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About ADRC - MCM

Mediation Center Mitrovica was incepted in 2013, by CSSP Berlin Center for Integrative Mediation, with 
the support of the Royal Norwegian Embassy in Pristina, Swiss Embassy in Pristina and German Foreign 
Office. In 2016, MCM was registered as a non-governmental organization by the name of Alternative Dis-
pute Resolution Center (ADRC), whilst it continues its close partnership with the founding organization. 
The overall goal of the organization is to promote mediation as alternative dispute resolution mechanism. 
ADRC, works to mediate both out-of court and court and prosecution-referred disputes, intervening in a 
low-cost and time-efficient manner and operating under the relevant legal provisions (the Law on Media-
tion (nr.03/L-057), which was enacted in 2008) to address the legitimate grievances of conflicting parties. 
Recognized by the legislative act, once approved by the court any agreement reached in the process of 
mediation has executive court power.
Along with the mediation work, ADRC aims to facilitate mutual inter-ethnic communication by building 
human potentials for dialogue and negotiation, thus, contributing to the overall reconciliation processes 
in Mitrovica Region.

About media partners

Radio Kontakt Plus was founded in 2000 with the aim to update citizens about the developments in North 
Mitrovica, while also implements projects which represent a model of media advocacy, and interaction 
with citizens in order to inform them about their possibilities of inclusion in the decision - making pro-
cesses. 

Ditori.com is an electronic media outlet that operates in Mitrovica South, with the main objective to in-
form the citizens about the developments in the city, and cultivate tolerance and democracy amongst the 
communities. 

Purpose of the public opinion analysis:

The purpose of this public opinion analysis is to address the significance the Ibar River Bridge holds for 
the Kosovo Albanians and Kosovo Serbs, as a tangible symbol of divisive narratives, freedom of movement 
and safety precaution; as well as to examine to what extent the Brussels Agreements linked to these three 
components have been translated in practice into the lives of the Kosovo Albanians and Kosovo Serbs liv-
ing in the still divided along ethnic lines city of Mitrovica, Kosovo. 
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Sample size: 790 questionnaires (10 invalid) conducted using F2F method, random

Geographic coverage: South and North Mitrovica (400 questionnaires in each of the municipalities)

Sample description: The youngest respondent was 16 and the oldest 81. The average age of the participants 
is 33.52. Female respondents constitute 49.7% of respondents, whereas 50.3% of respondents were male. 
Almost half of the respondents (49.2%) identified themselves as Serbs, 40.7% identified as Albanians, 5.3% 
identified as Bosniak, 1.6% identified as Gorani and 1.7% identified as Turks. The rest of the participants 
identified as Roma (0.7%), Ashkali (0.1%), Egyptian (0.4%) or refused to state their ethnicity (0.4%). 73% 
of respondents stated that they practice their religion, whereas 11.2% do not practice their religion, 4.6% 
identify as atheist and 7.3% refused to answer.

Qualitative part of the public opinion analysis: 2 focus groups, 2 round tables, 16 short interviews con-
ducted with random citizens (8 in South Mitrovica and 8 in North Mitrovica) and 6 in-depth interviews 
conducted with:

• Andric Milica, Researcher
• Idrizi Valdete, Mayoral candidate for the municipality of South Mitrovica
• Ivanovic Oliver, leader of the party SDP 
• Ferati Sadri, former MP of Kosovo Assembly
• Simic Igor, MP of Kosovo Assembly
• Spahiu Nexhmedin, Analyst

Period in which the public opinion analysis was conducted: May – September 2017.

Methodology:



3

12% of young Kosovo Serbs (16-25-year-olds) think that the main bridge on Ibar River should be open for 
both traffic and pedestrian.

64.5% of young Kosovo Albanians (16-25-year-olds) think that the main bridge on Ibar River should be 
open for both traffic and pedestrians.

22% of all respondents cross the main bridge on Ibar River regularly.

32.1% of Kosovo Albanian respondents consider that the final decision on the function of the bridge should 
be made by the EU.

24.1% of people, who stated that their association to the bridge is positive, say that for them, the bridge 
symbolises division.

52.7% of 16-25-year-olds do not find any of the agreements on freedom of movement effective. 

69.4% of respondents consider that the decision on whether or not the bridge should be open must be made 
as soon as possible.

60% of respondents report that they have negative feelings (exposure, threat, discomfort) when crossing the 
main bridge.

The East bridge (by ETC) is the most frequently used bridge, with every 10th respondent claiming to never 
have crossed it.

The West bridge is the least frequently used with every 3rd respondent never having crossed it.

46.4% of Kosovo Albanians think that the opening of the bridge will have a positive effect on the security 
situation, as much as 42.1% of Kosovo Serbs expect that the opening of the bridge will have a negative effect 

on the security situation.

Averaging at 2.66 on a scale from 1 to 5, the citizens’ movement between the municipalities after the open-
ing of the bridge for traffic will be moderately easier.

The most important results:
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Context                                                                               ‘’17 years after the war, the Ibar River Bridge repesents 
the most accurate manifestation of where the two 

realities that co-exist in Mitrovica meet.’’ 

