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America’s Kosovo policy has been set on a course for disaster, desperately crying out from some adult supervision.  No one has yet blown time out on this misguided policy, but there are increasing signs that serious minds and eyes are paying attention to a little-noticed issue that could set off a big crisis.

Washington has stated its intention to recognize a unilateral declaration of independence (UDI) by Kosovo’s Albanians sometime in the next few months, maybe weeks.  This is despite the fact that Serbia has said it never will accept the amputation of its province, which despite phony “assurances” would mean eradication of Kosovo’s remaining Christian Serbs and destruction of their spiritual and cultural heritage by Muslim Albanians. 
It is also despite the fact that Russia, standing on a firm legal foundation under the UN Charter, the Helsinki Final Act, and other binding commitments, refuses to permit such an outrage through the UN Security Council.  Moscow has warned that an American-led attempt to circumvent the Security Council, and recognizing Kosovo’s UDI while Resolution 1244, which reaffirms Kosovo as part of Serbia, is still in effect, would be “crossing the Rubicon” and would set off a possible “uncontrolled crisis.”  

Russia’s military establishment has indicated it would be willing to supply unspecified material assistance to Serbia if asked. Belgrade’s coalition government has not spoken with one voice as to what steps it would take if foreign states were to recognize a Kosovo UDI, which would be a blatant act of lawlessness and aggression against the territorial integrity of a sovereign state; in this case, that state is a democratic, multiethnic, European democracy, unlike Kosovo itself, which is an increasingly monoethnic Albanian and monoreligious Islamic entity, controlled by jihad terrorists and racketeers.  But if the UDI and U.S.-led recognition were to go forward, with the inevitable violence and destabilization, no one should assume the result would not be a political earthquake in Serbia and the prospect that Belgrade would take Moscow up on its offer.

It is understandable that with all the issues on America’s front burner, starting with Iraq, few Americans, or even most U.S. policymakers, have been paying attention to Kosovo.  Sadly, that’s why the U.S. course has been steered by the State Department so far into the fever swamps.  But there are now indications that this is changing, not so much because of Kosovo, or even Serbia, but because the larger damage to U.S. global interests is becoming evident to some sober-minded people, who are sounding the warning.

To be sure, former U.S. Ambassador to the UN John Bolton was one of the first household names in the foreign policy stratosphere to point out the wrong-headedness of America’s Kosovo policy. Now add the names of retired Admiral James Lyons (former commander in chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, senior U.S. military representative to the United Nations, and deputy chief of naval operations), former Secretary of State and U.S. Ambassador to Belgrade Lawrence Eagleburger, and former National Security Advisor to the President, General Brent Scowcroft. 

Writing in the Washington Times last week, Admiral Lyons, whose thoughts on strategic topics command wide respect in national security circles, takes note of Moscow’s and Washington’s glaringly asymmetrical understandings of what Kosovo is about:

It is difficult to see what advantages exist for the U.S. to force a resolution for Kosovo, especially one that threatens to unleash instability in the troubled region, as well as a broader political showdown with Russia, and China too. Not only do we have enough serious issues with those countries, over Iran, Taiwan and North Korea, the U.S. can ill afford with our ongoing efforts in the Middle East to commit additional military forces to a new confrontation in the Balkans. With unemployment rate of up to 70 percent, no one who has been to Kosovo, as I have, can doubt we are looking at the creation of a failed, nonviable rogue state… Before the Kosovo UDI turns into what the Russian Foreign Ministry has called “crossing the Rubicon” and a possible “uncontrolled crisis,” someone in the Bush administration needs to call for a long overdue reassessment of our Kosovo policy. America has much more important business to take care of that we cannot afford to jeopardize over a seemingly minor dispute to vindicate a Clinton agenda item.

Secretary Eagleburger, in an interview with the U.S. government’s Voice of America, objected to the United States “advocating grabbing a hunk of territory from one country and making it independent”:

There are perfectly good reasons for objecting to international efforts to hive Kosovo off from Serbia. You can argue all you want to about the difficulties between Serbs and Kosovars, but there is another issue involved here which is the international tradition of all of a sudden establishing the right of the international community to order or pressure the taking of a particular territory and telling the nominal host country that it's no longer a part of their territory.

Also speaking to Voice of America, General Scowcroft warned that, after the complete collapse in 1998, Russia is now a strong power yet again that will not be pushed around:

We have been moving too fast on Kosovo. I think that situation is not really ripe to be turned loose. Even in Bosnia - we've been in Bosnia five years longer than in Kosovo and without a European presence, Bosnia would revert to what it was before. These are very difficult, emotional issues. And there is potential ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, there is the possible radicalization of Serbia - it's an issue filled with emotion. Kosovo is, after all, the psychological heartland of Serbia… Their Fourth of July is the battle of Kosovo (1389) and so it has deep feeling for them… [W]e are pushing too hard.

Let us hope that Washington is beginning to wake up to how bad the unnecessary confrontation with Moscow is likely to be if the U.S. pulls the trigger on illegally recognizing an independent Kosovo. But is that hope justified? And what motivates Washington to be so adamnt, so single-mindedly unyielding on this issue? 
Indeed, having been for many years a policy analyst at the U.S. Senate and an observer of regional phenomena since before the outbreak of the new Balkan Wars in 1991, I have to confess that I am still unable to explain satisfactorily the motives behind American behavior.  

