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Introduction
The role of the media in conflict situations is a broad and sometimes controversial issue. In order to have a clearer view of the role media can play in preventing conflict, it is good to use a very concrete situation, not an abstract model or theories. One of the most important lessons from the field of conflict prevention is that the situation on the ground dictates the action, not necessarily a theoretical framework.
At the same time, a conceptual framework may help to explore some of the underlying dynamics of the situation in Kosovo/a, as well as potential approaches to prevent further violent conflict.  The conditions that preceded the latest crisis in Kosovoa/ included perceptions of the “other” group as being “less than.” This perception accompanied the physical reality of one group or the other controlling security in terms of access to basic necessities such as land and property, the means with which to make a living and assure minimal physical safety.  The history of mutual insecurity or, in the Redding taxonomy, low-security and divergence between ethnic groups has created a vicious cycle of radical intolerance. The dominant group of the time subverts the other and fears competition for limited resources. 

As this volume underlines, history, written in the minds of generations, needs to be transformed through a more balanced perception of the situation.  One question for conflict prevention in terms of the media is how can the cycle be broken before it is again too late to make an effective effort?  Can some form of “education as information” via the media contribute to better relations and security for both groups in the reintegration process and for the future? 

In practice, preventing conflict is a multi-dimensional process, which requires participation of the whole society, not only governments and international organizations. This includes the media and requires their support.

Although media and conflict prevention thus form but one small entry point into the vast field of conflict resolution and peace building, it is nevertheless a very important one. Media can and do reach enormous numbers of people. As the booming advertising and public relations business demonstrates, media can have a profound influence on the attitudes and behaviour of people. There are also many examples of the negative influence media can have in times of tensions and potential conflict. 

While very few media outlets in Kosovo/a are presently online, there is a strong case for the potential Internet availability may offer in support of conflict prevention, if the necessary infrastructure could be established. The Internet, as a communications tool and a content carrier, provides opportunities for online journalists to help initiate a process of online communication between conflicting parties and could eventually lead warring parties towards offline unmediated communication. Therefore, this chapter also takes into account the role of the Internet as a medium that may be useful in preventing conflict in the medium term.  

For example, despite infrastructure difficulties, NGOs on the ground are expressing interest  “in efforts within single sectors” like the challenge of AIDS in the region. The NGO focus in Yugoslavia on the elaboration of “an electronic network of like organizations for communication and collaboration” (1) could result eventually in media coverage of this critical issue. If the infrastructure allowed, Internet usage and media coverage would intersect in ways that might potentially contribute to conflict prevention, not just in Kosovo/a, but also on a regional scale. 

This chapter does not attempt to analyse thoroughly the role of media in Kosovo/a and their impact on conflict prevention. Factors such as the situation on the ground and the multitude of the reporting and media coverage are far too complex to allow a quick analysis without systematic, long-term monitoring and evaluation of the reporting tone, the content and the topic. This chapter’s intention is to give a representative snapshot of media coverage on issues considered to have potential for conflict. These issues are almost all linked to the return and reintegration process of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) to Kosovo/a. 

The issue of return and reintegration is relevant for this chapter for a number of reasons: 

· First, the issue of return and reintegration of those who have left Kosovo/a and specifically the co-existence of the Albanian majority with the largest ethnic minority, the Kosovo Serbs, is an issue that dominates the daily coverage by the local media. 

· Secondly, the issue of return and reintegration of members of all ethnic communities, particularly of the minority communities, has been declared top priority for the years 2002 to 2004 of the United Nations Administration in Kosovo, the government in Pristina and refugee and IDP associations concerned.

· Thirdly, as this chapter addresses the media’s role in conflict prevention, it is important to understand that the process of return and reintegration of all ethnic communities in Kosovo is considered “crucial in creating a durable basis for peace” and that “accepting a political situation that favours one community at the expense of another creates a sense of injustice that festers until it explodes anew.” (2) 

· Furthermore, Kosovo/a’s top UN administrator, Michael Steiner, has made the return and reintegration of refugees and their freedom of movement prerequisites to a determination of Kosovo/a’s final status, which the Albanian majority hopes to be independence.  Steiner believes that because of this wish for independence, the need to progress in the return and reintegration issue will  “force Kosovo/a’s newly elected, majority-Albanian government to engage the population in moving forward on the return issue.” (3) 

But as with all political processes, the responsibility for progress in return and reintegration does not entirely lie with the Albanian leadership and the Albanian population in Kosovo/a. As the following sections of the chapter outline, the Serb minority in Kosovo/a is a bargaining chip for their own political leadership and the return process is highly politicised on both sides. In addition, the idea of an independent Kosovo/a stirs up fear and rejection among the Serb minority, as Rada Trajkovic, the President of the Serb MPs in the Kosovo/a Assembly explains: “The Kosovo independence is a project which Serbs will never accept. This project will only destabilise the Balkans. The Serbs wish to return to the province, and they consider Kosovo theirs. Consequently, they will never accept independence.” (4)

One vital factor for a sustainable return and reintegration process, as the Redding taxonomy suggests, is the reduction of radical intolerance between two ethnic groups.  Since radical intolerance is a result of high diversity and low security, these two issues need to be addressed.  The media may be able to contribute through their reporting with a more balanced presentation of conditions on the ground to decrease misperceptions and begin the educational process of reframing the conflict in the minds of the population.

