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Executive summary 

                                                   
1 Filip Ejdus is Assistant Professor at the Fac ulty of Political Sc iences/ University of Belg rade and member of the Management 
Board of the Belg rade Centre of Sec urity Policy. Leon Malazogu is Direc tor of the Democ racy for Development Institute in 
Prishtina. Milan Niþ is Senior Fellow  at the Central European Policy Institute, a  regional think tank based  in Bratislava . This paper 
is the first in a  series of researc h papers published  w ithin the p rojec t  “ Visegrad Support for Dialogue between Serbia and  
Kosovo” , and  is supported by the International Visegrad Fund . 

The munic ipa l elec tions in Kosovo on 
3 November w ill be a  litmus test for 
the Brussels Agreement and  for the 
normalisa tion of rela tions between 
Serb ia  and  Kosovo, b ut a lso an omen 
for the EU’s ab ility to impose stab ility 
in its ba c kyard . This paper a ims to  
assist a ll stakeholders to the Brussels 
Agreement to work effec tively 
toward  a  posit ive outc ome in 
northern Kosovo (as d ifferently as this 
outc ome may be assessed  by eac h 
of them), but a lso to p repare for 
c ontingenc ies. 
The voter turnout in the four Serb-
ma jority northern munic ipa lit ies is a s 
important as their rela tions w ith 
Prishtina  a fterwards. 
 

While the northern politic ians have 
embrac ed  a  passive boyc ott, several 
vio lent inc idents herald  a  c limate of 
ac tive intim ida tion tha t c ould  seriously 
reduc e turnout or potentia lly halt the 
elec toral p rocess a ltogether. The EU 
seems willing  to ac c ep t a  fa irly low 
turnout as a  suffic ient legal basis for the 
new munic ip a l institutions. However, it 
is hard  to see any serious c ontingenc y 
p repara tions – a Plan B – to put things 
bac k on trac k in c a se of dera ilment. 
The paper looks a t the c hallenges 
ahead and  analyses the la test 
developments among the north 
Kosovo Serb  politic a l elite and  the roles 
p layed by Belg rade and  Prishtina . It 
ends w ith a  c onsidera tion of four 
sc enarios for the elec tions and their 
a ftermath (summarised  on the next 
page).  
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The optimistic scenario 
 
� More than 30% of K/ Serbs vote 
� Und isputed  elec toral p roc ess 
� The joint list must form c oalitions with 

other K/ Serb  parties, a lso in the 
south 

� The Assoc ia tion of Serb  
Munic ipalities smoothly established 

� Interim Assem bly fad es into 
irrelevanc e 

� The EU sponsored  Belgrad e-Prishtina  
negotia tions m ove into the next 
phase, tac kling  new issues 

The realistic scenario 
 
� The turnout hovers around  15-30% 
� The elec tion proc ess is d isputed  by 

lim ited  violenc e but is not d era iled  
� The joint list d ominates the 

Assoc ia tion of Serb  Munic ipalities  
� The new m unic ipal struc tures 

mainta in d istanc e from Prishtina  
� K/ Albanian m ajority inc reasingly 

nervous about sta te d ysfunc tionality  
� Belgrade-Prishtina  negotia tions 

c ontinue a t slower pac e  

The disastrous scenario 
 
� Ac tive boyc ott results in a  turnout 

below 5% 
� Violent inc id ents lead  to the 

withd rawal of OSCE sta ff from  
polling sta tions in northern Kosovo  

� Prishtina  appoints provisional 
struc tures (with or without c onsent 
of Belgrade) 

� New barric ad es, KFOR use of force, 
new c yc le of violenc e 

� Fall of Serb ian government  
� Deadloc k in Belgrad e-Prishtina  ta lks, 

sta lemate in Serb ia ’ s EU ac c ession 

The pessimistic cenario 
 
� Sec urity inc id ents, ac tive boyc ott, 

turnout a t 5%-15%  
� Prishtina  rejec ts high by-m ail turnout 
� K/ Albanians ac quire signific ant 

share in northern munic ipalities 
� Interim Assem bly steps up resistanc e 

and  grows in im portanc e 
� Inter-ethnic  tensions inc rease and 

Belgrade-Prishtina  norm alisa tion is in 
jeopard y 

More desired outcome 
 

Less desired outcome 
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Introduction  
On 19 April 2013, Serb ia  and  Kosovo 
signed  an agreement whic h has the 
potentia l to be historic , if fully 
imp lemented . 2  Med ia ted  by the EU, it 
was designed  to defuse the last c onflic t 
in the Western Balkans, and  remove one 
of the ma in log jams on the pa ths of 
Serb ia  and  Kosovo towards EU 
membership . The Brussels Agreement, the 
moniker it quic kly ac quired , c ould  thus 
be a  harb inger of a new era  in the 
re la tionship  between Belg rade and  
Prishtina , as well as for their European 
transformation. 

