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EUROPE SETS TERMS FOR MONTENEGRO'S INDEPENDENCE POLL 

 

Brussels is coming around to the idea that Montenegro may soon go it alone but 

is determined to ensure an independence referendum is free and fair. 

 

By: Nedjeljko Rudovic in Podgorica and Dragana Nikolic-Solomon in Belgrade 

 

Europe has given a green light for Montenegro to go ahead with an independence 

referendum but has set conditions the government in Podgorica may find hard to 

meet.  

 

Warning Montenegro not to jump the gun, on November 9 a troika of European 

Union representatives, including the British and Austrian ambassadors to the 

State Union of Serbia-Montenegro, said the poll must not take place before the 

standards and conditions for its organisation had been clarified.  

 

They reminded Montenegro that it will also have to wait for the Venice 

Commission, the Council of Europe's advisory body on constitutional matters, 

to issue a set of standards for calling and holding such a poll. The 

commission is due to announce its decision on December 16. 

 

While acknowledging the right of the authorities to hold a referendum, the 

troika urged them to reach a "wide consensus" with the Montenegrin opposition 

parties, Serbia and the international community.  "The EU will not acknowledge 

a unilateral process," they said in a statement.  

 

Analysts say the government of Milo Djukanovic will have hard time meeting the 

conditions laid down by Europe. Above all, it faces a struggle to start a 

necessary dialogue with Montenegro's opposition parties, as well as with the 

Serbian authorities, currently preoccupied with the issue of Kosovo's future 

status.  

 

EU diplomats in Belgrade, meanwhile, point out that Montenegro will face an 

entirely new set of conditions for joining the European Union if it leaves the 

State Union.  

 

Created out of the old Yugoslav federation, the State Union came into 

existence through the 2002 Belgrade Agreement, which Montenegro signed 

reluctantly and only under pressure from the EU foreign policy chief, Javier 

Solana.  

 

Though it only comprises two units, it has never worked well, which critics 

ascribe to a cumbersome political structure and lack of good will on both 

sides.  

 

Instead of expediting Serbia's and Montenegro's path to Europe it has proven 

an obstacle. In mid-2004, Brussels accepted this and created a "twin-track" 

policy of integration with Europe, which recognised Serbia's and Montenegro's 

distinct rates of progress.  

 

If the EU thought this concession to economic reality would defuse the drive 

towards independence in Montenegro, it was mistaken. 

 

Instead, the ruling coalition of Djukanovic's Democratic Socialist Party, DPS, 

and the Social Democratic Party, SDP, led by Ranko Krivokapic, continued 

planning for a poll, tentatively pencilled in for April 2006.  

 



This is partly because in the last election in spring 2001 these parties 

pledged to hold a referendum on statehood before the next parliamentary 

elections due next year.   

 

Moreover, the right to hold a referendum on independence was incorporated into 

the State Union's Constitutional Charter, adopted in February 2003, which is 

one reason why Djukanovic agreed to join the State Union. 

 

The Charter says either republic can hold a referendum on leaving the State 

Union after three years. That time limit is due to elapse in spring 2006.  

 

THE OPPOSITION NAMES ITS PRICE  

 

Montenegro's pro-Serbian opposition, led by the Socialist People's Party, SNP, 

under Predrag Bulatovic, remains resolutely opposed to Djukanovic's 

independence project.  

 

Djukanovic, therefore, faces a hard task in reaching an agreement with them on 

conditions for a poll, as they do not wish even to talk directly to the 

government on the issue.  

 

Instead, four opposition leaders wrote in mid-November to the Venice 

Commission, listing the conditions under which they would agree to take part 

in a vote and recognise the result. 

 

They said that more than half the registered voters in Montenegro must take 

part in the vote and that Montenegrin citizens living in Serbia must also be 

permitted to vote if they wanted to.  

 

Finally, they say they would only recognise a result if it received 

confirmation by at least two-thirds of deputies in the Montenegrin parliament. 

 

The conditions were designed to deflect charges that the opposition wants to 

prevent the people from expressing their sovereign will, at the same time as 

ensuring that a "yes" vote is unlikely. 

 

They count on a degree of voter apathy at home, the pro-Serbian sentiments of 

Montenegrins living in Serbia and parliamentary mathematics. 