Given all these aspects regarding the return and reintegration process in Kosovo/a, the author believes it is one of the most important issues to analyse in the context of the media’s role in conflict prevention and reconciliation in the Balkans.

What reality can the media report on? A snapshot of the situation on the ground

The Prime Minister of Kosovo/a, Bajram Rexhepi, publicly stated at a multi-ethnic meeting in June 2002 that he considers the integration and return of minority communities on an individual basis essential for his government programme. “Not to create new enclaves, but to integrate returnees in their places of origin; to provide the returnees with assistance, social welfare, security and freedom of movement.” (5) 

The formation of the Kosovo/a Government (PISG, Provisional Institutions of Self-Government) is considered the “most important development” for political and inter-ethnic progress in Kosovo/a. (6) On 28 February 2002 the three major Kosovoa/ Albanian parties reached agreement on forming a coalition Government and on the selection of Ibrahim Rugova as President of Kosovo/a. 


“Whether the electoral triumph of the moderate Ibrahim Rugova in last November’s Kosov elections and the formation in March 2002 of an interethnic government will tame Albanian extremism is an open question. If it does not, Albanian extremism in Kosovo and northern Macedonia could ignite the biggest Balkans war yet,” according to the author of “Democracy, Ethnic Diversity and Security in Post-Communist Europe”, Anita Inder Singh. (7) This view places the responsibility for progress with the Albanian majority population and leadership in Kosovo/a. 

It is very obvious that the role of all Kosovar leaders is of tremendous importance, because these leaders are in the best position to transmit credible messages that are understood by the public. Consequently, the UNHCR and OSCE (8) have welcomed “the increasing proliferation of public statements transmitted via media sources from the central level expressing the need to address minority concerns” since the formation of the Government. But it remains to be seen how rhetoric will be translated into action. The situation on the ground, however, can hardly follow the rhetoric and optimism above.

Aside from a couple hundred Serbs who have rebuilt the isolated village of Osojane in western Kosovo/a, there has been no large-scale return of minorities to the province at the time of this writing. Those who fled – most of them Serbs – remain deeply sceptical, citing hostility, lack of security and freedom of movement, and discrimination in housing and employment as barriers to their return. 

“There has been a decline in ethnic murders, arson, looting and other crimes characteristic of a post-conflict area, although this is also, unfortunately, attributable to the fact that many members of the minority communities have left Kosovo, still leave or continue to live in enclaves.”(9) 

Andrew Whitley, UNMIK official in charge of returns, told journalists in May 2002 that “the policy of enclaves was necessary in 1999 in order to prevent further bloodshed, but that now has come the time to dismantle the enclaves and encourage reintegration.” (10) 

Obviously, the change of policy is more a result of wishful thinking than a thorough assessment of the situation on the ground. Ethnically motivated attacks continue. With increased freedom of movement came incidents of harassment, such as rock throwing at Kosovo Serb cars. A heavy KFOR presence has been deployed to areas where harassment has taken place and specific restrictions, such as curfews and intensive searches of buildings and vehicles, have been imposed. On 1 August 2002, a series of explosions in some uninhabited Serb houses in the recently, gradually dismantled enclave Klokot threatened to bring any progress to a halt. 

The social situation also remains grim and few Serbs have hope for the future. While the rest of Kosovo/a enjoys a modest economic boom, aided by international assistance and remittances from Albanians working abroad, the economy of the Serb enclaves relies mainly on subsistence agriculture, petty trade and humanitarian aid. People feel trapped and unable to lead normal lives with few prospects for employment. 

The situation is very different to the north of the river Ibar, which divides the predominantly Albanian south of the province from the northern part, where Serbs form the majority. This territory, which has direct access to Serbia, is less dependent on the protection of the international community and the local population still turns to Belgrade for political leadership. 
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The divided city of Mitrovica is on the border between those territories. It is not only a flashpoint where clashes occur between Albanians and Serbs, as well as between Serbs and UNMIK. It is also a microcosm of ethnically divided Kosovo/a. In this context, it is illustrative to mention a network of local paramilitary groups, the so-called “bridge watchers,” who, during the author’s time in region, operated on the Serbian side of a bridge between the southern and northern part of the town. At that time, their self-imposed task was to “watch” the people crossing the bridge and, approaching them in a very assertive way, find out if they were a Serb or Albanian or a member of the international community. In the two latter cases, they used verbal and physical violence. This network, a combination of local strongmen, private bodyguards, former police and security officers and young men with nothing better to do, was coordinated, at that time, in an effort to deny UNMIK police and KFOR effective control of the whole city.

Serbs in Kosovo/a still look to Belgrade for guidance and protection. Many believe that one day the Vojska Jugoslavije (Yugoslav Army) and the Police Forces will return to Kosovo to protect them and ensure law and order. However, the international community has established a Kosovo Police Service, which already has recruits from all ethnic communities. The commander of the Kosovo Protection Corps, Agim Ceku, announced on 25 May 2002 in all Albanian newspapers that, in his opinion, the Kosovo/a Assembly will approve many resolutions. “One of them will be a resolution that will change the KPC’s character and mission and transform it into a real Kosovo army.” This is difficult for the Serb community to accept because of the perception that this will be an Albanian-dominated army.