The agreement p rovided  for the inc lusion 
of the four northernmost Serb-ma jority 
munic ipa lit ies into Kosovo's legal system. 
The establishment of an 
Assoc ia tion/ Community of Serb -ma jority 
munic ipa lit ies is to further g rant them 
signific ant self-governanc e (some say 
autonomy).  The p roc ess is to be set in 
motion a fter munic ipa l e lec tions whic h 
a re sc heduled  to take plac e on 3 
November. As only legal and  leg itimate  
munic ipa l authorit ies may estab lish the 
Assoc ia tion (through the delega tion of 
c ounc illors upwards), the partic ip a tion of 
Serbs in the upc oming  elec tions is 
c ruc ia l. The elec tions w ill be a litmus test 
for the Brussels Agreement, but a lso a  
portent for the EU’s ab ility to impose  
stab ility in its bac kyard . 
 
This paper a ims to analyse the 
c ha llenges ahead and  to assist a ll 
stakeholders to the Brussels Agreement 
to work effec tively toward a  positive  
                                                   
2 The First Agreement of Princ ip les Governing the 
Normalisation of Relations, full text available here: 
http:/ /www .rts.rs/ upload/ storyBoxFileData/ 2013/ 04/ 20/
3224154/ Orig inalni%20tekst%20sporazuma.pd f 

outc ome (a s d ifferently as this outc ome 
may be assessed  by eac h of the 
stakeholders), but a lso to p repare for 
c ontingenc ies. The paper sta rts w ith a  
reflec tion on the p repara tions for the 
munic ipa l e lec tions, ana lyses the roles 
and  p referenc es of Belg rade and  
Prishtina , and  then zooms in on the la test 
developments in northern Kosovo. Lastly, 
the paper c onsiders four sc enarios for 
the elec tions themselves and  their 
a ftermath. Delinea ting  an op timistic , 
rea listic , pessimistic  a s well as a  d isastrous 
sc enario, the paper a lso explores the 
forc es tha t c ould  push developments in 
one way or another. 
 
 

1. Preparations for 
the elections 

As w ith the Agreement itself, 
p repara tions for the elec tions have been 
fraught w ith tensions and  ambiguit ies. 
Belg rade and  Prishtina  have ma inta ined  
their dec la ra tory c ommitment, but have 
not done a ll they c ould  to smooth 
transit ion on the g round . The mayors and  
most politic a l representa tives of the 
northern Kosovo Serbs have mounted  a  
boyc ott aga inst elec tions, while rec ent 
vio lenc e in the north ra ises serious 
sec urity c onc erns tha t c ould  potentia lly 
undermine the entire p roc ess. 
 
The Brussels Agreement foresees tha t 
“ munic ipa l e lec tions sha ll be organised  
in the northern munic ipa lit ies in 2013 with 
the fac ilita tion of the OSCE in 
ac c ordanc e with Kosovo law and  
interna tiona l standards” . 3 The OSCE will 
p rac tic a lly organise the elec tions in 
                                                   
3 Point 12 of the Brussels Agreement. 

http://www.rts.rs/upload/storyBoxFileData/2013/04/20/3224154/Originalni%20tekst%20sporazuma.pdf
http://www.rts.rs/upload/storyBoxFileData/2013/04/20/3224154/Originalni%20tekst%20sporazuma.pdf
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northern Kosovo, on behalf of Kosovo’ s 
Centra l Elec tion Commission (CEC). The 
OSCE is to p lac e two observers in eac h 
polling sta tion and  potentia lly in sites in 
Serb ia .  
 
The unc erta inty stems not only from the 
c omplexities on the g round , but a lso 
from the 15 vaguely defined  points of the 
agreement itself, whic h leave ample 
w igg le room for d ifferent interp reta tions. 
For Prishtina , the Agreement is an 
important step  towards full normalisa tion 
between two sovereign c ountries and  
w ill eventua lly lead  to Serb ia ’ s 
rec ognition of Kosovo as an 
independent sta te. Belg rade insists tha t 
the Agreement is sta tus-neutra l and  tha t 
elec tions a re intended to b ring  more of 
Serb ia  into Kosovo. During  the 
negotia tions, the amb iguity of the text 
served  c onstruc tively to reac h 
agreement and  mask the rema ining  
d isagreements. However, if suc h 
nebulous word ing was the maximum 
c ompromise tha t c ould  be reac hed, 
d ifferenc es were ultimately bound to 
c lash on the g round .  
 
One of the points of d isagreement was 
the appearanc e of “ Repub lic  of Kosova”  
on the ballot paper. From Serb ia ’ s point 
of view, no symbols of Kosovo’ s 
sta tehood were ac c ep tab le on the 
ba llot g iven tha t the Brussels Agreement 
is sta tus-neutra l. At the same time, 
Kosovo refers to the word ing  tha t 
elec tions a re organised  “ in a c c ordanc e  
with Kosovo law”  (point 11), henc e its 
insistenc e to ma inta in the same 
appearanc e as in p revious elec tions. The 
issue was fina lly resolved  in early 
Sep tember when Kosovo’ s CEC dec ided  
to remove the reference to the republic  

and  leave the name and logo of the 
CEC, under c lear p ressure from the 
politic a l top  b rass.  
 
