. It has been known since November 10 what I’m going to do. There are no surprises in that sense. We have been very transparent in saying what we are doing. I have been supported by the different organizations to also proceed as I have said. In light of your elections—whether it is now, or little bit later, it seems that the same people will be at the other side of the table. 

Nick Houghton, BBC News: Mr. Ahtisaari, under your proposals, where does sovereignty of Kosovo lie, is it with Serbia, is it with Kosovo, or is it with somebody else? 

SE: I must confess that I don’t particularly like my position being in this press conference, which I would normally say that I enjoy meeting you, because, as I said, I have to stick to what I said earlier – that I will be precise on the status issue when the plan goes in its final form to the Security Council. Hopefully, that happens this spring.  That is why I’m not going to get into this issue. May I say that there is no point. I would hope If you would have some other questions that are not related to the status, it would be more constructive…

Biljana Mitrinovic, Politika:  Since there is a possibility that the Serb Radical Party could be in the next Serbian Government, do you care that in the further consultations you will have to deal with the SRS as a negotiator?

SE: Look, I have carried out negotiations all my life. I can pick my own team, but I can’t pick the teams of those who come to see me. So, whoever comes I will talk to them. 

Unknown: When do you expect your final proposal to go to the UN SC?

SE: My present plan is to utilize the month of February for the consultative process and then to finalize my proposal; that was the original idea. Now we have to see whether the parties want to come and consult anymore, or perhaps they feel that they have been consulted enough, then that will finally decide the timeframe. I can’t say more. Next month is actually March. If I would use February, if there is no consultative process, then I have to, of course, consult different cooperating partners and see whether that would somehow change the timeframe and, of course, consult the S-G who is my boss.

Johnny Diamond, BBC News: Did you get any indication from the Russian delegation to the Contact Group on Friday, as to how they received your recommendations and how do you see the future of Kosovo developing, if it remains isolated from Serbia, as it is, economically, socially and culturally?

SE: I don’t think that I’m in the position to go into details of my consultations with the Contact Group. I think we had a good meeting in Vienna. It was agreed already…it was nothing dramatic, because we had agreed already on November 10 that we should meet after the elections and when the elections actually have been confirmed. Therefore, I proposed the date of 26 January. It is a little bit like any other gathering of the Contact Group. It is a smaller group where we have these countries that I have mentioned and you know. The EU group is a bigger group, of 27 nations. There are different positions on different issues, but I think that it is very important that, like in the case of EU, that it remains united when it goes to the final decision. We are not there yet. Final process actually starts when my plan in its final form enters the Security Council. I would not like to start speculating how the permanent members or others will behave in that. I must say that I have been impressed that the Contact Group has remained together and there are always nuanced views on different issues, it is bound to be so. If you look in an organized manner what has happened, even before I started, starting from the guiding principles, the London statement, etc., statement of the foreign ministers in September in New York, it is surprising unity that this group has shown. I must confess that I would not have accepted this assignment, had I not had the Contact Group supporting. 

Look, I hope that all—I have been among those people who have been advocating extremely strongly that the whole region of the Balkans one day will join the EU. I have experienced that process myself in Finland in 1995 and I was advocating for my own country to join the EU. I have also witnessed what it means nowadays to travel, the borders mean much less than they did in the past. I am a bit spoiled because in Scandinavia we have had the freedom of movement. I didn’t even have a personal ID with me when I traveled in Scandinavia. Perhaps I am well enough known in those parts to get though immigration. I think that in the whole Balkans and that goes as well for Serbia and Kosovo, we have to start getting the economic growth even better. I’m aware that the growth right here has been very good. I think we have to be able to improve the life of ordinary citizens in the Balkans. We also have to be able, and now I’m taking a different hat, I’m an advocate for more freedom of movement for people so that they can study and work. So, this prospect of a wider Europe for me is of vital importance and I think that assumes already that there have to be good neighbourly relations. In that sense, without that prospect, I would be concerned, as you may be. With that prospect I think that we can move to a better future. 

Andrija Igic, Tanjug: Mr. Ahtisaari, you are expected to meet with representatives of the Kosovo Serbs. What exactly does your plan offers to the Kosovo Serbs and what is your argumentation that you think would be sufficient to persuade them that what you are offering is good for them?

SE: We felt very strongly that when I go and see the authorities in Kosovo, I also should make myself available to different groups in Pristina. One, of course, is the Kosovo Serbs. We have invited four people that come from the North, the South and the Centre of the country. I do not have a final list of who actually can make it, but I wanted to explain to them and I do not want to repeat my statements for them here today, because I want them to hear that directly from me. I want them to know what is there, how it will affect their life and I’m not on a tour to convince them, I want to give them factual information. That is the reason we want to have the executive summary and some fact sheets on our web site so that anyone who want to read these proposals, can do that. It is a courtesy. I will also be seeing and I extended the same invitation to Serbian Orthodox Church representatives. I do not know whether they would be able to come, furthermore, they are very well aware of what the proposals in that sense are. Out of sheer courtesy, I felt that I should be making myself and my colleagues available. The third group that I have invited are the other minority communities, non-Albanian communities, over and above the Serbs.
Jelena Tasic, Danas: You have just said that you would offer consultations and that it is up to Belgrade and Pristina to accept them. Have you received an official request from Belgrade to postpone the process for a while until a new government is formed, bearing in mind that the member of the Russian delegation had indicated the same last Friday in the Contact Group?

SE: First of all, I made it clear to the Contact Group, as well. I provided them with my schedule. They are all fully aware of what we intend to do. I explained the role of the Contact Group earlier here, so I don’t want to dwell on that. Everyone, since November, knows that I would be coming, more or less at this time, to Belgrade and Pristina. Therefore, what I’ve done was that I told Belgrade what the timeframe is and I will hear in due course what their formal reaction is going to be, but invitation letters will be provided both here and in Pristina. The timeframe is what I said, that we would like to start on 13 February.

Aljosa Milenkovic, Al Jazeera TV: Are you feeling frustrated, because you did not meet with some other important political figures here in Belgrade, or maybe they did not want to see you?

SE: I appreciate your questions, but I will be seventy next summer, ladies and gentlemen. If I would be frustrated with what I have gone through in my life, I would be in a rocking chair by now. So, I’m not easily frustrated. I think it is very important to understand and I hope it is generally understood – I have my job given by the Secretary-General and endorsed by the Security Council. I have to do my job, others have to do theirs and we all have to live with that. Don’t expect me to be frustrated. I am a born optimist, otherwise I wouldn’t be still around. 

(End of transcript)
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