 
Freedom of movement, being in the core of the values of the EU who is facilitating the process of normal-
isations of relations between Belgrade and Pristina, and at the same time, being one of the primary needs 
of Kosovo citizens, has been given an immense importance in the Brussels process. Freedom of movement, 
involving many of its aspects has been discussed in Brussels several times in more than 6 years. The most 
notable agreements on freedom of movement are the following:

• 2011 during the so-called technical phase of negotiations on the agreement on freedom of move-
ment1 which made it possible for the holders of Kosovo ID cards and driving licences to travel to Serbia
• 2012 in the agreement on Integrated Border Management2

• 2015, when the agreement of 2011 was revised, and for the first time estimated by both parties, for 
the benefit of the citizens, because the agreement has led to mutual recognition of vehicle insurance policy 
and a significant reduction of travel expenses for citizens3 

• 2015 when the revitalization of the main bridge over the Ibar River that separates North and South 
Mitrovica and administrative separation of these two municipalities was agreed4

• 2016, when the agreement from 2011 was revised for the second time, referring to license plates 
and reregistration of vehicles in Kosovo to RKS and KS plates5

Regardless of these efforts, the effects on the freedom of movement in practice have been limited, to say the 
least. Whilst the 2011 agreement was a considerable step forward in ensuring that the Kosovo documents 
holders can travel through Serbia with considerable administrative glitches, no solution was provided to 
the holders of Serbian documents residing in Kosovo. With this agreement, and with the agreement on 

Beyond the bridge: the symbolism, freedom
of movement and safety

1Agreement available at: http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/agreement_0210_freedom.pdf 
2Agreement available at: http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/IBM_Technical_Protocol_-_23_Febru-
ary_2012.pdf 
3Agreement available at: http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/Signed_MoU_Border_Vehicle_Insur-
ance.pdf 
4Agreement available at: http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/WG_Freedom_of_Movement-Bridge_
Conclusions_25_Aug_2015-2.pdf 
5Agreement available at: http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/Arrangements_concerning_the_finalisa-
tion_of_implementation_of_2011_freedom_of_movement_-_14_September_2016.pdf  
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mutual recognition of the car insurance, all the visible progress on the improvement of the freedom of 
movement ceased. The agreement from 2011, although an important one for every Kosovo citizen residing 
south of Ibar River, completely circumvented the North Kosovo community who predominantly possess 
only Serbia-issued documents which are internationally recognised as valid, but are considered to be illegal 
by the Kosovo government. To this day, and 6 years after the start of the negotiations, communities from 
the north side of the river Ibar have difficulties accessing identification documents while those who do 
have identification documents cannot replace their Serbia-issued driving licences with travel documents 
issued by the Kosovo government. This makes travelling past any of the three bridges connecting the two 
municipalities which once comprised a city a nuisance. According to the data of Kosovo’s Ministry of In-
ternal affairs, in August 2017, there were 33,986 ID cards, 2,587 passports and only 1,464 driving licences 
issued by the Kosovo government in the municipalities of North Mitrovica, Zvecan, Zubin Potok and 
Leposavic. The estimates of the population in these four municipalities go from 50,000 – 70,000 people.

      At the same time, Kosovo Albanians find that the safety issues are the largest obstacle to their freedom 
of movement in the North, the embodiment of which is the main bridge that many have not crossed since 
1999. Furthermore, beyond ethnic identity, holders of Kosovo-issued documents face some administrative 
hardships mentioned above. When crossing to Serbia, every holder of a Kosovo-issued ID card and driving 
licence is administered a paper written in Serbian and containing all the personal information provided 
on the ID itself. The document is a sort of a permit valid for three months which the individual must have 
on its person at any given moment. In addition to this, all cars registered to RKS licence plates are issued 
“probation” licence plates which they must use instead of the RKS licence plates when travelling through 
Serbia. Finally, although holders of Kosovo passports can travel from airports in Serbia, they must always 
have an ID card on their person as their passports are not considered to be valid documents in Serbia.

      Amidst all these issues, since 2015, the only real effort at addressing the freedom of movement obsta-
cles has been put to the main bridge over the Ibar river. Built in early 19th century, the bridge changed its 
appearance drastically several times6. However, it was in the 2000s and after the division of the city that 
the bridge took on a completely different note. The events of February 20007  were detrimental for how the 
bridge will be perceived in the following decade. At the time the events started unfolding, the city’s demog-
raphy was already turned upside-down. All Kosovo Serbs were displaced from the south part of the city, 
while Kosovo Albanians were displaced from the north part of the city.  For these reason, the main bridge 
for the citizens of Mitrovica represents a border, danger and uncertainty on what will happen if one crosses 
it to the other side. Throughout the research process the viewpoints describing the bridge as a symbol of 
conflict and everything negative that happened in Mitrovica was the common denominator of the citizens 
living on the both river banks of the Ibar.

         The centuries-long spiral of violence between Kosovo Serbs and Kosovo Albanians was once more 
sparked in the proximity of the bridge on February 2nd, 2000 after a rocket attack on a UN bus filled with 
Serbian civilians killed two elderly villagers and wounded three more people8. The event triggered a series 
of interethnic clashes which left 10 Albanians killed between the nights of February 3rd and February 4th 
and the community in the South outraged at the failure of the French KFOR to protect them.

6http://mitrovicaguide.com/ura-e-ibrit-dhe-historia-e-saj-ne-foto-gjate-viteve/ 
7https://planken.org/balkans/chronology/kfor/2000-1
8http://www.unhcr.org/news/updates/2000/3/3c3c0caa4/monthly-update-ethnic-minorities-kosovo-february-2000.
html



6

According to UNHCR report, by the end of February 2000, approximately 1900 ethnic Albanians were dis-
placed from northern Mitrovica. The riots continued leaving more victims and injured in clashes between 
Serbs and Albanians against each-other and against NATO troops. The dissatisfaction of the Albanian 
community peaked on February 21st when march which was initiated in Pristina amassed 30,000 protest-
ers9  who demanded the preservation of the territorial integrity of Kosovo in Mitrovica. 

       These events were referred to by Sadri Ferati: “In my opinion, UNMIK is the most to blame as it had the 
competencies and the influence to quickly restore the normality in Mitrovica, and to not create the precon-
ditions since the massacre of the year 2000, when Albanians were killed de facto in the presence of KFOR, 
in the presence of the UNMIK police and were dragged through the city. 11 were killed, and then one or 
two days later the safety for Albanians [in the north part of the city] was not ensured, forcing them to leave. 
Mitrovica was not emptied [of Albanians] in the time of Milosevic, but it was emptied in the presence of 
the international forces, namely KFOR and UNMIK. And it was then, where the greatest consequence was 
created, and all these years we have dealt with how to alleviate these consequences, begging the extremists 
and the perpetrators to enforce the law? And when their response was no, we said let’s postpone it for a 
while longer, and this is that postponement of the law enforcement, which would enable the normalization 
and the realization of the rights.”