The most important e lec tion-rela ted  
dead line was 4 Sep tember for the 
reg istra tion of politic a l entities and  the 
c ertific a tion of c and ida te lists. While 
negotia tions c ontinued  until days before 
the deadline, Kosovo Serbs submitted  18 
lists, c ompeting  in 24 (out of 38) 
munic ipa lit ies inc lud ing  the four northern 
ones. Two lists (one of them openly 
supported  by Serb ia ’ s Government) 
were instruc ted  by the CEC to remove 
the word  “ Serb ia ”  from the name.4 The 
dead line for the reg istra tion of voters 
living  outside of Kosovo was first 
sc heduled  for 11 September but was 
then extended to 17 September. 
Belg rade hastily submitted  to the OSCE 
around  40,000 app lic a tions of d isp lac ed  
Kosovo Serbs who wanted  to reg ister to 
vote in Kosovo’ s munic ipa l elec tions. 
Some 6,600 applic a tions were ac c ep ted  
while a ll others were re jec ted  as 
inc omplete – ma inly due to the absenc e 
of a  p resent or former address in Kosovo 
or other p roof of residenc e. An 
add itiona l number of a round  12,000 
Serbs were added to the Voters List 
during  negotia tions in Brussels.5 Prishtina  
has, in the meantime, p repared  for 
elec tions, and  it has gone out of its way 

                                                   
4 The Government of Serbia w hic h p roposed  the list 
Civil Initiative Serbia c hanged the name into Serbian 
Civic  Initiative (Ser. Graÿanska inic ijativa srpska). The 
other p roblematic  list w as initia lly entitled Serbia , 
Democ racy, Justice Oliver Ivanoviü. It c hanged its 
name into SDJ-Oliver Ivanoviü (Ser. Graÿanska  
inic ijativa  SDP –Oliver Ivanoviü). 
5 Tanjug . 1 Oc tober 2013. “ Jos 12.000 c e upisati za  
izbore.”  
http:/ /www .b92.net/ info/ vesti/ index.php?yyyy=2013&
mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=760235&utm_source=tw itterfe
ed&utm_medium=tw itter 

http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2013&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=760235&utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=twitter
http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2013&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=760235&utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=twitter
http://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2013&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=760235&utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=twitter
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to ac c ommodate Serb  requests. 
Considering  the stra teg ic  importanc e of 
northern partic ipa tion, senior politic a l 
leadership  has weighed  in to get the 
CEC to vio la te its rules and  extend  the 
dead line for voter reg istra tion in Serb ia , 
d rop  mention of the Republic , and  
ac c ep t the rec ruitment in its senior 
ec helons of a  Serb  from the north.  
 

2. Serbia’s storylines 
and strategies 

Belg rade has ma inta ined  a  three-
p ronged d isc ourse regard ing  the 
Agreement in general and  elec tions in 
partic ula r. The first storyline is a imed a t 
Brussels and c an be summarised  as 
“ Serb ia  is g iving  up  effec tive c ontrol over 
the north of Kosovo, but w ill not, a t least 
for the time being , rec ognise Kosovo” . 
Ta ilored  for the domestic  aud ienc e, the 
sec ond storyline interp rets the Brussels 
Agreement as a  “ vic tory over Prishtina ”  
and  “ the maximum Belg rade c ould  get 
a t this po int” . Ac c ord ing  to this narra tive , 
Kosovo Serbs w ill ob ta in leg itimate  
institutions, while Serb ia  has not swerved  
from its p ledge “ never to rec ognise 
Kosovo’ s unila teral independence” . The 
third  storyline a ims to mob ilise north 
Kosovo Serbs, to whom the Agreement 
was p resented  as a vehic le to reta in 
Serb ia ’ s p resenc e and  d isrup t 
independent Kosovo from within. 
Prishtina  is espec ia lly c onc erned  with this 
narra tive, fea ring  tha t the Assoc ia tion of 
Serb  Munic ip a lit ies c ould  bec ome 
Belg rade’ s Trojan Horse w ithin a  
g radua lly Daytonised  and  dysfunc tiona l 
Kosovo. 
 

The Government of Serb ia  invited  the 
Serbs from Kosovo as well as those 
elig ib le to vote from Serb ia  to partic ipa te  
in the elec tions, as d id  the Serb ian 
Orthodox Churc h. It a lso sponsored  a  
jo int list in the shape of a  c ivic  init ia tive in 
the north as well as in the south. The 
a rgument put forward  by Belg rade is 
tha t the jo int list reduc es wasted  votes, 
inc reases the representa tion of Serbs, 
and  as suc h is the best way for the north 
Kosovo Serbs to speak w ith one voic e, 
stand  jo intly for their interests and  enjoy 
Serb ia ’ s offic ia l support. While the jo int list 
makes sense in the munic ipa lit ies where 
Serbs a re a  numeric a l minority, it makes 
little  sense in the four northernmost 
munic ipa lit ies where Serbs have an 
overwhelming  ma jority. In effec t, the 
sing le list c ould  easily take virtua lly a ll the 
c ounc illors, leaving  no opposition. 
Prishtina  fears tha t the real a im behind  
the sing le list is to ensure tha t the 
Assoc ia tion rema ins firmly in Belg rade’ s 
hands, an interp reta tion streng thened by 
p rovoc a tive sta tements from the Serb ian 
Minister for Kosovo Aleksandar Vulin.  
 
