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�
Historical, social and political situation





Since NATO’s jubilee war is over, the Western world seems to perceive Yugoslavia reduced to the very question: When will Milosevic go?� This perspective ignores several crucial problems. Even if the elimination of Milosevic from the political scene would be certainly advantageous for the democratisation of Serbia, not all tensions will be solved by it at once.


Before any accusation of oversimplification arise, we should make clear that we do not want to speculate on a ‘Second Kosovo’. The basic reason is that the situation in the two former autonomous provinces of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia is completely different. While the future status of the Kosovo is more than uncertain, it might be still reasonable to talk about autonomy as a desirable solution for the Vojvodina, or probably about a federal structure for the FRY.�


The long-term desire should be unquestionably the internal and external stability of Serbia and Montenegro. This must ensure, that the state is not a threat for its neighbours and has a political form, which enjoys the support of its citizens, but also guarantees legal security and prevent them from suffering. A highly ambitious scope, in view of the current situation, nevertheless a necessary one. The internal aspects include legitimacy and a minimum of material and public security. Despite restricting our scope to only one region, we should keep these general requirements in mind.





The ethnic diversity of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina (APV) makes this region unique in Europe. It can claim a long tradition of ‘peaceful co-existence’ among over twenty ethnicities. Historically, the province used to be inhabited by three major groups of approximately equal strength, namely Hungarians, Germans and Serbs.� These relations underwent a radical change since World War II. The postwar years saw the mass-expulsion of 300,000 ethnic Germans. Since then there has been a vast Serbian settlement in the region, as a result of which the autochtonous inhabitants became a minority among the Serb population. In the province, covering 20% of the territory of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), the 1991 census counted 1,143,723 (57%) Serbs, 339,491 (16,9%) Hungarians, 74,808 (3,7%) Croats, 63,545 (3,1%) Slovaks, as well as Ruthenians (Ukrainians), Romanians, Germans and Roma (Gypsies), altogether nearly 2 Million.� Since then major changes have happened, including the emigration of approximately 50,000 Hungarians and 30,000 Croats, mainly young people, belonging to the educated middle-class. In the same time, there has been an increase of the Serb population of more than 200,000 refugees from Croatia and Bosnia. Today, Serbs are assumed to make up 60-66% of the entire population.


Previous to the Treaty of Trianon (1920), the province� was part of the Hungarian Kingdom (always belonging to Hungary Proper, in contrast to Croatia Proper and Transylvania), since the Habsburg emperors managed to recapture it from the Ottoman rule, in 1699 and 1718. The Habsburg policy was also responsible for the multi-ethnic resettlement of the post-Turkish era. After the German occupation of the SHS-State, the territory between Danube and Tisza has been reincorporated into Hungary. After 1945, the province could enjoy a considerable level of autonomy, gradually enhancing this through the constitutional reforms of 1953, 1963, 1974 and 1981. Since 1974, together with the Kosovo, it gained a status actually almost equal to the republics. Serbian nationalism often accused Tito of deliberately weakening the Serb element with the strengthening of the autonomous provinces. Not surprising therefore, the first political action of Slobodan Milosevic ‘riding into power on this wave of resurgent Serbiian nationalism’�, was the abolishment of the exceptional status of the Vojvodina and the Kosovo, supported by aggressive demonstrations in Novi Sad in autumn 1988. The province still enjoys nominal autonomy, but with a territorial budget of one million German Marks (less than the small city of Subotica/Szabadka) and with strong centralised control from Belgrade, affecting even the communal level.�


Before the NATO attack on Yugoslavia, the area used to be the most advanced part of Serbia, often described as the ’bread-basket’ of the country, with the lowest rate of illiteracy. It was said to generate 42 percent of the Serbian budget revenue and 30 percent of the GDP.� During the Kosovo War, the Vojvodina suffered some of the most fierce attacks. Not only the two refineries of Serbia, situated in Novi Sad and Pancova, and the chemical industrial complex in Pancova have been destroyed, but in order to prevent the dispatch of military units to Kosovo, also the infrastructure of the region, notably roads and bridges, has been destroyed. According to announcements from Belgrade, more than half of the 100 billion dollar damage in the FRY affected the APV.�








In terms of stability





We will start our examination by discussing the arguments raised by Korhecz in favour and against the potential stability of the Vojvodina.� Then we will proceed with the probably most important political question about the future constitutional status of the province and its relation to Serbia.