 

As the ruling coalition holds only 42 of the 75 seats in the republic's 

parliament, a two-thirds vote on any divisive issue, let alone one as 

contentious as independence, seems out of the question.  

 

Posing as Brussels' responsible partners in Montenegro, the opposition says 

the priority for the republic is not statehood but success in joint talks with 

Serbia on a Stabilisation and Association Agreement, SAA, with the EU. 

 

They say a referendum on independence will interrupt - if not derail - a 

journey to Europe that Montenegro that has already started within the State 

Union.  

 

"The European Union has sent a clear message that a unilateral referendum is 

dangerous for Montenegro," Bulatovic declared. "The opposition does not want 

to engage in direct talks with this government on the issue".  

 

Accusing the authorities of developing links to the world of organised crime, 

the opposition also said it did not believe the government was even capable of 

organising a fair referendum.  

 



Dragan Soc, leader of the opposition People's Party, NS, said these were some 

of the reasons why he opposed any dialogue with the authorities on holding a 

poll.  

 

The NS "does not want to take part in a game where defeat has already been 

prepared for his side", he said, recalling that the government had already 

launched a high-profile campaign to promote the cause of independence.  

 

Montenegro risked serious internal conflict, Soc added, if a referendum went 

ahead "without previously creating an atmosphere acceptable to all".  

 

He concluded: "I expect lasting and long-term instability in Montenegro after 

the referendum on independence is held."  

 

The stance of the opposition leaders reflects a hard core of pro-Serbian 

opinion on the ground.  

 

"The referendum will not be regular," one businessman in Bijelo Polje said, as 

the authorities "will try to buy votes". He added that people were "in favour 

of a joint state with Serbia but cannot make their voices heard, for fear of 

losing their jobs".  

 

For its part, the government has denied trying to fix the result ahead of the 

poll and accuses the opposition of spurning a genuine appeal for dialogue.  

 

"They may be avoiding dialogue but the citizens of Montenegro are the only 

ones who will decide the future of their country," Predrag Sekulic, a DPS 

spokesman, said.  

 

The government is also unlikely to accept all the conditions set down by the 

opposition, although they say they are ready to accept the recommendations of 

the Venice Commission and change the existing 2001 Referendum Act accordingly.  

 

Under the 2001 Referendum Act, half of all registered voters must go to the 

polls for a referendum to succeed.  

 

But government officials told Balkan Insight they thought a 40 per cent 

threshold of registered voters was high enough, as this was the figure used in 

similar recent referenda in Denmark and Scotland.  

 

The 2001 act also limited voting rights to Montenegrin citizens resident in 

the republic. The 2001 rules were used as the basis for an earlier referendum 

held in Montenegro in 1992 on whether the republic should join a federal state 

with Serbia.  

 

Ranko Krivokapic, speaker of the Montenegrin parliament, says what was good 

enough in 1992 should be good enough now. 

 

"Under these same conditions we should be able to make a decision on restoring 

part of our sovereignty which we transferred [to Yugoslavia] in 1992," he 

said.   

 

Analysts in Podgorica say the opposition's reluctant to engage in talks on the 

vote may be a sign that they fear the government could win the vote. 

 

According to the latest polls in Podgorica, conducted by Centre for Democracy, 

CEDEM, 41 per cent of questioned voters said they would support independence, 

while 34 per cent were opposed.  

 



Some international organisations believe a referendum should be organised as 

soon as possible for practical reasons.  

 

Nicholas Whyte, director of the Europe programme for the Crisis Group think 

tank in Brussels, said a referendum is needed to clear up the unsatisfactory 

status quo in the State Union. 

 

"We need to sort it out as quickly as possible and it would have been better 

if it had been sorted out long time ago," Whyte told Balkan Insight. 

 

THE KOSOVO FACTOR 

 

The Montenegrin referendum comes at an inconvenient moment for Serbia, not 

only because it opposes Montenegro's independence but because of the possible 

impact of a referendum on talks to determine Kosovo's status.  

 

If the vote in Montenegro occurs next spring, there is a risk it will take 

place at exactly the time when talks between Serbia and Kosovo are in full 

swing. 

 

"The resolution of Kosovo's status and Montenegro's possible secession 

represent very difficult tasks for the Serbian government," one Belgrade 

official admitted.   