Looming  early elec tions in Serb ia  may 
a lso be add ing  to a  tendenc y not to 
imp lement the d ia logue as agreed  
upon. Most rec ently, a fter being  denied  
entry into Kosovo by Prishtina  during  the 
elec toral c ampa ign, Serb ia ’ s Prime 
Minister Ivic a  Dac ic  threa tened  to leave 
a ll future negotia tions if the dec ision 
were not revoked . Although Dac ic  was 
offic ia lly supposed  to travel to Kosovo to 
sta rt the c ampa ign in favour of the 
Belg rade- sponsored  jo int list (in the 
southern munic ipa lity, not in the north!), 
his pompous reac tion may a lso mark the 
beg inning  of the elec toral c ampa ign for 
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the next parliamenta ry elec tions in 
Serb ia . 
 
One of the reasons why the Government 
of Serb ia  c hose to set up  a  jo int list 
(reg istered  as a  c ivic  init ia tive ) was to  
avoid  the reg istra tion of Belg rade-based  
parties w ith authorit ies in Prishtina . If the 
governing  parties from Belg rade (SNS 
and  SPS) had  reg istered  their Kosovo 
b ranc hes w ith the CEC as fully fledged  
new parties (and  new ac ronyms), they 
would  have been more vulnerable to 
c rit ic ism by the extreme right for treason. 
Indeed , up  until rec ently, Belg rade had  
tried  to keep the munic ipa l elec tions low 
on the domestic  agenda, in order to 
shie ld  itself from Kosovo-rela ted  c ritic ism 
a t home.  
 
A signific ant by-p roduc t of the jo int c ivic  
list op tion (or possib ly one of the ma in 
ob jec tives) has been the marg ina lisa tion 
of Serb  parties whic h already partic ipa te  
in Kosovo’ s institutiona l life . At the same 
time, the Government of Serb ia  has 
fa iled  to ga in the support for elec tions of 
the most influentia l mayors and  politic a l 
leaders in the four northern-most 
munic ipa lit ies, who rema in adamantly 
opposed  to the Agreement. It is no 
surp rise tha t they c ould  not persuade the 
offic ia ls of the Democ ra tic  Party of 
Serb ia  (DSS), in opposition in Serb ia , to  
partic ipa te. However, Belg rade was also 
unab le to ga in the support of most of the 
northern leaders who belong  to 
b ranc hes of Serb ia ’ s ruling  parties, w ith 
the notab le exc ep tion of Krstimir Pantic , 
former Munic ipa l President of northern (in 
Serb ia  referred  to as Kosovska) Mitrovic a . 
Crowd ing  out other g roup ings paves the 
way for Belg rade to ensure the 
Assoc ia tion reflec ts the government in 

Belg rade and , as suc h, is easier to  
c ontrol. This is the ma in c onc ern for 
Prishtina , and  may be a  reason for 
Kosovo Albanian parties to forge a  
b road  c oa lition a long  ethnic  lines in 
return. 
 

3. Northern Kosovo 
Serbs: anxiety and 
fragmentation  

In sp ite of the polic y shift in Belg rade, 
many Serbs in northern Kosovo have 
refused  to ac c ep t the Brussels 
Agreement, a lthough resistanc e is 
g radua lly wearing  away. Over the past 
14 years, northern Serbs were mob ilised  
p rimarily by the desire to rema in part of 
Serb ia  and  have often c onsc iously 
w ithdrawn themselves from dec ision-
making , leaving  responsib ility squarely in 
the hands of the Belg rade authorities.  

 

Sinc e they were not p resent a t EU-
sponsored  negotia tions, northern Serbs 
were taken abac k by the swiftness of the 
Agreement. Ac c using  Belg rade of a  sell-
out, the politic a l estab lishment in the 
north estab lished  an Interim Assembly as 
a  vehic le to undermine the efforts to 
elec t new munic ipa lit ies.6 The most voc al 
opponents of the Agreement believe 
tha t, w ithout e lec tora l leg itimac y, Serb ia  
would  be unable to c lose its institutions 
and  transfer its financ ia l support to 
Kosovo Serbs through the newly formed 
Assoc ia tion, as p lanned. The new 
institutions would  then eventua lly 

                                                   
6 At the meeting held on 16 August the Assembly 
dec la red that the munic ipal elec tions w ere 
unacceptable bec ause they violate both the 
c onstitution of Serbia and  the UNSC resolution 1244. 
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c ollapse. In the meantime, they hope 
g loba l power shifts c ould  b ring  a  more 
ausp ic ious resolution of the situa tion in 
Kosovo’ s north. In their view, a  c old  
peac e must lead  to a  new d ia logue 
between them and  Prishtina  for e ither 
partit ion or a t least full-fledged  
autonomy for the north. 
 