        On the other hand, was in the early 2000 when the bridge became “the final frontier” for Kosovo Serbs, 
or as Oliver Ivanovic explains it: “There were many things, many unfortunate events and the conflicts that 
happened on the bridge and somehow, the bridge was the last point to which the Serbs retreated. From 
the bridge to the North, the Serb population remained in the same number, their numbers even increased. 
Since 1999, six or seven thousand people who never lived in Mitrovica before, now live here. This is their 
last stop before their eventual departure to Serbia. For this reason, they fought so fiercely for the bridge not 
to fall, it is a symbolic but also a geostrategic point, which at the same time would mean the expansion of 
the pressure to the entire northern part, had the bridge been left without the control of KFOR or the forces 
which were in charge of it. Fortunately, it happened that KFOR was determined not to allow the conflict to 
spread and not to allow those with evil intentions who intended to spark fire in the North in the 1999 and 
even later on. That’s why the bridge is so important and well-known.”

         The bridge regained the focus in the events of March 200410  which, among many others, claimed the 
lives of two North Mitrovica citizens11 , Kosovo Serbs who lived in the buildings next to the bridge and 
enticed violence against Serbs throughout Kosovo. Hundreds of citizens from both sides rallied again on 
the both sides and clashed at the main bridge.

9http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/650343.stm 
10For the purposes of this overview of incidents, the focus is put only on the events that happened in the prox-
imity of the bridge, while the violence which lasted for three days, was far more destructive. More on the events 
of March 2004:  http://www.osce.org/fom/30265?download=true 
11http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics.php?yyyy=2015&mm=03&dd=17&nav_id=93505 
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       On 30th of May 2010, thousands of Albanians protested the Serbia-run local elections organised in 
north Kosovo municipalities on that day12. Kosovo Serbs also rallied in response and the protests quickly 
turned violent, leaving dozen people injured on both sides.

      On 11th September 2010, following World Basketball Championship game where Turkey beat Serbia13, 
citizens clashed at the bridge once more. The night ended with 5 Serbs and 1 EULEX officer injured and 
several cars of Kosovo Police and EULEX police burnt.

         On 15th of September 2011, Kosovo Serbs put a barricade on the main bridge following the events of 
July same year when the special forces of ROSU tried to resume control over Jarinje and Brnjak14  border 
crossings triggering a year-and-a-half crisis in northern Kosovo. The barricade was one of many installed 
all over north Kosovo after ROSU action resulted in death of one of the members of their special unit and 
several injured. Majority of the barricades installed in this period were removed by 2013, but the last one 
was removed in October 2016.

        On 18th of June 2014, Kosovo Serbs removed the barricade on the main bridge installed in 2011, only 
to replace it the same day with the “Peace Park”, an installation consisted of a lawn and flower pots placed 
on the middle of the bridge.

        Several days after the installation of the “Peace Park”, on 22nd of June, Kosovo Albanians organised 
protests against the “Peace Park”15, Kosovo Serbs gathered on the opposite side, but the clashes were con-
tained to fights between Albanians and EULEX and Kosovo Police. By the end of the day, 13 policemen, 6 
protesters and 2 journalists were injured and 4 vehicles burnt. The “Peace Park” was removed on the 14th 
of August 2016 which marked the initiation on the works to revitalize the bridge16. The metal barriers 
blocking the view of the works on the bridge were removed in late February before the visit of High Rep-
resentative of the EU, Federica Mogherini. This was the first time that the bridge was free of any obstacles 
on it since 2011, but the flow of traffic over the bridge was not resumed.

       In April 2017, Mayor of North Mitrovica, Goran Rakic, ordered that the works on and around the 
bridge be halted due to the increase of inter-ethnic incidents around the bridge and in the pedestrian area. 
According to the information provided by the Kosovo Police in the period between April and July 2017, 11 
incidents involving Serbs and Albanians were recorded in the pedestrian area connected to the northern 
side of the bridge.

        These are the major events that took place on the bridge, but there were many more, both collective 
and individual incidents that occurred around the bridge over the years.

 12http://www.reuters.com/article/us-kosovo-violence/nato-police-separate-violent-protesters-in-kosovo-idUS-
TRE64T0Z020100530 
13http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-11274357 
14https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/24329933.html 
15https://www.foundationmaxvanderstoel.nl/nieuws/nieuws_item/t/ethnic_albanians_clash_with_police_in_
south_mitrovica 
16http://www.b92.net/eng/news/crimes.php?yyyy=2016&mm=08&dd=16&nav_id=98914
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      Third of the respondents from every community have negative associations to the bridge which was ex-
pected due to many inter-ethnic incidents that occurred on and around the bridge in the past. In addition 
to this, the bridge has been given an undue attention in the correspondence between the Mayors of South 
and North Mitrovica. Ms Valdete Idrizi finds that the opening of the bridge may serve as a tool to shift the 
attention from the bridge: “I challenged all the voices that opposed the opening, using the argument that 
tensions can be triggered, as we had the case when the barricade was removed by night, and no incident 
occurred, the people continued to pass. Thus, I think that the opening would contribute to removing the 
attention from the bridge, it will also ease the free flow of people and the cooperation, as it’s a bit chaotic 
to pass through the other bridges.”

       Mr Ivanovic also agrees that the bridge must “cease to be just a political issue” if the two communities 
are ever to hope to see the bridge as it is: a connection between two banks of the river, allowing both citi-
zens and cars to pass through and communicate.