A large part of that inability derives from the fact that the behavior of the U.S. has been so completely irrational that it defies cogent explanation.  Also, the unfolding of American policy has been so influenced by incidental and external factors that the course, if not the motivations, of U.S. policy might have been different if those factors had been different.  These include the internal conflict among the Europeans faced with Germany’s 1991 demand for recognition of Slovene and Croatian secessions from Yugoslavia, that in 1999 Milosevic settled the Kosovo war how and when he did, and that Moscow was so supine in the 1990s and today is anything but.
It is nonetheless possible to lay out certain elements that have influenced American policy and have, in the aggregate, helped produce what we see today:

First, The power of money and lobbying in Washington:  As a lobbyist myself, I can tell you: the influence of organized political lobbies in Washington never should be underestimated.  Anti-Serb lobbies, notably Albanian-Americans, have been well-funded and well-placed, literally, for decades.  Meanwhile, today as in the past, the Serbian lobby hardly exists.  This has contributed mightily to the black and white morality play – to which Americans are notoriously amenable – in which the Serbs were and still are evil incarnate and their opponents blameless victims.  

Second, Inertia:  In politics no one ever admits he is wrong about anything.  Like the NKVD, we never make mistakes.  Having committed ourselves to a certain version of events, and a consequent justification of our policies, it is unthinkable that any responsible political actor will go back to suggest we might have misunderstood, or even falsified, the facts, or that our actions were misguided.  More damaging, having set our regional course on the basis of falsehoods, future decisions are bound to be consistent with it.  That is why, for example, one hears so much talk with respect to Kosovo that it is “the last piece of unfinished business in the Balkans” – which means, of course, that its solution must reflect the anti-Serb formula applied in the past, because to do otherwise would call into doubt our previous actions.  This tendency is reinforced by the fact that many of the principals in the Bush team’s Balkan policies are Clinton holdovers, who have a personal stake in defending their past actions.

Third, Hegemony:  A central element of Washington’s policy must be attributed to the post-Cold War notion of the United States as the sole surviving superpower, cast in the role of what some influential advocates have called “benevolent global hegemony.”  This concept has particular application to Europe, where it is an article of faith in Washington that no security decision can be taken without U.S. approval, and preferably, sponsorship. This explains Washington’s determination that Moscow cannot be allowed to “win” on Kosovo, notwithstanding the obvious fact that the U.S. position is inconsistent with any commonly understood standard of international legality and that, objectively speaking, the Russians are upholding those very standards. 

Fourth, Islamophilia: Deriving in part from U.S. support for Islamic forces going back to the Afghan war, and contrary to conventional accusations that the U.S. is hostile to Islam, our favoritism towards Islamic forces has been clear and consistent.  This even meant, for example, Washington’s benign pre-2001 attitude toward the Taliban.  In expectation of a Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan pipeline (an eastern counterpart to Baku-Çeyhan), our sole concern was whether we could “do business” with the Taliban – and more importantly, keep Caspian energy out of Russian hands.  The attacks of 9-11, far from reversing our pattern of pro-Islamic favoritism, helped turn that pattern into an obsession.  Continuing up to the present, the pronouncements from American officials from President Bush on down regarding Islam as a religion of “peace and tolerance” – in which the factor of jihad ideology is ignored in favor of reference to a generic “terrorism” committed by “evildoers” – display the extent to which U.S. policymakers became fixated on the notion that victory in the misnamed “war on terror” could only be achieved by getting the Muslim world on our side.  

Let’s make no mistake, Islamophilia is a huge factor in America’s Balkan policy.  As far back as 1992, then Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger pointed to the sensitivity of Muslim countries as a guide to our Bosnian policy.  Adopting the Bosnian Muslims as our clients –supplanting the earlier German championing of Croatian interests – even went to the length of cooperating with Iran and al-Qa’ida in providing arms to the Izetbegovic regime.  The same pattern was replicated with our support for the KLA.  Today, on the question of Kosovo independence, Washington has publicly acknowledged the pro-Islamic imperative that drives the policy.  At an April 17, 2007, hearing on Kosovo, House Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Tom Lantos (D-CA) called upon “jihadists of all color and hue” to see Kosovo as “yet another example that the United States leads the way for the creation of a predominantly Muslim country in the very heart of  Europe.”  At the same hearing, Under Secretary of State Nicholas Burns, who is widely seen as the main architect of U.S. policy on Kosovo, repeatedly referred not to “Albanians” in Kosovo but simply to “Muslims.”  Similar sentiments were expressed by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman (and presidential candidate) Joe Biden (D-DE), who wrote in a Financial Times op-ed last year that Kosovo independence “could yield a victory for Muslim democracy” and “will provide a much-needed example of a successful US-Muslim partnership.”

There is absolutely no evidence all this pandering has worked.  To the contrary, the one-sided phantasmagoria of Serb evil and Muslim innocence concocted by Western governments and media to justify intervention – first in Bosnia and then in Kosovo – far from impressing the Islamic world with our goodwill encouraged an unjustified sense of Muslim victimization. American expectations of reciprocated friendliness display an astounding lack of understanding of the jihadists’ mindset.  How much “gratitude” did Osama and his boys show for U.S. aid to their anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan?  In the Balkans, we simply reinforced the jihadists’ conviction that we were dissolute and weak, and that America was as defeatable as Russia.  See – the kafirun are so afraid, they betray themselves one another to us!  Try to find on any Islamic website any indication of Muslim gratitude for Bosnia and Kosovo, which appear instead alongside “Palestine,” Kashmir, Iraq, Chechnya, Mindanao, Xinjiang, etc., in a litany of persecution by an undifferentiated conspiracy of Jews, Americans, Russians, Indians, Chinese, Filipinos, and anybody and everybody else.

There is little doubt that if most policymakers were sufficiently aware of the dangers and pitfalls now, before the crisis were unleashed, Washington would take a step back from the brink.  But the paradox is that, as of this writing, other American responsible actors, preoccupied with other problems, will not take note of the mess the State Department has made until after we move, by which time it will be too late to avert the crisis.  Respected voices, like those of Secretary Eagleburger and Admiral Lyons, can help change that.  
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