At present military protection is provided by the international security forces, KFOR, until the final status of Kosovo/a is determined. However, the Serbian government sends mixed signals, as different parts of the political establishment pursue different political goals. The camp of the former Serbian Prime Minister, Zoran Djindjic who was tragically assassinated on 12 March 2003, realizes that “Kosovo is lost, in whole or in part” and that the remaining Serbs can be used to negotiate with the international community in return for an aid and development package. 

Nebojsa Covic, Serbia’s Deputy Prime Minister, and his delegates in the Kosovo Assembly have been advocating another scenario: The partition of Kosovo/a into Bosnia-style ethnic entities under a “federal government” in Pristina. According to Oliver Ivanovic, one of the delegates, “Serbs in Kosovo believe that the creation of an entity is the sole solution for preserving the remaining population and creating the conditions for the return of 230,000 Kosovo Serbs to their homes.” (11) And the hardline faction, represented in Mitrovica by Marko Jaksic and in Belgrade by President Kostunica, considers all attempts at negotiation “treachery” and remains committed to the return of Kosovo to the Yugoslav, or rather Serbian, state. 

The reporting of the Kosovo/a Serb media is dominated by information and editorial positions from Serbia due to the lack of relevant, province-wide media coverage and broadcast of Kosovo Serb programmes. But Belgrade’s influence is also exercised and maintained by Serbia’s continuing role in upholding a bizarre dual administration in the enclaves, the so-called “parallel structures.” 

Teachers, doctors and municipal workers often draw salaries from both Belgrade and UNMIK, while other Serbian-Kosovo/a institutions continue to exist in Serbia proper. Civil courts have relocated across the border to the cities of Nis and Leskovac in Southern Serbia. They continue to hear cases involving Serb residents of Kosovo/a despite the fact that they have no law enforcement power in Kosovo/a at all and thus their decisions are not useful. 

The situation on the ground explains why still more Serbs and other minorities continue to leave than return to Kosovo/a. In his open address to the donors of return on 7th May 2002, Steiner explained that the international community “must reverse this trend and must achieve breakthroughs in minority returns during the summer and autumn of 2002. We must build momentum for more significant numbers of returns during 2003 and 2004.” (12)

In order to reverse the trend, UNMIK introduced the concept of sustainable returns, which could be seen as a concept to make conditions on the ground conducive for the minorities to stay in Kosovo/a, before expecting the refugees and IDPs to return. The concept of sustainability stresses three key elements: rights, individual choice and sustainability. 

The concept (13) explains that sustainability consists of making sure that the individuals and families that decide to return will also remain in Kosovo/a. People will only return if they can live in peace and participate fully in society. They must have access to basic services, which includes equal access to education, health care, social benefits and public utilities, as well as freedom of movement. In this context, security is more than physical safety. It is a place to live, a job, an income and normal relations with the neighbours.   

This is the very definition of human security as defined by the Commission on Human Security: “to protect the vital core of all human lives in ways that enhance human freedoms and human fulfilment. Human security means protecting fundamental freedoms- freedoms that are the essence of life. It means protecting people from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) threats and situations. It means using processes that build on people’s strengths and aspirations. It means creating political, social, environmental, economic, military and cultural systems that together give people the building blocks of survival, livelihood and dignity.” (14) 

However, agreeing on the conditions necessary for a sustainable return and, therefore, agreeing on a common perception of the issue and the process is one of the most difficult subjects in Kosovo/a. While UNMIK emphases the individual choice and a rights based approach of refugees and IDPs to the question of return, the Serbian Deputy Premier Nebojsa Covic dismisses these criteria and pushes for quick action, because “the more time goes away, the more the motivation for return will drop.” Commenting on the Belgrade-based Beta News Agency (15), Covic said “we do not want to enter a conflict with the international community about whether or not this is a voluntary, sustainable or individual return. We only want people to start moving…everything else would be a waste of time…”

It is obvious that the media, as part of the society, is integral in the creation of this climate and the conditions for the people to return and remain. 

An important part of the sustainable return and reintegration process is therefore the creation of confidence-building measures aimed at promoting reconciliation and a climate conducive for return, in which UNMIK also engages the local media. In one example, Kosovo/a Albanian journalists were brought to Belgrade media outlets with a view to promote understanding and cooperation.   
Another very important part of the psychological preparations for return and reintegration is the demystification of the situation in Kosovo in the minds of many internally displaced persons and those who live in the enclaves with little contact to the outside world. UNMIK also stepped up outreach activities for internally displaced persons. The organization publishes a monthly magazine entitled “Most” (Bridge) and conducts “go-and-see-visits” to possible return sites in Kosovo/a. The demystification is vital in increasing perceptions of security among members of the two ethnic groups as this is achieved. 

Also, in the OSCE, UNHCR 9th Assessment it is recommended that “a media campaign should publicise positive examples of interethnic co-operation.” Furthermore, OSCE and UNHCR consider the “dissemination of accurate information on return and related issues with Kosovar media and other local opinion makers” necessary to aid the return and reintegration process. The report recommends “special attention should be paid to monitoring the use of media vis-à-vis minority return to ensure fair and responsible coverage.” UNMIK, OSCE and other international organizations do daily media monitoring, and the OSCE’s Media Commissioner has the right to address the media in their reporting.