       When the answers are analysed according to the ethnic belonging of the respondents the results do not 
vary as much as it may be expected:

Analysis of the quantitative and qualitative part of the research
When someone mentions the main bridge on the Ibar River, your association is:

       There are no significant variation in the answers when analysed according to different age groups. 
The associations seem to be much the same to the 16-year-olds and the 80-year-olds suggesting that 
different factors are at play when individual shapes their opinion towards the bridge. These factors are 
employment status and material well-being of an individual. 
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The sharpest differences in the answers are measured among the respondents who stated that they have 
very low income and those who are satisfied with their economic prospects:

    

 There are no major differences in the answers to this question between male and female respondents. Re-
ligion also does not play a major role in the distribution of the answers.

       Among the focus group respondents from North Mitrovica, only one participant stated that he has 
a positive association towards the bridge, as he has a friend in the south part of the city whom he meets 
regularly. The rest of the respondents connect the bridge to the events of early 2000s. The words used to 
describe the bridge were: “the end of the city”, “barrier”, “the first line of defence” and “protection from the 
conquest”.

How many times after the renovation works in 2001 have you crossed the main bridge on the Ibar River?

      These results show that the current function of the bridge is still division, rather than connection with 
less than quarter of the participants crossing the bridge regularly. The Bosniak, Gorani and Turk com-
munities are those who cross the bridge most frequently, while there are no significant differences in the 
answers between women and men or people of different age groups. Kosovo Serbs and Kosovo Albanians 
seem to use/not use the bridge proportionally.
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       Citizens’ views on what to do with the bridge are very polarised, with 30.6% thinking that the bridge 
should be used by pedestrians only, 18.20% wanting to close the bridge altogether and 35% thinking that 
the bridge should retain its full function and be open for both pedestrians and the traffic. This question 
measures the first significant difference between the answers given my men and women. 

        Expectedly, business people or employed people are the most frequent users of the bridge; how-
ever, the retired people do not seem to fall behind which points out to a joint past of these generations 
and less prejudice.

In your opinion, the main bridge on Ibar River should:
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Women are more liberal given that 14.6% call for the complete shutdown of the bridge, whereas 21.9% of 
men would like that the bridge be not crossed by anyone. Similarly, 15.8% of men would see the bridge 
opened for pedestrians only, whereas 21.8% of women share this opinion. As it was expected, ethnic be-
longing plays a major role in the distribution of the answers to this question. Almost the third of the 
respondents (30.11%) from the Serbian community would see the bridge shut down completely, whereas 
majority of Albanian respondents (61.8%) would see the bridge open for both pedestrians and the traffic. 
In addition to this, the Albanian community is the most opinionated when it comes to how to use the 
bridge, with only 7.4% individuals coming from this community stating that they do not care about how 
the bridge is going to be used.

       When these results are put through an additional filter: ethnic belonging and age groups, the differences 
are even more significant. Young generations belonging to Kosovo Serb community are the most exclusive 
when it comes to the bridge and 36% of them would see the main bridge completely closed down. On the 
other hand, young Albanians (16-25 year-olds) are the most supportive of opening the bridge (64.5%) for 
both pedestrians and traffic, even slightly more supportive than older generations of Kosovo Albanians.
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      For Sadri Ferati, the fact that the bridge is not open for traffic is the proof that the law is not enforced 
in Mitrovica and that some people stand above the law. He states that “the opening of the bridge is a con-
stitutional and legal obligation, the realization of the right -  a precondition for the realization of the right 
of the citizens to move freely: for one part of the citizens to their properties, and for the others just to move 
freely” and in this context, he sees the agreement on revitalisation as an excuse to postpone the enforce-
ment of the law. However, the round table participants from both municipalities remarked that the poor 
enforcement of law is a Kosovo-wide phenomenon.

      The position of Kosovo Serbs on this matter was further explained by Oliver Ivanovic who agrees that 
at these moment, the conditions for opening the bridge are not met. He stated: “There were too many in-
cidents and we cannot say that we forgot it, and that something new will start now. Well, it will not start, 
there is a negative experience, and there is a fear that the bridge, instead of serving for connection, will 
serve as a passage for those people who do not have good intentions and I am not saying from north to 
south or south to north”, he goes on to say that for this perception to change, first, “everyone should give 
up violence as a way of achieving political goals”.

      Employment status plays some role in the distribution of the answers and, expectedly, employed peo-
ple (42.5%) are more in favour of opening the bridge for both traffic and pedestrians than unemployed 
respondents (27.1%).

        Focus group participants from North Mitrovica were of the opinion that the bridge should remain 
open only for the pedestrians until such time as the community in North Mitrovica feel comfortable with 
the opening. A participant explained that he feels that when saying they are interested in uniting the city, 
the community from the South have in mind only the territory, not the population living in this territory. 
Two participants did state that they would like to see a unified city, but only when the nationalism in both 
communities subsides. In addition to this, the round table participants from North Mitrovica raised the 
suspicion if the freedom of movement and unification of the city are the honest motivation behind the 
South communities strive for the opening of the bridge, or if this persistence is in fact a metaphor for the 
conquering of the north part of the city. 