It is d iffic ult for the Serbs from northern 
Kosovo to ac c ep t the transition, for they 
lived  rela tively well during  the 14 years of 
politic a l limbo, w ith sta te sa la ries c oming  
from both c ap ita ls. Peop le in northern 
Kosovo a re c onc erned  tha t essentia l 
servic es c ould  be c ut as they abandon 
one system for the other. A rough 
estimate ind ic a tes tha t a round  85% of a ll 
inc ome in the north depends on the 
pub lic  sec tor, about three-quarters of 
whic h is from Serb ia  and  a  quarter from 
Kosovo. The planned c losure of the 
Serb ia -financ ed  institutions and  their 
re integra tion into Kosovo’ s lega l 
framework w ill result in signific antly lower 
sa la ries and  job s (for example in loc a l 
administra tion and  hosp ita ls).  
 
Left w ith few allies, northern Serbs have 
developed  a  siege mentality whic h has 
ac tively nurtured  the fear of a  “ silent 
exodus” , further worsened by the 
looming  shut-down of Belg rade’ s 
institutions. Without sta te-run institutions, 
the fear is tha t loc a l elites (teac hers, 
doc tors, judges) w ill leave and  the rest of 
the popula tion may fo llow. The d isc ourse  
of the “ silent exodus”  may be an 
instrument of politic a l p ressure or a  sign 
of despera tion. But in rea lity, any exodus 
is more like ly to happen as a  result of 
lac k of sa la ries than the emotional pa in 
of being  part of Kosovo.  
 

The real c ha llenge is tha t northern Serbs 
fac e not only the fear of abandonment 
by Serb ia , but a lso a  sudden transit ion to 
a  free-market ec onomy, whic h has been 
delayed  for politic a l reasons. Ap art from 
smugg lers and  the politic a l c lass, those  
dependent on sta te sala ries may feel the 
ma in imp ac t. While the well-c onnec ted  
smugg lers may find  ways to tap  into the 
fresh fund ing  tha t w ill flow to the north, 
ta rgeted  soc ia l assistanc e p rogrammes 
should  be among the p riorit ies to assist 
ord inary c it izens struggling  w ith the 
sudden transit ion.   
 
Very few Serbs from the north express 
read iness to partic ipa te in the elec tions. 
The ma in lingering  question is 
c onsequently how ac tive the boyc ott is 
like ly to be. While northern politic ians 
have embrac ed  a  passive boyc ott, 
several inc idents, one of them dead ly, 
herald  a  c limate of more ac tive 
intim ida tion tha t may reduc e turnout to 
a  tric kle or c ould  stop  polling  a ltogether.7  
 
In sp ite of those w idely shared  c onc erns, 
op inion polls suggest tha t opposition to 
the Brussels Agreement may not be as 
unanimous as it seems. Ac c ord ing  to 
polls c onduc ted  in June and July 2013, 
the expec ted  turnout is 17% in Northern 
Mitrovic a , 21% in Zub in Potok, 24% in 
ZveĀan/ Zveç an and  38% in 
Leposaviþ/ Leposaviq . 8  Given tha t 
Belg rade has c ertified  its jo int list in the 
meantime, the turnout is like ly to be 
higher, as long  as the sec urity and  
politic a l environment does not 

                                                   
7 The killing of a EULEX customs officer from Lithuania 
w as among  a  number of violent inc idents that 
occ urred  in September.  
8 http :/ / m.mondo.rs/ cs/ a599581/ Info/ Srbija/ Na-izbore-
na -Kosovu-bi-izaslo-do-38-odsto-g radjana.html 
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deteriora te. Many Serbs in the north may 
a lso be d riven to vote by the narra tive 
tha t the Assoc ia tion of the Serb  
Munic ipa lit ies is the vehic le for Serb ia ’ s 
c ontinued  p resenc e in Kosovo. 
Nevertheless, even if a  la rger-than-
expec ted  perc entage of the popula tion 
c ast their ba llot, most northern Serbs w ill 
boyc ott the elec tions. Given the 
c irc umstanc es, the EU and  the rest of the 
interna tiona l c ommunity is p robab ly 
w illing to ac c ep t a fa irly low turnout as a  
suffic ient legal basis to estab lish 
munic ipa l government.  
 
The c ampa ign in northern Kosovo is like ly 
to be a  low-key a ffa ir w ithout 
enthusia sm. Northern mayora l 
c and id a tes a re unlikely to foc us on 
c onc rete p rojec ts, and  may use sombre  
messages suc h as “ we had  to do this” , 
“ we will try to c hange terms as we go 
a long”  and “ we have to live w ith this 
legal framework, but we will resist and  w ill 
never ac c ep t independenc e” . Suc h a  
tep id  c ampa ign environment is unlikely 
to boost sp irits and  lead  to a  high 
turnout, sinc e voters expec t visionary 
leaders who c an p rojec t op tim ism into  
the future.  
 