Korhecz observes, that in contrast to Kosovo the Serbs of the Vojvodina have a comfortable majority, which is bound to grow in future. Therefore, hysteria of ‘national annihilation’ is unlikely to arise on their side. Furthermore, until now, the resources of the region are under the complete control of Belgrade, for the central government can hardly get accused of ‘endangering Serb national interests’. The Hungarian minority is politically fragmented and without signs of radicalisation. Neither has Budapest adopted a policy of incitement. It can be remarked that, more recently, there are signs of more unity among the minority representatives, but they still resist extremist pressure. Finally, Korhecz argues that there is a typical ‘lowland mentality’ of the Vojvodina people, which makes them less receptive to nationalist propaganda. Or, as Nenad Canak put it, ‘the structures between the ethnic groups of the Vojvodina are intact. Yet.’ � Even if it is difficult to deal scientifically with these argument, the lack of interethnic violence in the region since 1990 and especially since the Kosovo war – despite many concerns – seem to prove this point.


But Korhecz does not fail to warn of possible further radicalisation of Serbia, which could turn into anarchy. This surely would also effect the Vojvodina, where fears of Arkan’s paramilitary units are still vivid especially among the Hungarian and Croat minorities. On the other hand, the lowering of standards of minority rights – which cannot be lowered too much further – could lead to the radicalisation of the minorities, again disturbing the ethnic peace of the region.








How much independence?





There seems to be a general consensus in the APV on the key issue that its autonomy should be extended. According to a regularly quoted recent poll, 75%-85% of its inhabitants claimed to support the idea. Although this seems to be overwhelming, one should not forget, that the parties of the Belgrade government managed to gather the majority of votes in the province. The 15% heavily opposed to more local rights equal the supporters of Vojeslav Seselj’s Radical Party and are most presumably to be found among the refugees. The local branches of the SPS and JUL also declared being in favour of more self-government, nevertheless they fail to put their national leaders under pressure accordingly. It remains to be seen how party preferences will be influenced by the demand for autonomy in the future.


The supporters also can not be regarded as a homogenous mass. Even among the politically active, views on the desirable degree of autonomy and on the way to achieve it are quite divergent. Two years ago, this lead to the break up of the ‘Coalition Vojvodina’� and despite diminishing political differences this year, the personal feuds between major leaders are unbridgeable.�


The radical wing is lead by Nenad Canak of the Social-Democrat League of Vojvodina. Already a year ago he claimed that ‘Vojvodina's autonomy is an anachronistic solution that no longer makes any sense in circumstances in which the institutions in this country no longer function.  That is why we are now pursuing our strategic goal, which is Vojvodina as a republic’, having in mind ‘a wider concept of the federalization of Serbia and not Vojvodina as an independent state.’ � He has warned, that ‘denying this status from the Vojvodina will turn it in at latest ten years in a new Kosovo.’ �


He is supported by his ally Miodrag Isakov, leader of the Reformist Democratic Party, who ‘also thinks that apart from Vojvodina, Sumadija, Sandzak, the Nis region and Timocka Krajina should also be autonomous regions, and that Belgrade should be given special status.’ � This attitude has been heavily criticised by SPS spokesman Ivica Dacic, who, commenting the Stability Pact conference, which put forward a similar concept, said that ‘if their goal is such a democratization, that the Serb people are left without a state and that Serbs become the new European Kurds, then thank you for such a paradise’ .�


The emigré opposition leader and former Prime Minister of Yugoslavia, Milan Panic, went even further by imagining Vojvodina being temprory passed over to Hungary, so the province can immediately benefit of the EU-enlargement. He argued that, in the long run, borders would vanish anyway.�


A radicalisation of the formerly moderate wing of the Coalition Vojvodina, Dragan Veselinov’s� Peasant Party is also remarkable. In the second half of 1999, they shifted from demanding economic independence to threatening separatism. Modest statements, like ‘the people of Vojvodina should decide whether they want economic autonomy within Serbia and Yugoslavia, protected by autonomous legislative, executive, and judicial authorities’,� have been replaced by accusations that Belgrade is pushing ‘Vojvodina into separatism’. � Veselinov himself warned the Serbian leadership that ‘if I do not get autonomy, I will become a separatist’. � Still, there is a difference in the view on the multiethnic character of the province. Veselinov's coalition estimates ‘that the Serbs, who make up 57 percent of the population of Vojvodina, should play a dominant role’ � in leading the province into democracy. He also ‘believes that all efforts aimed at restoring Vojvodina's autonomy are a valuable contribution of the Vojvodina people to overthrowing Slobodan Milosevic's authoritarian and centralized regime’.�


Quite difficult is the position of the national minorities on the question. Only the Hungarians and Croats are politically organised, but they lack a powerful corporate representation. After four years of fighting each other, the major Hungarian parties� finally managed to come to an agreement on a paper called the ‘Budapest Agreement’.� This is a concept of a three level autonomy structure. First of all, cultural autonomy for members of ethnic minorities, sufficient funding of minority institutions, press and broadcasting. Then it demands territorial self-government for the districts with Hungarian majority, close to the Hungarian border. And, finally, it also argues for autonomy of the province itself, which should protect minorities against Serbian nationalism, which is far less strong in the Vojvodina itself. The proposal gained the support of the Hungarian government, which, however, is rather cautious about interfering in the ‘internal affairs’ of Yugoslavia, avoiding the charge of enforcing separatism. Nevertheless, the majority of the Hungarians of Northern Vojvodina seem to favour a legal revision of the borders,� an issue heavily stressed by the extreme right of Hungary, centered around István Csurka, and the Western emigration lobby.�


Furthermore, there is no unity between the Vojvodina and the Belgrade opposition. They undoubtedly share the common goal of removal of Milosevic, but priorities are divergent. Djindjic and Draskovic declared support for autonomy – while heavily opposing the Hungarian desires, calling them ‘extremistic’� –, but they remain concentrating on Belgrade. The President of the Reform Democratic Party of Vojvodina Miodrag Isakov is sure that only the people of Vojvodina can win autonomy for Vojvodina, since ‘the Belgrade opposition has never understood Vojvodina’.�


Finally, there is hardly any support from the ‘international community’.  When Leonard Cohen and NATO’s General Clark were confronted with the idea of Hungarian territorial autonomy, they reacted not too enthusiastically, stating that one Kosovo was enough for the West.� Jiri Dienstbier (UN Special Envoy for Human Rights) ‘failed to announce any stronger involvement of the international community in resolving the problems in Vojvodina, saying that that region is the most stable in the present-day Yugoslavia’.� There has been a similar statement by Eduard Kukan (UN Special Envoy for Yugoslavia) on the Hungarian demands.� The only prominent supporter was Vaclav Havel, who was convinced that ‘the 300,000-strong Hungarian minority in the Serbian province of Vojvodina should decide by itself on its possible autonomy’.�








Conclusion





We can sum up that a peaceful gaining of autonomy, at least to the level of the 1974 constitution, is most likely the ideal solution for the province, which, if included in a general federalist restructuring of the FRY, could prove a strong starting point for the democratisation process. Sadly, bearing in mind the current power relations, this may appear as no more than wishful thinking. There is little hope, that democratisation or federalisation will occur, while Milosevic stays in power. His government can always argue, that autonomy is only the first step towards separatism, holding the threat of border revisions in favour of Hungary. And they possibly even would be right, having in mind the case of Slovenia and Croatia, where the secession also started with demands of more economic autonomy. There is also small hope, that the opposition will be able to overcome his rule. Even if this should happen, most of these parties are far from being democratic in a Western sense. Maybe the best temporary solution is a neutral transitional government, which can manage to distribute political and economic power, before giving way to free elections, thus preventing the rise of a new despot. In this case local forces in the Vojvodina might be able to articulate enough pressure, which could lead towards a decentralised state.
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� Charles Fenyvesi, Editor of the Human Rights Newsletter of Radio Free Europe and of Watchlist, in the Hungarian weekly, Heti Világ Gazdaság: “Még nem találkoztam amerikai szakértõvel, (...) aki ne Milosevics eltávolítását látná a legelsõ feladatnak. [I have met no american expert so far, who (...) would not see the removal of Milosevic as the primary task.]” ( “A szerb Jaruzelski”, in: HVG #36/1999, p.58).