        According to one the of the attendees in the roundtable discussion organized in South Mitrovica, the 
reason why the North Mitrovica community opposes the opening of the bridge lays in the fear of minority 
from the majority: ‘’Kosovo Serbs are minority in Kosovo, while Kosovo Albanians are majority which 
results with the fear of the minority of majority, with the bridge being the most  illustrative example of this 
fear; thus, the Kosovo Serbs are not fond of the idea of opening of the bridge because of what hypotheti-
cally, according to them, can happen in its aftermath.’’ On the other hand, there were participants from the 
South who observed that Kosovo Serb community in the North benefit from the status quo: “Serb commu-
nity benefits from the existing situation as it is convenient for those living in North since they do not pay 
for the services such as electricity, water, communal waste disposal, etc. – and amongst the others receive 
salaries and social benefits from Serbia.”
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      Surprisingly, a significant percentage of citizens of Mitrovica (20.30%) place the responsibility for mak-
ing the final decision on the function of the bridge to EU. The result can be interpreted as a reflection of 
the continued practice of raising local issues to the highest possible political level due to which the citizens 
have lost the sense of ownership over their own city. Regardless, the largest part of population does con-
sider that this decision should be made by the citizens (41.20%) and their legal representatives (13.60%). 
Nexhmedin Spahiu agrees with the latter, in his opinion, the bridge should have been a point of discussion 
between the Mayors of North and South Mitroivca, not a topic in the Brussels. He also criticizes the agree-
ment which diminished the capacity of the bridge from 4 to 2 lanes, foresaw the pedestrianisation in the 
North which clogged the traffic and put a concrete staircase in the place where the old city mosque used to 
be. The effect of this agreement, according to Spahiu, is delineation, not unification: “thus this area instead 
of being one where the city, the both parts, North and South is focused on and can serve as a meeting point 
which contains values of the cultural heritage as it had in the past, in this way is transformed into a modern 
barricade, into a point where one city ends and the other one begins, it is not a point where the city meets, 
but it is a point which delineates two municipalities.”

         Round table participants from the south part of the city had a different interpretation of the fact that 
32.1% of Albanians would leave the decision on the bridge up to the EU. They stated that these results re-
flect the lack of trust in the national actors to resolve the situation. In these circumstances, the citizens look 
up to international actors to intervene because they perceive them as a more reliable. 

           In fact, Ms Andric criticized the role of the international community in the resolution of the issues 
that arose in the project of the pedestrianisation of the King Petre street and the erection of the wall at the 
beginning of the pedestrian area. According to her, the agreement concerning the pedestrian area, reached 
on 4th of February was undemocratic as it dictated that the assembly members of North Mitrovica mu-
nicipality will vote in favour of the pedestrianisation project: “When we learned on February 4th that the 
agreement has been reached, we could see a paper of four- or five items signed by the European Union

Who should make the final decision what to do with the bridge?
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Special Representative in Pristina,  the US Ambassador in Pristina, the Mayors of South and North Mitro-
vica and the Minister of Environment and Spatial planning. The problem was that all these persons decid-
ed in this agreement that the assembly of the North Mitrovica municipality should approve the project of 
the pedestrian zone and forward the project to the mayor who would then forward it to the ministry […] 
That is not the way things are done, it is not a democratic way of solving things; in fact, despite how im-
portant they are, these people cannot take over what the municipal councillor’s authority is, and it is their 
decision whether they will vote for or against some project.”

        Answering the question on inclusion of the citizens of the two municipalities in the final solution for 
the bridge, Oliver Ivanovic said that he is not very optimistic: “Simply, the negotiation process has moved 
far and some agreements have been reached. No one will head back now on the process of negotiation, just 
because the citizens were not informed, instead they will just continue where they left off ”. Valdete Idrizi 
disagrees and is hopeful of citizens’ inclusion, in fact, she finds it to be a key to the resolution of the issue: 
“Mitrovica could not return the function to the bridge, reach normalization or unification of the city as the 
main actors, the citizens of Mitrovica, have not been consulted; the discussions about the problems, issues, 
and the dreams of the citizens did not take place here, but always somewhere else with people that were 
not from here. In my opinion, it’s not too late for these negotiations to take place here, to discuss with the 
people from our city. The mediators are here in Kosovo with a certain mandate and they should play their 
role, but the main actors and those who will remain here are the citizens of Mitrovica.”

         Gender or age does not play any role in the answers to this question. However, the sense of ethnic be-
longing is a variable which considerably affects the result. While majority of Kosovo Albanians and Turks 
think that EU should make the final decision on the bridge, Serbs, Bosniaks and Gorani would rather hear 
the citizens give the final say. Ms Idrizi also calls for a more decisive role of the EU in the process: “in my 
opinion the EU could have been bolder and more open with the communities, the citizens of Mitrovica 
wanted to have a functional, open bridge, of course disregarding some groups, fond of this kind of situa-
tions.”
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        Employment status also seems to have a role in shaping the citizens’ opinions on who should carry the 
responsibility of deciding how to use the bridge.

       Proximity to the bridge also plays a certain role in how the citizens answer this question. Surprisingly, 
a considerable present of those who live closer to the bridge would leave the question of the bridge for EU 
to decide.

      One of the participants of the focus group organised in North Mitrovica stated that the community she 
comes from is afraid of the opening of the bridge and according to her, the initiative for the opening of the 
bridge should have come from the both communities, at the moment everyone felt comfortable about it, 



17

and not from the EU and by force. Another participant agreed elaborating that the international commu-
nity has difficulties in understanding the situation in North Kosovo and the problems the community in 
the North faces. A third participant was the most critical of the EU diplomats, whom he described as “car-
rier driven people” who have not had any meaningful success during their mandate in Kosovo and who 
wish to present the opening of the bridge as a professional success. In his opinion, the reconciliation needs 
to happen before opening the bridge, not the other way around and one incident can reverse the relaxation 
of relations 10 years in the past.

        Majority of the respondents define the value of the bridge through the freedom of movement of people, 
whereas reconciliation, although a factor, is not the primary associations to the citizens of the two mu-
nicipalities that share the bridge. Unification of the city is somewhat more important to Kosovo Albanian 
community (18.6%) than Serbian (9.1%), Bosniak (7.9%) or Gorani (8.3%). Furthermore, the older the 
respondents, the less they are interested in this aspect of unification of the two municipalities.

        It is also interesting to see how frequency with which people cross the bridge affects the results. The 
highest percentage of people who find the bridge to be important for the freedom of movement, come 
from the group of people who said that they never cross the bridge.

The bridge is important for:
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What does the bridge symbolize to you?
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     In general, for most citizens, the bridge symbolism is negative, calling to their minds concepts such 
as division, final frontier, obstacle and battleground. Given the fact that no positive events are tied to the 
bridge, this result is not that much unexpected. For the majority of Kosovo Serbs (30.1%), the bridge 
symbolises the final frontier, Kosovo Albanians (38.7%) consider it to be a symbol of division, Bosniaks 
(28.9%) the bridge see as a connection, while Gorani (50%) and Turks (38.5%) do not put much meaning 
into the bridge.

