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RICHARD HARGREAVES

Mountains for Peace in the Balkans

Peace Parks
'Richard, what is all this about a "peace park"? Can you explain it to us,
please?'

The question was being asked in July 2003, at a water point on a three
hour walk up to Fatos' cabin under Guri Kiuq (2522m) on the southern
rim of the Rugova valley, west of Peja/Pec in Kosovola: The 'us' in the
question were three Albanian Kosovars, two American college students on
university placement in Kosovo and one German working for an NGO
involved in youth activities in Sarajevo, Bosnia. We were but one group of
an even more cosmopolitan party of 36 people from eight different countries
at the beginning of an I I-day journey through the adjoining mountain areas
of Kosovo, Montenegro and northern Albania. We called it 'an inaugural
trek', to promote the concept of a cross-border park between the three
countries. As the water oozed into our lined-up water bottles out of a
hollowed-out log tucked into the undergrowth of a steep pine forest, I
delivered a colloquial version of what follows.

Peace Parks are truly trans-national, cross-border regions of special
environmental significance. They are designated as protected areas, not
only to preserve their ecology and in some cases their inhabitants'
employment and way of life, but also as symbols of a better world, where
wildlife and human beings can move freely over terrain which may belong
to different countries but is unencumbered by the bellicose trappings of
statehood: borders, flags, fences, soldiers, police, even minefields. The
International Union for the Conservation of Nature has compiled a list of
nearly 600 such protected areas in the world; many are trans-boundary
protected areas (TBAs) and some are specifically designated as 'Parks for
Peace'.

The idea is not new. The world's first trans-boundary 'peace park' was
established in October 1905 at Morokulia, on the border of Norway and
Sweden. It seems strange now to think of these two countries, home to
Nobel Peace Prizes and Oslo Accords, being on the verge of war with each
other but in 1905 they were. Pressure from the Swedish peace movement
at the time led to an agreement on the vexed question of Norway's

• Kosovola is a deliberate spelling here. Since it is Kosovo in Serbian and Kosova
in Albanian it is the convention now, when writing about places where both
languages are in use, to combine the two spellings. Similarly with the town
Peja/Pec. Such sensitivities matter in this area. In this article, however, to
keep it readable only one name will be used i.n most cases.
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independence from Sweden and a sizeable area of land either side of the
border was declared a neutral, demilitarised zone. Today Swedish

orwegian couples go there to get married, a kind of Scandinavian Gretna
Green.

Other cross-border, protected areas with a symbolic peace or friendship
title have followed the example of Morokulia, notably the Waterton Glacier
International Peace Park, established in 1936 between Canada and the US
to celebrate the longest undefended frontier in the world; the Parque
Internacional La Amistad between Costa Rica and Panama; the Cordillera
del Condor Peace Accord between Ecuador and Peru in 1998; and, most
recently, the Great Limpopo Park between South Africa, Mozambique and
Zimbabwe. Early in 2002 Nelson Mandela symbolically opened a gate in
the soon to be demolished electric fence erected by South Africa in 1974,
and allowed a herd of elephants to cross the old border, back into
Mozambique where they probably came from originally. This park was
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expected to be open in 2003 to human beings without passports, as well as
elephants. In mountaineering circles there is talk of a peace park being
created on the Siachen Glacier in Ladakh, where Indian and Pakistani
troops have bombard each other with abuse and artillery on the highest
battlefield in the world.

Why the Balkans?
It is ironic that some of the world's most intractable conflicts rage in some
of the world's most wild or beautiful places: Kashmir, Palestine, Northern
Ireland, Congo, Afghanistan, Kurdistan, etc. The Balkans, in particular
the former Yugoslavia and Albania, have suffered more than their share of
conflict for centuries. Tensions are still high after the recent wars in Bosnia,
Croatia and Kosovo while Albania is struggling to emerge from the wreckage
left by the communist regime of Enver Hoxha. Already the poorest country
in Europe, it was devastated by a pyramid selling fiasco in 1997. Law and
order broke down and guns became almost standard household equipment.
The nationalities of the area where Kosovo, Montenegro and Albania meet
is a contentious and very sensitive issue.