� The source for our investigation includes chiefly internet material, newspaper articles and radio news headlines of roughly the past year, in as far as they were available in Hungarian, German or in English, resp. in translation. Hungarian sources include internet sites (e.g. the Hungarian Human Rights Foundation, the World Federation of Hungarians, the Association of Hungarians in the Vojvodina and private sites, like Vojvodina emigrants in Canada), articles from the weekly Heti Világ Gazdaság (HVG), the Hungarian language daily of the Vojvodina ‘Magyar Szó’ and other major Hungarian dailies. English resources are available mainly on the Web, which includes the sites of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Central Europe Online, Institute of War and Peace Reporting, and the News Translation Service of the US Government (FBIS). The only recently published scientific article dealing with our topic (which I was able to discover) is an investigation by Tamás Korhecz, Professor at the Central European University in Budapest (Vojvodina – The Next Stage of the Dismantling Process?, In: Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Vol XII/2, 1999, p.153-167). We will take his observations regarding stability and instability factors of the province as a starting point, and reflect on them in the light of the developments that have occured since his analysis, which antedates the Kosovo War.


� According to the 1921 census each made up ca. 25% of the whole population.


� Korhecz, Tamás: Vojvodina, p.154.


� Thoroughly speaking, it had never the status of a province before. In Hungarian political language it was referred as the ‘Délvidék’ (‘Southern Territory’), a rather vague expression. In administrative sense this meant the county of Bács-Bodrog (between Danube and Tisza), the Szerémség (between Danube and Drave) and the three counties of Torontál, Temes and Krassó/Szörény, lying southward of the Szeged-Arad line, between Danube and Transylvania. First time the idea of a province Vojvodina appeared during the 1848 revolution, when the Serbian population declared its atonomy within Hungary. The Trianon Treaty itself divided the Region into a Western (to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes) and an Eastern (to Romania) section. Hungarian politicians, devoted more or less openly to irredentism (including the first non-communist Prime Minister, József Antall), did not and do not forget to stress, that Vojvodina has never been transferred to Serbia, but to the South-Slav Federation.


� T. Korhecz: Vojvodina, p.154.


� ‘The provincial assembly and the Vojvodina government, deal with issues of little importance. Practically, district heads, who are directly responsible to the government in Belgrade and are but high-ranking civil servants, have greater prerogatives that the provincial bodies and institutions. Vojvodina has also been disempowered in the domain of finances. [...]In 1999, some 110 million dinars are going to be set aside for Vojvodina, that is, only 0.5 percent of the budget, and far less than what is being collected in the state revenue from the region.’ – BETA Commentary: ‘Situation in Vojvodina: Autonomy on the Agenda’, Belgrade 11/03/1999.


� BETA Commentary: ‘Situation in Vojvodina: Autonomy on the Agenda’, Belgrade 11/03/1999.


� HVG #25/1999, p.71-74.


� Korhecz: Vojvodina


� Interview with N. Canak in die tageszeitung, Berlin 05/07/1999, p.3.


� A temporary allience of oppositional and local parties demanding more independence from Belgrade.


� Recently, Veselinov managed to get Canak removed from the national assembly and gathered the vacant seat himself. This move did not improve his reputation, he is suspected co-operating with the authorities.


� BETA, Belgrade 15/12/1998.


� Interview with N. Canak in die tageszeitung, Berlin 05/07/1999, p.3.