      South Mitrovica focus group participants were less negative when describing the bridge, with three 
participants stating that for them it is just a piece of infrastructure, one participant considering the bridge 
to be a tourist attraction and three participants describing it in relation to political games, division or fear 
and anxiety. The participants who related the bridge to the political projects, stated that it has a strong 
political background as most of the political parties or rival political groups have used the opportunity to 
make the bridge into a focal point of attention, rather than working on improving the economy. Likewise, 
the participants in the roundtable organised in South Mitrovica outlined that the discourse of the political 
national elites in regard to the bridge has had a negative impact in the communities, triggering inter-ethnic 
incidents.  Thus, according to them the leadership carries a considerate part of the responsibility for the 
existing situation. In addition to this, South Mitrovica round table participant qualified two types of the 
division, stating that the division between the communities is more institutional and that the barriers are 
more psychological than physical.

     During the discussions in the focus groups the bridge was also classified as a political project used 
to manipulate the public. The general impression of the participants of the round table and focus group 
from South Mitrovica was that the Kosovo Serbs are instrumentalized by Belgrade to serve their political 
agendas, on the matters of the bridge and any other matters.  The focus group participants from older gen-
erations have the memories of the bridge as children unburdened by the complexity of ethnic belonging 
and relations, but feelings of nostalgia of the older generation are easily overflown by the negative devel-
opments of the 1999 and onward.

     South Mitrovica focus group participants explain the anxiety of the members of the community in 
this municipality that arises when thinking about or crossing the bridge with the fact that, in their words, 
Mitrovica is “calm and peaceful, but fragile”, meaning that incidents of a larger scale have erupted in this 
city, on that bridge, often suddenly, without prior upheavals between the communities. Furthermore, they 
stress that collective incidents on the bridge are always interpreted in losing or winning terms of the two 
sides which further antagonises the communities. North Mitrovica focus group respondent stated the 
same thing, elaborating that the opening of the bridge will bring to the surface the feelings of winning to 
one community and losing to the other, regardless of how the issue will be resolved at the end.

    Commenting on the fact that majority of people from the South Mitrovica community see the bridge 
as an object of division, a South Mitrovica focus group participant who crosses the bridge on the regular 
basis due to her work engagements said that this is a false perception, created out of the position of many 
that the bridge should not be crossed unless absolutely necessary and that it is a place of incidents. This 
participant stated that Mitrovica is her city and that she will not accept to feel fear in a place she calls 
home. Other participants also refused to dub the bridge as something special, as they find it to be a piece 
of infrastructure meant to connect, but that is blown out of proportion in its importance by the media and 
the politicians. 
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A focus group participant from North Mitrovica had a similar observation stating that the central author-
ities are trying to get political capital by opening the bridge and at the same time hide their failures in im-
plementing policies or creating an effective and functional system. Similarly, Ms Andric states: “Serbs are 
not the biggest problem of Kosovo. Kosovo’s biggest problem is corruption, also inadequate political elites, 
the unsustainability of such a small territory and millions of other problems. Of course, five percent of the 
population, which makes Serbs and other communities, are certainly not the biggest problem.”

      

      When cross-referenced with the very first question (When someone mentions the main bridge on Ibar 
River, you association is), we can see, that 24.1% of people who stated that their association to the bridge is 
positive, actually say that for them, the bridge symbolises division. At the same time, 29.9% of those whose 
association towards the bridge is neutral also say that, for them the bridge symbolises division. When it 
comes to Kosovo Serbs who have positive association the bridge, majority of them (36%) see the bridge as 
the final frontier. On the other hand, Kosovo Albanian community seems to be more divided on the mat-
ter, and 33.3% of Kosovo Albanians who have a positive association to the bridge, also consider the bridge 
to be an object of division, whereas 28.6% find the bridge to be a connection.

      Mr Ferati recounted the pre-war Mitrovica: “For Mitrovica citizens, it also contains other symbolic as 
mentioned in the beginning, it relates to the all Mitrovica citizens of the ’60 and ’70, who are very nostalgic 
for that [north] part of the city. The bridge has always been the point that linked the two parts. The two 
other bridges did not exist at the time, so the one we are talking about, was the main bridge. The Mitrovica 
citizens are characterized by the vividness, creativity, sports, togetherness, unity of the two parts of the city 
regardless of the ethnic belongings.”      
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The decision on the opening of the main bridge for traffic is:



22

When crossing the main bridge, you feel:

When crossing the East Bridge (by ETC) you feel:

      Ethnic belonging also plays a role in the distribution of answers to this question, 84.30% of Kosovo 
Albanians think that the decision on opening the bridge for traffic should be made as soon as possible, 
whereas 60.90% of Kosovo Serbs share the opinion. There are no major variations in the distribution of 
answers in other variables: gender, age, proximity to the bridge or economic status. The results show that 
the citizens are preoccupied with the bridge and that it does play a central role when it comes to the local 
issues of the two municipalities.

     For the majority of those who do cross the bridge, the action itself brings negative emotions, such as the 
sense of discomfort, exposure or threat. Retired people (36%) and Gorani community (58%) are the two 
groups who feel “the most normal” when crossing the bridge. Whereas 20.9% of Kosovo Serbs state that 
they never cross the bridge, only 10.5% Kosovo Albanians answered the same, suggesting that the bridge is 
more frequently used by the Kosovo Albanian community. This bridge is slightly more used by men than 
women.
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        The East bridge, being a more frequently used bridge (only 9.9% never cross this bridge), does have 
a higher percentage of those who feel normal while crossing it (34.7%) than when compared to the main 
bridge (24.3%), but the act of crossing it still does cause more unpleasant feelings to the citizens. The East 
bridge is slightly more used by the Albanian community (among whom only 7.9% stated that they never 
cross it) than the Serbian community (among whom 12.4% stated that they never cross it). Furthermore, 
this bridge is used by men more than by women. When asked in the roundtables why does the East bridge 
bring less negative connotation, the attendees at the round table emphasized the fact that the other two 
bridges are peripheral ones and have received far less attention comparing to the main bridge. The main 
bridge connects the two centers of the municipalities and carries along a history of violence amongst the 
communities. Furthermore because of the attention that it has received by the media, international com-
munity and other relevant actors, the Ibar River Bridge has figuratively taken more credits than it really 
has. 