Furthermore, returns are a bottom-up process starting with the decision of the individual IDP who bases his or her decision on the information received, Therefore, the media, as a source of information and a channel for communication, plays a crucial role in reaching the IDPs and minority communities. IDPs and refugees depend on information from relatives, friends, organisations and the media on the ground to make a decision regarding whether or not to return. In the Kosovo/a context, it means that, in order to make a decision for sustainable return, the individual needs to receive information, which reflects the “new reality” in a “new Kosovo,” in which the person needs to integrate into “a new society” (16) Here it is important to recall the need to “demystify the illusions many IDPs and people in enclaves have.”

It is widely acknowledged by the international community that neither their own outreach and public information efforts, nor the local media’s reporting, provides the IDPs and refugees with complete, regular and timely information about issues related to their lives in displacement as well as the status of their property.  As things stand, inadequate information makes it difficult for IDPs to decide on their own future. 

Information and the media are also important to build the critical mass that will start a credible, sustainable and ongoing process of returns. This critical mass consists of those persons who will return and convey their experiences to those who hesitate.      

But, what about the local media, those who operate without editorial influence from the international community and enjoy the largest amount of trust by their respective communities?

The Media Landscape Reflects the Situation on the Ground

It is important to understand that the Kosovo/a media landscape reflects the situation on the ground. The local media monitoring and translation service of UNMIK analyses Kosovo Albanian media and Serbian, Belgrade based media. This is due to the lack of local, Kosovo-Serbian media that could be heard in Pristina or printed and distributed province-wide. It is important to note that, up to this point in time, ethnic minorities in Kosovo did not have media resources equivalent to those of   the Albanian media; ultimately the reporting of Serbian local radio stations in Kosovo/a is dominated by the information and editorial influence of Belgrade’s media! Furthermore, Serbian media in Kosovo/a, such as the Radio Laser, a small-family run station in Pasjane, in the north of Kosovo/a, basically broadcasts Serbian pop music and wishes, regards and advertisement for local businesses. The news they broadcast is a compilation of the news gathered from Belgrade-based media. Their broadcast often is interrupted by electricity problems, as experienced when the author visited to give an interview about the OSCE’s policy for ethnic minorities and their right for political participation in July 2001. The same goes for other Serbian “enclave” radio stations, such as Radio Klokot, owned and run by young energetic Kosovo Serbs, but without Internet access, regular fresh information input, or the equipment to produce reports themselves. 

As previously stated, there are only very few media outlets online. The Kosovo Albanian newspaper, Koha Ditore, does have a website, which exists only in Albanian. There are two local news agencies, which are, however, subject to the political party’s line to which they are associated. Both news agencies are available online. The Kosovo Information Centre is associated with Ibrahim Rugova’s LDK party, and the Kosovapress news agency with Hashim Thaqi’s PDK.   

Regarding this chapter’s focus, it is important to be very specific about the expectations one can have about the media in Kosovo/a and their potential to take part constructively in creating the conditions for co-existence and sustainable return in dignity and safety. 

The Canadian non-governmental organisation IMPACS (Institute for Media, Policy and Civil Society) divides the journalistic trade in different stages. On the one end is conventional journalism-neutral, seemingly objective news reporting. At the other end, is so-called intended outcome programming, carefully designed media products constructed to achieve certain results. 
 
Furthermore, it is important to be clear about the stage of a conflict. This chapter will focus entirely on the ways to prevent the potential perpetuation of cycles of conflict. This is clearly different from preventing conflict before it has violently erupted.  The following section will look at the Kosovar media in the context of return and reintegration and at the functions they perform in their reporting. 

The local media in Kosovo and their reporting (snapshots)

Many people argue that media intending to achieve conflict prevention, peace and co-existence automatically violates the journalistic goals of objectivity and neutrality. Others stress the responsibility of journalists to be aware of the impact their work can have and argue for a kind of reporting that actively seeks to reconcile conflicting parties by stressing common interests. Some believe that by practicing the norms of professional journalism the media automatically performs a number of functions that also serve peace and co-existence. These functions include acting as a channel between parties, identifying underlying common interests, countering misperceptions, encouraging a balance of power, fostering consensus building and creating accountability for behaviour.

In order to identify the role of the media in Kosovo/a’s return process, we need to ask what functions we can identify in their reporting. Or with respect to the question of conflict prevention, to what extent do the media serve the functions previously listed?

All that can be offered here is a snapshot of a few selected topics and the reporting of these topics. It cannot provide a systematic analysis. The conclusions drawn at the end of the chapter are also based on the author’s personal experiences during a six-month work assignment with the OSCE in Kosovo and Southern Serbia, dealing intensely with the local media.  

The following selection of media reporting and content gives an idea of the main issues and the way they are dealt with by the media. All are characteristic of the topics in the media, all deal with topics which cause fear – fear of massive return, fear of the return of war criminals, fear of hidden arrangements between UNMIK and Belgrade and fear of ethnic violence.