The situa tion bec omes further 
c omplic a ted  when southern Serbs a re 
fac tored  into the equa tion. While a ll Serb  
parties should  be in p rinc ip le enthusiastic  
about the Assoc ia tion, they may be less 
so g iven Serb ia ’ s insistenc e of its full 
c ontrol. In their view, Serb ia  is now 
advoc a ting  the same polic y for whic h it 
had  c rit ic ised  the SLS in 2009 when it had  
the c ourage to partic ipa te in e lec tions, 
then aga inst Serb ia ’ s w ill. If the SLS wins 
several munic ip a lit ies in the South, as 
expec ted , it is unc lear if it w ill jo in the 

Assoc ia tion. This is not only a  politic a l 
d ilemma – jo ining  requires the b lessing  of 
mayors who will lose rea l c ompetenc es 
to this supra -munic ipa l body. Other Serb-
ma jority munic ipa lit ies may not be ab le 
to muster the two-thirds of the vote in the 
Assembly required  to jo in the Assoc ia tion. 
But g iven tha t a ll assistanc e from Serb ia  is 
like ly to c ome through the Assoc ia tion, 
staying  away may be a  d iffic ult c hoic e . 
In add ition, southern Serbs fear tha t the 
c onstant politic a l foc us on the north 
sidelines their more serious p rob lems, 
whic h the Assoc ia tion may exac erba te.  
 
Prior to the Brussels Agreement, the Serb  
politic a l sc ene in Kosovo was effec tively 
d ivided  into two c amps: the Belg rade 
Serbs following  Serb ia ’ s offic ia l posit ion 
and  Thac i’ s Serbs, a s the SLS and  its 
supporters, who have been willing  to 
work w ith Kosovo institutions, were often 
labelled  by their c rit ic s. Although 
Belg rade p roposed  the jo int list w ith the 
a im of unifying  the Serb  elec tora te in 
Kosovo a round  its p la tform, in p ra c tic e it 
has only led  to its further fragmenta tion. 
Now two more c amps a re emerg ing . The 
third  c amp is nobody’ s Serbs, c oa lesc ing  
a round  DSS and  SRS, a s c ontinua l spo ilers 
of the peac e p roc ess who enjoy limited  
bac king . The fourth c amp emerg ing  is 
c omposed of a  number of loc a l 
g roup ings, for virtua lly every munic ipa lity 
has a t least one Serb  loc a l c ivic  init ia tive  
whic h supports integra tion, but sees an 
interest in d istanc ing  themselves from 
ma instream group ings.  
 

4. Four scenarios  
Given the c omplexity and  vola tility of the 
situa tion in northern Kosovo, it is c lear 
tha t there is a  w ide range of possib le 
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outc omes both on 3 November and  in its 
a ftermath. Voter turnout aside, whic h 
sc enario unfolds in the north w ill a lso be 
determined  by the d ismantling  and  
re integra tion of parallel institutions, 
espec ia lly the polic e and  c ourts. Ta lks on 
both c ounts have sta lled  w ith serious 
d isagreements, and  if there is no suc c ess 
by early November, it c ould  have serious 
imp lic a tions. Sec urity on elec tion day 
c an hard ly be guaranteed  if the c areers 
of hundreds of sec urity offic ia ls a re in 
question. Sim ila rly, if judges a re not in 
p lac e, it is unc lear who will address the 
c ompla ints and  appeals tha t emerge as 
a  result of the elec toral p roc ess. 
 
On the basis of our analysis, we have 
developed  four d istinc t sc enarios: 
optimistic , rea listic , pessimistic  and  
d isastrous. The sc enario p lanning  is 
intended to serve as a  basis for a ll the 
stakeholders to work more effec tively 
toward  their most desired  outc omes, b ut 
a lso to c oopera te to avoid  the more 
c a lamitous sc enarios. The sc enarios 
should  not be seen as a  forec ast, but 
ra ther as an ana lytic a l exerc ise. In reality, 
elements of d ifferent sc enarios w ill 
p robab ly be c ombined  in a  fashion tha t 
is impossib le to p red ic t a t the p resent 
time. Moreover, the sc enarios a im to  
help  dec ision-makers to imag ine the full 
horizon of the possib le elec tora l 
outc omes and  to help them better 
p repare for the aftermath. The following  
sec tion is, therefore, not an exerc ise in 
futurology but an intervention into the 
p resent. 
 
1. The optimistic scenario (highly unlikely)  
 
More than 30% of Serbs in the north c ast 
their ba llot to elec t munic ipa l assemblies, 