      Judging by the results, the West bridge is the least frequently used to commute between the two munic-
ipalities. This bridge is more used by the Albanian community (among whom only 13.8% stated that they 
never cross it), whereas it is the least used by the Serbian community (among whom 40.2% stated that they 
never cross it). Furthermore, this bridge is more frequently used by the older generations.

       In general, the East bridge is both more frequently used and the act of crossing it feels “the most nor-
mal”. The act of crossing the main bridge brings negative emotions to the largest percentage of respondents 
(60%), while the West bridge is the least frequently used bridge.

When crossing the West Bridge (by Three Solitaires) you feel:
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      While 46.4% of Kosovo Albanians think that the opening of the bridge will have a positive effect on the 
security situation, as much as 42.1% of Kosovo Serbs expect that the opening of the bridge will have a neg-
ative effect on the security situation. Furthermore, 37% of the respondents who cross the bridge regularly 
believe that the opening of the bridge for traffic will improve the security situation.

     Focus group participants from North Mitrovica stated that the potential opening of the bridge may have 
negative effect on the security situation, meaning that the number of incidents might increase. Majority of 
them also added that they are on precaution when crossing the bridge.

Will the opening of the main bridge for traffic affect the security situation?



25

      Expectedly, people who have positive association to the bridge find that the opening of the bridge for 
traffic will have a positive impact on the security situation (56%), while 42.5% of those who have negative 
associations to the bridge expect that the security situation will worsen. Finally, 37% of people who cross 
the bridge on the regular basis believe that the opening of the bridge for traffic will improve security, while 
majority of those who never cross the bridge (45.4%) do not know what to expect.

      Explaining the position of Kosovo Serbs, Oliver Ivanovic stated: “The Serbs are simply afraid of this 
free communication, and there is no guarantee from the south that there will be no violence.” Round table 
participants in North Mitrovica agreed, further stating that they feel safer in Pristina than they do in South 
Mitrovica.
     

     The opinions on this matter are very divided indicating that what happens after the opening of the 
bridge is anybody’s guess. Kosovo Albanian community is the most optimistic at the prospect of opening 
of the bridge for traffic and its influence on the inter-ethnic relations (19.1%) in the two municipalities. On 
the other hand, Kosovo Serb community predominantly thinks that the opening of the bridge for traffic 
will have negative impact on the inter-ethnic relations (38.4%). Similarly, those who cross the bridge on 
the regular basis expect that the relations will improve after the bridge is open for traffic (39.9%), while 
those who never cross it expect a negative impact (35.5%).

Will the opening of the main bridge for traffic affect the inter-ethnic relations?
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If the main bridge were to remain open only for the pedestrians you would feel:

     Milica Andric finds that the bridge was given an undue attention and that in short-term, it had a neg-
ative effect on the inter-ethnic relations: “The Ibar bridge revitalization agreement seems to have been 
reached too soon and probably unnecessarily. I’m basing this assessment on the fact that the implementa-
tion has stopped, the construction works have stopped, however, tensions raised; it has not contributed to 
facilitating the relationship or normalizing the relations between the two municipalities. And, I must say 
that, even from the perspective of citizens, it was kind of unnecessary, in the sense that there were much 
more serious problems that should have been solved before the bridge.”

      The participants of the focus group in South Mitrovica are predominantly of the opinion that the bridge 
will affect the inter-ethnic relations in a positive way. However, there are those who believe that the open-
ing of the ETC and Emona trading centres have contributed more to the improvement of the ethnic rela-
tions that any of the major investments in the bridge. They further criticize the investments made to the 
bridge saying that they should have been investment in job creation. On the other hand, a respondent also 
added that additional, small investments in the bridge could make it a multifunctional, public space, this 
respondent suggested: installing photos of the bridge over years on the both sides of the bridge with the 
description for each photo, installing solar panels on the bridge and enable citizens to charge their phone 
and lap tops while enjoying the view from the bridge, etc. However, for the participants of the round table 
held in South Mitrovica, more meaningful actions need to take place in order to see a true and sustainable 
improvement of the inter-ethnic relations in Kosovo and in the region. It was concluded that in this part 
of Balkans, nations should first agree and reach a compromise upon facts, which are of crucial importance 
for the perceptions of the communities about each other to change. 

     In the scenario in which the main bridge remains as it is – open only for the pedestrians, every fourth 
respondent would feel disappointed and every fifth respondent would feel satisfied. The differences in the 
distribution of the answers according to ethnic groups are significant, with majority of Kosovo Serbs stat-
ing that they would have neutral feelings, whereas majority of Kosovo Albanians would feel disappointed.
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        On the practical side, the distributions of answers between those who use the bridge regularly and 
those who never cross it is also interesting, as majority of those who do cross the bridge would either feel 
neutral or satisfied if the bridge were the remain closed for the traffic, while majority of those who do not 
use the bridge would either feel neutral or disappointed.