- The threat of massive return

Koha Ditore and Zeri, the main Kosovo Albanian dailies, reported on 23 May 2002 about the Kosovo Serb radical Miroslav Solevic (17), chairman of the Council for Serb Returns, who said that “a column of 30,000 to 100,000 Serb IDPs will attempt a mass return to Kosovo.” The notion of “massive return” functions like a buzzword for the media to report. On 31 July 2002, Zeri runs the headline “Covic demands conditions for the return of 280,000 Serb IDPs to Kosovo,” while all dailies have carried statements of political leaders stressing the importance of individual returns. At a conference on ethnic conciliation on 29 May 2002 in Peja/Pec, Nimon Alimusaj, representative of the Ibrahim Rugova’s LDK party said that “return should not be a massive campaign, but should be done in individuals,” and that the international community should not forget that “Albanian hearts were broken in a most brutal manner by the Serb regime.” Ibrahim Rugova himself re-emphasised his support for “individual returns, and not mass returns as we have experienced them historically where over 100,000 Serbs made up of from the paramilitary, administration, soldiers and police have been sent by Belgrade to Kosovo to suppress us.” All dailies included in their reporting that the President of the Peja/Pec Municipality Ali Lajci called the conference “artificial” and that “we support the return of all Kosovo citizens, but we are against projects exclusively created to aid the Serbs.” 

Return of war criminals to Kosovo?

Hundreds of posters were visible in Pristina on 11th July 2002 in which a Serbian paramilitary put a knife to the throat of a youngster believed to be an Albanian. All major Kosovo/a Albanian media reported on the appearance and the context of the posters, which nobody signed. The posters in Albanian and English said, “Do not allow criminals to come back to Kosovo!” The newspapers explained that the posters were displayed as a reaction to UNMIK chief administrator Steiner’s visit to Belgrade to start negotiations on the return of Kosovo Serbs. The media quoted UNMIK officials who condemned the posters as “disgusting” and “inducing hatred.” The daily newspaper 24 Ore that reported the story by using the poster’s statement as a headline, and the front-page of Epoka E Re interpreted the posters as an “act of frustration with the situation in Kosovo.” 

Hidden agenda between UNMIK and Belgrade?

All major dailies in Kosovo/a as well as Serbian newspapers reported on each visit of UNMIK administrator Steiner to Belgrade in great detail and in their editorials. One of the headlines was “What did Serbs talk about with Steiner in Belgrade?,” suggesting a hidden agenda between UNMIK and Belgrade.

Koha Ditore reported on 8 July 2002 that Steiner went to Belgrade to convince the Serb authorities that he is “not administering Kosovo in the interest of Albanians only.” Upon Steiner’s return to Pristina, all dailies reported on his press conference and quoted him as saying that “when I go to Belgrade I go for all the people of Kosovo to make progress on issues I am requested.” All Kosovar dailies reported Steiner’s explanations for going to Belgrade: “As Kosovars (Albanians) are not talking to Belgrade I have been left to do this and then I am being critised for it.” The media also expressed dissatisfaction with the way Steiner treated their questions during the press conference and their reporting of his visit to Belgrade. On 11 July 2002 Koha Ditore reported that Steiner’s remarks were considered by most media representatives in Kosovo as “unjust interference in the work of the media.” According to the daily, Steiner’s reactions can be interpreted as “fear resulting from the failure of his visit to Serbia.” And on 15 July 2002, Augustin Palokaj of Koha Ditore applauded Steiner’s willingness to communicate with the media, but advised that he should be “especially transparent in his dealings with Belgrade.” Steiner needs to realise that “the key partners for tolerance towards Serbs in Kosovo are the Albanian majority, not Belgrade.”

 Incidents of ethnic violence

On  31st July 2002, five Serb houses were destroyed in a series of explosions in the Serbian enclave village of Klokot in the Gnjilane region in Kosovo. All major print and broadcast media accessible in Kosovo/a reported the explosions. The Serbian, Belgrade-based newspaper Politika reported that “KFOR is searching houses in the central part of the village, and especially the house of the “village leader” Trajan Trajkovic and another Serb. Both are suspected as a “Serbian side that is mining houses,” allegedly since expelled Serbs had sold those houses to Albanians. Serbian sources in the village say that this is not true. (18) 

KFOR imposed a curfew on the village. The Serbian radio station in Belgrade B92 reported that one resident of the village was told by an American KFOR soldier that an Albanian from another village had been arrested in connection with the attack (19). BLIC, a privately owned daily newspaper in Belgrade, quoted a source within the Serbian National Council as saying that “this attack has been carefully planned and carried out with very organised logistical support of a large terrorist group.”(20)  

Again all major Kosovo Albanian media (Koha Ditore, Zeri, Bota Sot, Epoka E Re, Kosovo Sot, 24 Ore, KTV, RTK, TV 21) as well as the Serbian TANJUG news agency, (Glas Javnosti and Politika in Belgrade) reported on Michael Steiner’s visit to Klokot the following day quoting him as saying that “the process in Kosovo is not to be held back by the incidents,” adding that the international community will increase efforts in all sectors contributing towards the return and integration of Kosovars. The Serbian TANJUG news agency quoted Bishop Artemije as condemning “the act of terrorism” (21) and warning that “the Serbs will never have peace and freedom of movement in Kosovo as long as Albanian terrorists freely act blowing Serb houses three years after the war.”

The instant reporting and groundless assumptions made on the first day following the incident gave Steiner reason to warn the media (22) not to “jump to quick conclusions” about the crime, as “the issue was too serious,” and that a thorough and joint investigation by UNMIK Police and KFOR had been launched. He also stated “these acts are directed against progress in Kosovo.” 