 

Some observers in Brussels, as well as Belgrade, believe the potential loss of 

two territories at once might have a destablising effect on Serbia, bringing 

radical right-wing options to the fore.  

 

Judy Batt, senior analyst at the EU Institute for Security Studies, in Paris, 

urged Montenegrins to wait for a more favourable moment to call a vote, though 

she said she had sympathies for Montenegro's aspirations.  

 

If this were the case, she said, the international community might welcome a 

vote and not see it as a gamble that could put the Kosovo talks at risk, 

which, from the EU's perspective, are altogether more fraught.  

 

Batt said Brussels was concerned that two potentially sensitive processes 

might be running in tandem around next April.  

 

"Therein lies the connection to Kosovo because in Belgrade they will say, 

'Everybody's against us, so why should we cooperate with anyone? Why should we 

make any concessions?'" she told the Podgorica daily Vijesti.  

 

Serbia's position on Montenegro, at least in public, is more nuanced than its 

stance on Kosovo - a reflection of the very different historic relationships 

of Serbs with Montenegrins on one hand and with the Albanians of Kosovo on the 

other. 

 

Belgrade has little to lose by strenuously opposing Kosovo's drive for 

independence, as its supporters in the province are a tiny minority. The 

balance of forces is finer in Montenegro and Belgrade knows any interference 

might damage the standing of the pro-Serbian parties there. 

 

As a result, Belgrade says it will recognise any referendum result that the EU 

recognises first. Vladeta Jankovic, an advisor to Serbian Prime Minister 

Vojislav Kostunica, told Balkan Insight that Serbia would take no action that 

might be interpreted as interference in Montenegro's internal affairs.  

 

"The decision is up to the Montenegrins and they should make this decision as 

best they can," he said.  



 

"We only insist that the conditions for holding the referendum, whenever it's 

supposed to take place, should be acceptable to the European Union and in 

keeping with the standards of the civilised world," he added.  

 

What Belgrade is not prepared to do is to make further constitutional 

compromises with Montenegro along the lines of "an alliance of independent 

states", which is a recent formula put forward by Podgorica as the basis for a 

new, vague, relationship.  

 

Jankovic said Serbia took a dim view of the proposed "alliance of independent 

states" as a possible manoeuvre by Djukanovic to gain de facto independence 

without the bother of having to hold a referendum.  

 

BACK TO SQUARE ONE WITH EUROPE  

 

If Montenegro secedes from the State Union under the terms of the current 

Constitutional Charter, Serbia alone will be the State Union's international 

successor.   

 

Montenegro will have to start its EU integration process afresh and Serbia 

alone would inherit the SAA process, for example. 

 

Montenegro would have to wait for international recognition by all 25 EU 

member states before renegotiating its mandate with EU Council of Ministers.  

 

Moreover, negotiations might be additionally slowed if some countries raised 

the question of the Montenegrin's government's alleged ties to organised 

crime. 

 

"Some ill-disposed countries may ask Montenegro to prepare a new Feasibility 

Study - going back to square one," one diplomat from an EU country in Belgrade 

told Balkan Insight.  

 

"Montenegro lacks the minimal administrative capacity to prepare for EU 

membership as well as certain institutions which could push the whole 

integration process forward," the same source added.  

 

While some European observers query whether tiny Montenegro, with its half-

million population, possesses enough qualified graduates to manage the EU 

paperwork, not all international officials are so concerned.   

 

Some say independence might be beneficial simply because it would allow 

ordinary citizens to start concentrating on improving the economy and 

infrastructure once the issue of sovereignty was finally out of the way. 

 

And that is certainly the stand-point of some local people, such as 30-year-

old Goran Radonjic, from Kotor.  

 

"To have a state and a flag is the aim of every nation," he said.  "We want to 

restore Montenegrin sovereignty to what it used to be and then we can get on 

with our lives."  

 

If most Montenegrins end up sharing his view, Milo Djukanovic's great gamble 

may pay off after all. 

 

Nedjeljko Rudovic is a journalist with Podgorica daily Vijesti. Dragana 

Nikolic-Solomon is BIRN director and Balkan Insight editor for Serbia and 

Montenegro 