    

    Igor Simic is one of Kosovo Serbs who would rather that the bridge were open only for pedestrians: “My 
personal view when it comes to opening the bridge is that it should have been a pedestrian bridge, if not 
permanently, then for a certain period of time, in order to normalize the situation. You know, nothing is 
good when it’s forced, rapid and done under pressure, like the bridge opening that is definitely over-in-
flated.”
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       Majority of the citizens do not think that any of the many agreements reached in Brussels with the 
intent to contribute to the freedom of movement made any significant difference. “The most successful” 
agreements according to the citizens are the agreements made in the so-called technical phase of the ne-
gotiations (2011-2012). “The most successful agreement” (14.2%) in the latter phase of high-level political 
dialogue, according to the respondents of this survey is the agreement on the revitalisation of the bridge. 
Kosovo Albanians find the agreements on the revitalisation and on the IBM to be the most useful in terms 
of the freedom of movement, while vast majority of Kosovo Serbs (69.3%) find that none of the agreements 
contributed to their freedom of movement. In this aspect, communities in North Mitrovica remain unaf-
fected by the numerous agreements regardless of the fact that they were one of the primary target groups 
of the agreement. 

Which agreement made in Brussels contributed the most to the freedom of movement of 
Kosovo citizens?
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Among those who do not find any of the agreements on freedom of movement useful are youth, respon-
dents between 16 and 25 years of age (52.7%).

Which agreement made in Brussels contributed the most to the safety of Kosovo citizens 
(in north/south Kosovo)?
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        In general, majority of the respondents do not think that any of the agreements made in Brussels 
contributed to the security situation and there are minimal differences as to how citizens see the impact of 
these agreements north and south of the Ibar river. Interestingly, Kosovo Albanians seem to have the most 
faith in the agreements and this group finds that the agreement on the integration of the justice system 
(29.9%) and the agreement on integration of former MUP employees to Kosovo Police (16.1%) are the two 
agreements that have made the greatest impact on the security situation in the North. Kosovo Serbs, on 
the other hand, predominantly (72.1%) find that none of the agreements have made a significant impact 
on the security situation in the North. Provisionally speaking, the agreement which affected the security 
situation in the North the most, according to 12.2% of Kosovo Serb respondents is the agreement on the 
integration of MUP to KP.
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On a scale from 1 – 5, where 1 is “not easier at all” and 5 is “much easier”, how easier would it be 
for you to move between South and North Mitrovica if the bridge were open for traffic?

        On a scale of 1 to 5, the average answer to this question comes to 2.66 which means that the citizens 
feel that their movement between the two municipalities would not be that much easier if the bridge were 
open for traffic. While majority of Kosovo Serb respondents (42.9%) responded to this question with 1, 
similar per cent of Kosovo Albanians (40%) responded with a 3.

        The round table participants from South Mitrovica elaborated on this point saying that the language 
plays a very important role. Because the lack of communication and understanding of the other side rep-
resents a barrier to cross, move back and forth freely. So, the ease of movement is not dependent solely on 
whether the bridge will be opened or not.

     For Igor Simic, the opening of the bridge is not about the traffic and the easement of movement, but 
about political achievements: “Personally, I think that from the moment the bridge is opened, it will not 
significantly affect or improve the traffic between the southern and northern part of the city, anyone who 
wants to cross to the other side can use other bridges that are currently open to the traffic and pedestrians. 
I think that this issue is related to symbolism, for someone to demonstrate that they fulfilled their mission 
in Kosovo and that the life of both Albanians and Serbs in Kosovo is improved.”

        When it comes to the focus group participants, the respondents from South Mitrovica do not find that 
the bridge disrupts their everyday life. For those who cross it regularly or occasionally, the act of crossing 
it is a part of daily routine that leaves little space for thinking what might happen, while others who do not 
have family or business needs in the north part of the city it plays no role in the daily routine.
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Communities on both sides of the bridge relate the discomfort majority feels on “the other side” to the 
administrative and political systems that prevent them from using their property and cannot guarantee 
their safety. For the Albanians, the North municipality is led by “the extremists” who are “above the law” 
and for the Serbs, south of Ibar River is the administration that “wants the territory [North Kosovo], but 
not the population [Kosovo Serbs]”.

For Kosovo Serbs, the bridge and the area around it is strongly connected to the memories of hundreds 
of inter-ethnic incidents that occurred there over the years, whereas for Kosovo Albanians, the bridge is 
a constant reminder of old Mitrovica which economically and culturally is incomparable to the situation 
in present day municipalities.

Respondents from both municipalities agree that any new developments regarding the bridge, but also any 
other agreement reached in Brussels, is interpreted in terms of winning and losing. The sense of competi-
tiveness in the process of normalisation is contra-productive and is pulling the communities further apart.

Although all agree that the bridge is an issue that needs to be resolved, majority of participants of the focus 
groups stated that the bridge is used as a political leverage or diversion from the more pressing problems 
of the two municipalities.

The respondents in the roundtables placed great importance on the education system and antagonistic 
approaches to teaching history, the influence of the surroundings, media coverage and the discourse of the 
political elites that according to them create the perquisites for the existing divisive narratives, prejudices 
and hostile perceptions towards one another.

Majority of the citizens do not think that any of the many agreements reached in Brussels with the intent to 
contribute to the freedom of movement made any significant difference. “The most successful” agreements 
according to the citizens are the agreements made in the so-called technical phase of the negotiations 
(2011-2012).

According to the respondents, the exclusion of Mitrovica citizens from the decision – making processes 
within the Brussels Dialogue affected considerably the practical implementation of the agreement on the 
revitalization of the Ibar River bridge and the other agreements as well. Whereas, the inclusion of the citi-
zens would have resulted in agreements tailored to the needs of the communities, unhindered implemen-
tation and presumably improvement of inter – ethnic relations in Mitrovica.

The main driving force which shapes the citizens’ viewpoints concerning the Ibar River Bridge is the fre-
quency with which they use the bridge. More precisely, the people who cross the bridge on regular basis 
are more able to look beyond the symbolism of the bridge and see it as a connective piece of infrastructure. 
Whereas, for those who cross the bridge less or do not frequent it at all, it is a manifestation of fear from 
the unknown. 

Conclusions