Online Journalism and the Prevention of Conflicts

The Internet offers a wide range of opportunities for communication. From a conflict prevention angle, the Internet, or on-line journalism in particular, can contribute to the peace-making process in times of conflict and crisis as an alternative medium for news.

The Internet as a mode of communication can be a viable arena for what can be termed as “peace journalism.”  It may even be argued that the Internet is a better platform for this strand of journalism than the traditional broadcast and print media. 


But, in order for online journalism to make a genuine contribution to peace, it has to go beyond the duplication of content and the re-packaging of news wire reports. In this author’s view, online journalism not only has to practice the ethics of “peace journalism” or, “good journalism” as others define it. It must actually make conflicting parties communicate with each other.

For a conflict to be prevented, the concerned people have to be involved, not just through chats and discussion forums on the web but ultimately through the direct unmediated face-to-face communication that is crucial to the peace-making process. Although the Internet is mediated communication, it can make a contribution to initiate the process of bringing the conflicting parties together to start communicating with each other, first online, and then, hopefully, offline in person. 

Defining Online Journalism 
Online journalism includes any online content produced by journalists.  For the most part, it differs in its characteristics from traditional types of journalism primarily because of its technological component.

The most widespread form of online journalism is the mainstream news website.  Examples include portal sites of CNN, BBC, and MSNBC.  However, this type of news journalism cannot be said to differ from journalism as it is practiced in print or broadcast news because the content on the Internet is often a duplication of the material in the traditional media. The web sites, for the most part, are supplementary to the traditional media.  The latter is, in fact, responsible for creating an audience and branding for the news corporations. Online news journalism also serves as a means for media owners to diversify their holdings with interlocking and competing media.  The Internet medium does, however, provide the ability to update stories, as information is available.

In striking contrast to major news corporations and their portal sites, online journalism can also be a stand-alone effort, taking the form of an independent web site that is maintained by an already well-known journalist, or a journalistic organization.  The sheer volume of such sites, however, means that they get lost in the pile of web sites and pages unless they are advertised and bandied around in the traditional media.  

On the issue of censorship, many governments around the world have been looking into censoring material not deemed suitable for its respective population.  The Internet, to a great extent, defies censorship in the conventional sense, thus posing new problems for authoritarian regimes in limiting plural voices and democratic governments seeking to control pornography and Internet related crimes.  

 “Peace journalism” or “Good Journalism?”

A peace-oriented journalist does not portray a conflict as a tug-of-war; as a zero-sum game between two parties over one issue. Any coverage doing so creates the impression that “an inch gained by one side can only be the same inch lost by the other side, so both cannot win at the same time.” (23) A conflict prevention expert would point out that such an approach is anything but preventative. 

Peace journalism maps a conflict as a roundtable, consisting of many parties, many issues. It is familiar with the complexities of any tension-loaded situation. It has a good understanding of the pre-context and history. It does not focus on single events, does not inappropriately attribute relevance to them, but situates them in the overall context. 

According to the International Crisis Group (ICG), a think-tank well known for its excellent political analysis of the Balkans, peace journalism is not about a “simplistic, instantaneous coverage of a crisis,” as this cannot lead towards “a lasting and peaceful solution.” (24) 

Some argue that peace journalism is – simply expressed – “good journalism.” Good journalism is accurate, honest and fair and looks at the broader context of an issue. 

By committing himself to “telling the complete story,” a journalist is acting in a responsible way, because “every complete story involving a conflict situation should include whatever conflict resolution possibilities are operating,” according to Dudley Weeks, experienced practitioner in conflict resolution and peace building. (25)
Weeks criticises the media for being “fixated on the more sensationalist divisions among conflict parties” and ignoring “the connections that exist even in the midst of what divides the parties.” To ignore these connections, to Weeks, means to ignore the shared needs of the parties, which are the foundation for effective conflict resolution. Ignoring them is to tell an incomplete story. 

For Jake Lynch, however, peace journalism is not about completeness, but choice. He believes that it is not about reporting verified facts, but about the choices between the facts – “which to include and which to leave out.” (26)

“We live in a media-savvy world. There is no way of knowing that what journalists are seeing or hearing would have happened the same way – if at all – if no press was present. This means that policies are born with a built-in media strategy,” states Lynch.  He makes it clear that because there is a “circle of cause and effect between journalist and source,” the journalist has to make responsible choices between the facts. 

In terms of theory, Wilhelm Kempf (27) brings us back to the question of whether journalists can be contributors to peace. War culture is characterized, for Kempf, by dualistic thinking and the consequent generation of polarities. Hence, a journalist who wants to strengthen a peace process has to undermine these polarities. The question of peace journalism, for Kempf, then becomes a question of how to undermine polarities.

According to Kempf, the way media reports violence often leads to the escalation of conflict. “In order to make news stories more thrilling and the conflict more easily understood by the audience, media tend to paint the situation in black and white and to portray the conflict as a zero-sum-game,” writes Kempf and warns that “a conflict, which is interpreted as a competitive process, will lead to the next step of escalation.”

“De-escalation-oriented conflict coverage,” as Kempf puts it, is a “less biased perception” of the situation and is the first step towards undermining above-mentioned polarities. In order successfully to envisage a peace situation, a journalist has to “explore the conflict formation and investigate the causes and possible outcomes of the conflict.” He has to “give voice to all parties” and “expose untruth on all sides.”