w ith representa tion from severa l 
g roup ings. The elec toral p roc ess is seen 
as la rgely free, fa ir and  transparent. The 
opponents undertake a  passive boyc ott 
of the elec tions, but due to the intensive 
c ampa ign by Belg rade, their c ampa ign 
rings hollow. In this sc enario, the few 
vio la tions of the c ode of c onduc t and  
polling p roc edures a re insuffic ient to risk 
the integrity of the p rocess. The loc a l 
assemblies of the four munic ip a lit ies 
c onvene and  elec t mayors who ac c ep t 
Prishtina  as the sourc e of their lega l 
framework. Given the rela tively high 
turnout of other g roup ings too, the 
Belg rade-sponsored  jo int list is unab le to 
form a  mirror-image exec utive authority 
c omposed of Serb ian Progressive Party 
(SNS) and  Soc ia list Party of Serb ia  (SPS) 
c adre only. A p lura listic  ma jority has to 
negotia te ac ross severa l politic a l 
g roup ings, enab ling  the nec essary 
sta rting  po int for democ ra tic  delibera tion 
and  p lura lism tha t, over time, re lega tes 
ethno-politic s to a  matter of sec ondary 
p riority. The Assoc ia tion of Serb ian 
Munic ipa lit ies is estab lished , c omposed  
of other g roup ings as well and  
c oopera tes c losely w ith Prishtina . Left 
w ithout financ ia l resourc es and  
leg itimac y, the Interim Assembly fades 
into irre levanc e together w ith other 
spoilers. Ord inary Serbs seek to sec ure 
their p rosperity in the new environment 
and  suc c essful elec tions enc ourage a ll 
the stakeholders to move the agenda 
forward . The EU ga ins enough c red ib ility 
to c onc lude an overa rc hing  agreement 
between Belg rade and  Prishtina  to  
med ia te in post-c onflic t situa tions further 
a fie ld . 
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2. The disastrous scenario (unlikely but 
possib le) 
 
Polling  sta tions c lose due to vio lent 
inc idents whic h p rompt the OSCE to 
w ithdraw its sta ff. A varia tion of the same 
sc enario c an a lso unfold  if turnout is 
below 5%. An ac tive boyc ott and  
intim ida tion c rea te a  c limate of fea r 
suffic iently effec tive to deter most Serbs 
from voting . In short, elec tions a re la rgely 
c ontested  or seen as a  sheer fa ilure. 
 
This is the sc enario tha t is in d ire need  of 
the seemingly missing  Plan B. If it unfolds, 
the new munic ipa l institutions in northern 
Kosovo will not be estab lished , c rea ting  
a  dangerous politic a l (and  legal) 
vac uum. Prishtina  would  find  it d iffic ult to 
appoint p rovisiona l struc tures, and  if it  
were to do so, they would  need  to be 
supported  by Belg rade (it would  be 
Belg rade de fac to appointing  them 
anyway, whic h returns northern Kosovo 
bac k to the p re-elec tion sta tus quo). 
Whether the solution is negotia ted  or 
simp ly imposed , it would  not be 
imp lementab le w ithout the use of 
c oerc ive forc e, whic h KFOR is re luc tant 
to deploy. This, in turn would  mob ilise  
northern Serbs bac k to the barric ades, 
ma inta in low-tension c onflic t and  
potentia lly lead  to a  new c yc le of 
vio lenc e. The barric ade on the ma in 
b ridge in Mitrovic a  is unlikely to be 
removed, foregoing  the chanc e to 
re introduc e some normality. The 
exp losive situa tion in northern Kosovo 
might lead  to the fa ll of the Government 
in Belg rade followed by new elec tions, 
sta lemate in Serb ia ’ s EU ac c ession 
p roc ess and  interim dead loc k in 
Belg rade-Prishtina  negotia tions. 
 

3. The pessimistic scenario (q uite like ly) 
 
Turnout is less than 15%, but higher than 
5% due to intimida tion and  sec urity 
inc idents. Desp ite low turnout, loc a l 
struc tures a re estab lished , a lthough 
p robab ly of a  temporary na ture. The 
Albanian minority in the north 
c ommands a  d isp roportiona tely la rge 
share in the loc a l assemblies. Turnout 
among d isp lac ed  Serbs is susp ic iously 
high: Prishtina  re jec ts a  signific ant 
number of by-ma il ballots, and  Belg rade 
c a lls for another round  of tec hnic a l 
d isc ussions in Brussels. The representa tives 
of the Interim Assembly feel enc ouraged  
to step up  their ac tive opposition to the 
Brussels Agreement, c rea ting  an 
environment where sec urity inc idents 
rec eive ind irec t politic a l c over. Northern 
Kosovo ends up  having  two parallel 
struc tures, one whose leg itimac y is 
c ha llenged  by the loc al popula tion and  
the other whose leg itimac y is c ha llenged  
by everybody else – not too d issim ila r 
from the c urrent situa tion. This would  
c ement c urrent unc erta inties, 
ma inta ining  and  potentia lly even 
inc reasing  inter-ethnic  tension in the 
north. The re jec tionist a tt itude and  the 
lac k of leg itimate and  legal leaders in 
northern Kosovo would  reduc e the 
spac e for further d ia logue between 
Belg rade and  Prishtina . 
 