� BETA Profiles: Vojvodina Opposition Party Leader Isakov, Belgrade 24/11/1999.


�   BETA: sps spokesman: government without elections idea 'funny', Belgrade 29/07/1999.


� Die tageszeitung, quoting Magyar Nemzet, Berlin 06/09/1999, p.2.


� ‘He was also a visiting fellow of the School for Slavonic and East European Studies at the University of London, a visiting associate professor at the St. Antony College in Oxford’, BETA Profiles: Vojvodina Coalition's Veselinov, Belgrade 02/12/1999.


� Belgrade Radio b2-92: ‘vojvodina closes ranks against milosevic’, 16/09/1999 (reported by BETA).


� BETA: Veselinov Announces Vojvodina Also ”Will Go Its Own Way”, Belgrade 17/11/1999.


� BETA: Veselinov Announces Vojvodina Also ”Will Go Its Own Way”, Belgrade 17/11/1999.


� Victoria Stegic for AFP (North European Service), Paris 29/09/1999.


� BETA Profiles: Vojvodina Coalition's Veselinov, Belgrade 02/12/1999.


� The two major parties are the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians, led by Subotica mayor József Kasza, and the Democratic Party of Vojvodina Hungarians, presided over by András Ágoston. They formed after several splits in the Democratic Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians, which was once the only party representing ethnic Hungarians. A small remainder of the party is still active under the leadership of Sándor Páll. The other three Hungarian political groups are considered as ‘facsimile-parties’, for their activity is reduced to sending out press releases in the name of their virtual membership. In late summer, the ‘Hungarian National Council’ was formed jointly by the major forces, but there is still no agreement on its composition and legal status. While Kasza’s proposal would include representatives of the political parties and elected delegates at local, regional and national levels, Ágoston favours an electoral list of ethnic Hungarians. The local branch of the World Association of Hungarians rejects both (the first one as a ‘party-ghetto’ concept, the second one, because of fears that the list might be abused for ethnic purges in a potential crisis), and urges for the inclusion of societal and religious bodies, as well as the representatives of the emigration.


� Official title: ‘The Agreement on the political and legal framework of local self-government in Vojvodina and Vojvodina's ethnic communities’.


� HVG #32/1999: Felmérés a határon túli magyarokról, Budapest 14/081999, p.99-101. Further results of the survey revealed that the support for autonomy of the Hungarian territories is supported by only 2%, but almost no one opposed the idea of cultural autonomy and the autonomy of the entire Vojvodina. Nearly half of the questioned were sceptical about the future existence of their community, regarding assimilation as unstoppable.


� die tageszeitung: Ungarns zweideutige Signale an die Wojwodina [Hungary’s ambiguous signals towards the Vojvodina], Berlin 27/08/1999, p.2.


� HVG #30/1999: Vajdaság – Vissza az autonómiát [Vojvodina – bring the autonomy back], Budapest 31/07/1999, p.10-11. The expression is attributed to Djindjic, while after the Vienna meeting of the Vojvodina Opposition on 23/09/1999, ‘Draskovic alleged the existence of a certain ”Viennese document” calling for the annexation of Voivodina/Vajdaság from Yugoslvaia to Hungary’ [HHRF Monitor 24/09/1999]. As delegates of his ‘Serbian Renewal Movement’ attended the meeting, Draskovic certainly must have been informed that no such document was subject to the negotiations.


� BETA Profiles: Vojvodina Coalition's Veselinov, Belgrade 02/12/1999.


� Sarajevo Radio, 13/07/1999.


� BETA Commentary: Situation in Vojvodina: Autonomy on the Agenda, Belgrade 11/03/1999.


� HVG #30/1999: Vajdaság – Vissza az autonómiát, Budapest 31/07/1999, p.10-11. According to the article, Gábor Horváth, Spokesman of the Hungarian Government for Foreign Affairs, questioned whether the Czech Dienstbier and the Slovak Kukan have looked at the autonomy plan of the Hungarian parties at all.


� News Agency CTK, Prague 25/06/1999.
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