A consequence of these requirements for peace-oriented conflict coverage is a change of journalism. Johan Galtung, Director of the Peace and Development Network, TRANSCEND, recommends practising a less reactive journalism. Traditionally, the media ‘heads to the conflict after violence has broken out.’  Instead, journalism ‘must report about conflicts before they occur and report about all segments of the society involved.’

When a journalist exposes only the untruths of the “others” and helps to cover up lies on his/her “own” side or when a journalist becomes involved in de-humanising “them” and focuses only on the visible effects of violence (those killed or wounded and material damage), then these become the criteria for both war journalism and bad journalism respectively. 

Despite the different approaches to the issue of peace journalism, both practitioners such as Lynch, and the theorists like Kempf and Galtung, see the same main precondition for good journalism that entails the complete coverage of all sides and issues involved before the outbreak of an open conflict. In this respect, the Internet as a medium for online news journalism has tremendous potential for conflict prevention and peace making. 

The Internet’s Advantages and Disadvantages as a Tool for Conflict Prevention  

The main advantages for peace-oriented online journalism offered by the medium called Internet are the quick dissemination of information and the ability to up-date information frequently. Analytical reports therefore may be provided in a timely fashion when people need an explanation and look to journalists to provide context for an event. Context and in-depth analysis are relevant elements of “good journalism” and “peace journalism.” 

Also, online journalism can bypass official channels to disseminate news to a wider audience unrestrained by geographical territory or national borders. It is difficult to censor and allows for a diversity of views. These views can be peace envisaging during times when a whole society gets caught up in the psychological structures of conflict and war. Everyone can publish and the information published cannot be filtered.  If such information is up to the standards of  “honest and complete journalism,” it can undermine polarities of  “us” and “them.” 

Furthermore, online journalism also has an important opportunity to practice peace-oriented journalism or conflict resolution when it covers “secondary” conflict zones, like Abkhazia. These “secondary” conflicts are often too costly and time-consuming for the major international broadcast and print media.  Online journalists can more easily organize coverage of such a conflict, which may not yet have the sensationalist value needed to attract international television and print media. 

Despite the advantages offered by the Internet for online journalism, the onus is on the journalists themselves to get the voices of all involved parties heard. The perceived advantages of the Internet come packaged with its inherent disadvantages as well. If the journalist does not deliver a “complete, honest story” and does not involve the voices of all parties, the Internet easily becomes a tool for war, propaganda and hatred. 

This is the danger, in fact, in all types of media which is also true of learning, particularly that which relies on textbooks. Education identified as a type of media, analyzed by Sebastien Loisel in the previous chapter, also falls victim to this trap. It is critical to be aware of its influence in the Balkans context, in schools and in the local language press, and the ways it can sustain the scenario that Redding identifies in his taxonomy as the one with greatest potential for conflict. 

Here a population has low security and must compete with other, non-member groups. In Redding’s taxonomy, radical intolerance, including genocide or enslavement, can occur under these conditions. It is an important counterfactual to question if the evolution throughout the Balkans during the 1990s might have been avoided under different circumstances, and, if so, to identify these circumstances.

In this sense, the Internet challenges the standards and ethics of journalists in general. If they fail to do “good journalism,” the result will immediately be bad journalism at the very least. If online journalists are as vulnerable to manipulation, misinformation and spin as their offline colleagues, then the Internet cannot make much of a difference. As mentioned before, there are plenty of examples that illustrate that the Internet’s accessibility allows for all parties involved in a conflict to project and disseminate their views to the outside world, which also allows propaganda to be disseminated.  

Kosovo/a and Macedonia are a good case in point for the negative aspects of the Internet. Some Macedonian online publications have attempted to attract Washington’s attention by labelling their local enemies as  “terrorists” and trying to link them to Osama Bin Laden.  The web publication Realitymacedonia, www.realitymacedonia.org.mk, for example, has regularly claimed that Al-Qai’da maintains terrorist training camps in Kosovo/a, mainly as a result of its discontent with the NATO-led solution for Kosovo/a. 

Many Macedonian-language media have also been doing everything they can to tie the ‘September 11 tragedy’ in the United States to local Albanian insurgents, the National Liberation Army (NLA). The ironic twist here is that almost all media producing these stories are online and in English and hence obviously aimed at the international audience which can be accessed through the Internet. 

Online Journalism as a Panacea for Peace?  

In his thought-provoking article for Media Online, www.mediaonline.ba, the journalist for the Belgrade-based Vreme, Zoran Stanojevic asks: (28)

“The question to which we will never get an answer is if this conflict [break-up of Yugoslavia, 1992 - 1999] could have been avoided if it had happened a few years later when modern communication means such as […] the Internet arrived in the region of Southeast Europe?” Stanojevic believes that the Internet, which allows direct communication without the participation and influence of the authorities, would have given ordinary people alternative sources of information and a chance to verify and deny rumours. To him, many people whose voices were stifled by the authorities would have had a chance to communicate with other people who share similar views, thereby creating a possibility for a peaceful separation.

Stanojevic does not necessarily talk about online journalism, but if online journalism can lead to or initiate such “direct communication,” then it can help prevent conflicts. 