4. The realistic scenario (most like ly) 
 
Turnout is low a t between 15 and  30%, 
but enough to meet the low 
expec ta tions of minimum leg itima c y. The 
jo int list w ins the ma jority of votes, whic h 
reduc es the p resenc e of an opposition 
tha t c ould  p romote good  governanc e 
and  nec essary c hec ks and  ba lanc es. 
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The leg isla tive and  exec utive struc tures 
of the four munic ip a lit ies in the north 
reflec t the party struc ture of the Serb ian 
government c ontinuing  the rhetoric  tha t 
they w ill defend  Serb ia ’ s p resenc e in 
Kosovo. Their dominanc e c hokes 
democ ra tic  delibera tion and  stifles the 
development of p luralist democ rac y in 
the munic ip a lities and  in the Assoc ia tion. 
On a  stra teg ic  level, the newly 
estab lished  loc a l assemblies domina ted  
by the jo int-list representa tives in northern 
Kosovo might feel the need to c ompete 
for pa triotic  c redentia ls and  adop t an 
even more c ombative stanc e towards 
Prishtina  than Belg rade. While Serb ia  
c ontinues to ta lk to Prishtina , the northern 
mayors hesita te, whic h upholds fears of a  
two-pronged stra tegy, espec ia lly if 
serious hagg ling  c ontinues to follow the 
imp lementa tion of the Brussels 
Agreement. The Assoc ia tion ac c ep ts its 
ro le w ithin Prishtina ’ s lega l framework, 
but a lso enjoys legal sta tus in Serb ia ’ s 
system, effec tively trea ted  as a Serb ian 
sta te institution too.  
 
The ma jor risk in this sc enario is tha t the 
Kosovo-Albanian ma jority sees the 
developments as a  ma jor threa t to the 
new sta te ’ s func tionality. The semi-
re jec tionist a tt itude of the northern Serbs 
demonstra tes Belg rade’ s powerlessness 
and  c ould  inc rease c a lls for up  to three 
para llel d ia logue p roc esses: (a ) northern 
munic ipa lit ies w ith Kosovo institutions, (b ) 
a  tri-pa rtite d ia logue for the Assoc ia tion, 
and  (c ) on further normalisa tion between 
Prishtina  and  Belg rade. 
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Conclusions  

Neither the EU nor the b roader 
interna tiona l c ommunity seem to be 
p repared  for the possib ility of fa iled  
elec tions in northern Kosovo, or for 
unintended outc omes in their a ftermath. 
The existenc e of an overa rc hing  
interna tiona l c onsensus may deter 
re jec tionist spo ilers, but the impotenc e of 
the interna tional stakeholders vis-à -vis 
dead ly a ttac ks may test whether they 
a re c apab le of d isc ip lining  wrongdoers. 
Indeed , the seeming  absenc e of a bac k-
up  p lan may further enc ourage spoilers. 
Given the cha llenges, it is vita l tha t there 
be some serious c ontingenc y planning  
by the EU in advanc e of 3 November on 
how to put things bac k on trac k in c ase  
of dera ilment. As we desc ribe above, 
some dera ilment is to be antic ipa ted  
and  c annot be perc eived  as an 
unexpec ted  outc ome. 
 
One of the ind ic a tors of suc c essful 
elec tions is the development of the 
Assoc ia tion of Serb ian Munic ipa lities. In 
va ria tions of our realistic  sc enario , a  
powerful Assoc ia tion under Belg rade’ s 
heavy c ontrol may spur ethnic  
mob ilisa tion among Kosovo Albanians, 
lead ing  to b road c oa litions tha t leave 
ethnic  Serbs and  na tiona list 
Vetëvendosje in the opposition (in m ixed  
southern munic ipa lit ies and  potentia lly in 
the next na tional parliament). This c ould  
have harmful effec ts not only on inter-
ethnic  re la tions ac ross Kosovo, but a lso 
on the few c hec ks and  ba lanc es on the 
Prishtina  government a lready in p lac e.  
 
Another ind ic a tor of suc c essful elec tions 
is the  improvement/ deteriora tion of the 
inter-ethnic  c limate in Kosovo. A serious 

deteriora tion c ould  d rive southern Serbs 
to move to the north, whic h some 
c onsp ira c y theories a rgue is Belg rade’ s 
rea l p lan. Effec tively abandoning  the 
south c ould  p rovide the basis for a  
renewed push to partit ion the north, or a t 
least c ement territoria l autonomy for the 
four northern munic ip a lit ies.  
 
The momentous c hange taking  p lac e in 
the north, a  de fac to  transfer of 
sovereignty a fter 14 years, is no easy fea t 
and  should  be g radua l. The future of the 
Kosovo Serb c ommunity in the north is 
p rimarily a t stake  and it is important to  
rec ognise and  manage the anxiety this 
b rings. Elec tions w ill b ring  the northern 
Serbs w ithin Kosovo’ s fo ld  in terms of 
legal sovereignty, but it w ill a lso insula te 
them with the kind  of p rotec tion tha t few 
c ommunities of this size enjoy e lsewhere. 
For Prishtina , it w ill be essentia l not to 
make tac tic a l mistakes tha t c ould  instill 
fea r and lead  to needless northern Serb  
mig ra tion. The EU should  ensure tha t both 
Prishtina  and  Belg rade behave 
responsib ly in the p re- and post-e lec tion 
period .  
 
The munic ipa l elec tions a re an important 
step  in the integra tion of northern Serbs 
into Kosovo’ s legal system – but they a re 
the beg inning of the p roc ess, not the 
end . Overseeing  the elec tions, w ill not be 
the last balanc ing  ac t tha t the EU will 
need  to undertake to see the p roc ess 
through to the end . 
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