Alternatively, it’s wrong to assume that direct communication is the only necessary precondition for using Internet as a peacemaking tool. The case study of Kosovo/a best exemplifies this view. The crisis, which smouldered for decades, turned into a large-scale conflict despite the Internet, electronic mailing and mobile phones as a direct means of communication. Kosovo/a may be the best evidence that means of direct communication do not help if there is a lack of communication between the warring ethnic groups. 

Online journalism must seize the full scope of advantages the Internet offers and must counter the disadvantages of it by securing a high standard of journalistic work ethics, regardless of whether it is interpreted as peace-oriented, honest or complete. 

In order to make a contribution to conflict prevention and to initiate a non-mediated communication process between the factions, online journalism has to go beyond duplicating content. The content and mode of communication must aim at initiating communication between the conflicting sides and preparing them psychologically to face each other in a direct and constructive way. This is obviously the field of diplomacy and politics, not of online journalism. Undoubtedly, online journalism can aid in the process if there are forces working simultaneously with the local parties on the scene. The physical presence of parties to a conflict is required to make peace. This is a requirement the Internet alone cannot meet.

CONCLUSIONS

This snapshot of the Kosovo/a media coverage suggests that the media’s potential for conflict prevention, reconciliation and the creation of a positive climate for the return of refugees and IDPs to Kosovo/a does not yet exist. Instead of acting as a channel between parties and identifying underlying common interests, the Kosovo/a based media focuses on their respective communities, unless their editorial policy is influenced by UNMIK, like Sky Radio or RTK. In this respect, it is fair to say that any media development programmes for the different communities are missing the point if they report about the suffering and the problems of their community and only advocate a political solution for their community. 

This “own community”-centred reporting establishes an “us” and “them” perception that is further strengthened by the underlying suspicious tone towards “them.” 

A high-ranking official of UNMIK (29) believes the problem lies with the Kosovo/a Albanian media, which “has done absolutely nothing to create a positive climate for the return of minority refugees and displaced persons. On the contrary, they are very suspicious.” 

According to the UNMIK official, the Kosovo/a Albanian media “are more inclined to quote those noting that war criminals may return together with the refugees and IDPs and run huge headlines quoting radicals from Serbia, like Miroslav Solevic, who say that “100,000 Serbs will return next month.” 

Despite this harsh judgement, the author finds it necessary and fair to say that a suspicious tone is also persistent in the reporting of the Serbian media on the return and reintegration issue in Kosovo/a, as seen in the reporting of the incident in Klokot.

Furthermore, the political parallel structures in the Serb enclaves in Kosovo/a and in Northern Mitrovica are continued in the media structures of the Kosovo Serb community. There is no real province-wide, original Kosovo Serb media, only enclave radio stations. Furthermore, the influence of Belgrade remains – large Serbian media based in the Yugoslav capital reach into Kosovo/a and shape the perceptions and opinions of their audiences. 

These parallel structures ultimately lead to parallel perceptions of the reality on the ground. The reporting on the return and reintegration of refugees and IDPs to Kosovo/a seems to be based on a completely different set of perceptions of what the reality is. 

Regarding the reconciliation, educational and peace-building functions media can assume, this means that a multi-ethnic media landscape does not mean that there is an inter-ethnic dialogue going on. The Brussels-based Kosovo/a Albanian journalist Augustin Palokaj, Koha Ditore, explains that the basic problem of the media’s role in the return and reconciliation issue is the fact that “Albanian media do not have honest reporting about the problems of the Serbs in Kosovo/a, just as Serbian media do not have information about the things which have happened to the Albanians in the near past.” Palokaj dismisses the media development programmes of the international community because “it does not make sense when a Kosovo Serbian radio station reports about the suffering of their Serb fellows and the Kosovo Albanian radio station about the suffering of their Albanian fellows.”

Another major feature of the above media reporting is the tendency on the part of both the Albanian and Serbian populations and leadership to politicise the return issue, which is again disseminated and reiterated by the media to their respective audience. 

Both communities, where they constitute the majority, use strikingly similar political rhetoric focusing on the unacceptability of return of the other ethnic group until the full realisation of return of the displaced from their own ethnic population. All the rhetoric is published in the media or reflected in the media’s editorial policy. 

Kosovo/a Albanians often express objection to Serb return until Mitrovica is reunited and until they are able to return to the northern part of the city. Kosovo/a Serbs object to Albanian return partly on the grounds that Serbs are still unable to return safely to Albanian majority areas with particular emphasis on Pristina. 

This rhetoric, and the media’s dissemination and reiteration of the rhetoric, remains a key obstacle to return, reintegration and reconciliation, even more so when “a sense of common humanity” is missing which is crucial in “overcoming the zero-sum mentality according to which another community’s gain is your loss.” (30)

It is a painful reality seen in Kosovo/a, as well as in other parts of the Balkans, that full reconciliation and trust cannot take place in the absence of accountability for past crimes. Yet, initial steps can be taken to facilitate serious dialogue at the local level. It is a theoretical truth that the media in Kosovo/a can play a critical role to enhance this dialogue. They can do more for conflict prevention and reconciliation than simply to disseminate positive rhetoric of political leaders. Much more. Moreover, the potential for Internet usage to contribute to the requirements of prevention and eventual face-to-face reconciliation is also significant, if the necessary infrastructure can be supplied. Time is of the essence, in this context. As stated in the beginning of the chapter, the situation on the ground dictates the action. Kosovo/a’s reality dictates the speed of return and reconciliation.
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