The settlement of November 1912 gave Albania its independence as a
nation for the first time, after 500 years of Ottoman Turkish rule, but it also
left half the Albanian population living in chunks of the country 'given' to
Montenegro and Serbia in the north and to Greece in the south. Under the
German occupation of the Second World War, Kosovo with its large
Albanian majority was joined with Albania; then Tito's Yugoslavia claimed
it back. Under Tito, Kosovo had a certain amount of autonomy but
Slobodan Milosevic's aggressive anti-Albanian policy provoked the
Albanian Kosovars into uprisings during the 1980s, then the formation of
the KLA (Kosovan Liberation Army) in the 1990s to fight for independence
and against Belgrade's imposition of martial law. By 1998 there was all
out war, only ended after the NATO intervention in 1999. All the 13 villages
in the Rugova valley were destroyed by the Serbs in the war and the violence
spilled over into Albanian-speaking Montenegro round Rozhaje, where
villagers still feel insecure. Although the rate of rebuilding in Kosovo has
been remarkably quick, the legacy of the hostility between Albanians and
Serbs is still tangible. Kosovo is currently a sort of UN protectorate,
governed, if that's the right word, by UNMIK (United Nations Mission In
Kosovo). The future is uncertain: is it to be an independent or semi
independent country, as the Albanian speakers want, or a fully integrated
or semi-autonomous part of Serbia?

The idea of a peace park in this turbulent region, straddling the moun
tains of Albania, Montenegro and Kosovo, is the dream of Nigel and
Antonia Young from Hetton in the Yorkshire Dales. Nigel is Research
Professor of Peace Studies at Colgate University in the US and Antonia,
an anthropologist, has travelled frequently in the region in the last 15 years,
researching and writing three books, and serving on international teams



78. Albania, with the peaks of Jezerca (2693m), Paplukes (2578m) and M Alijes (2474m)
seen, left to right, from the unnamed, highest colon the route from Vermosh to Theth.
Visible at the bottom of the picture is the track from Gusinje in Monrenegro, left, leading
to Theth in the Shala valley, nght. (Richard Hargreaves)

monitoring elections. At a meeting in York in June 2001 a committee was
formed to take forward the Balkan Peace Park Project. Charitable status
has been applied for and close links formed with environmental NGOs
and individuals in all three countries. Unlike in most other peace parks
where the initiative came at governmental level, a top-down model, the
aim in the Balkans is to foster links on the ground and to build up so much
enthusiasm for the idea that governments have to become involved. The
area has not been defined, there is as yet no map covering all three border
ing areas. In fact, detailed maps of the area are virtually unobtainable at
the moment, but notionally the park would cover the mountains of northern
Albania, including Jezerca (2693m) and the valley heads of Vermosh and
Theth (already a National Forest Park), the Prokletija National Park near
Gusinje in Montenegro and the Rugova valley of Kosovo, also designated
as a national park.

Theth (Albania) May 2002
In 1958, on a student jeep tour of Europe, I had had to skirt round closed,
communist Albania to get from Kotor, on the Dalmatian coast, to Skopje
and further south. The memory of inaccessible, jagged peaks of Albania
returned vividly as I began to get involved in this project in 2001. I'm not
a competitive person, but the lure of visiting these mountains before other
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people spurred me to spend four days in May 2002 in Theth, a scattered
village in the remote, spectacular Shala valley in northern Albania. Staying
with families in their farmhouses and a day's teaching English in the school
was fascinating but I only managed one day's walk into the mountains.
Everyone was utterly insistent I should not go anywhere on my own and in
places like this you don't abuse the hospitality of your hosts by disobeying
instructions, which stem from custom and behaviour towards visitors.
That one day in the company of my farmer host Gjergji, walking up to the
Qafa e Pejes - a col at 1600m at the head of the Shala valley on an old path
leading to Gusinje in Montenegro - confirmed the impression I'd had from
the valley. These dramatic peaks of steep bare limestone, set in an undefIled,
wild, waterless landscape, up to 1700 metres above the valley floors, were
climbers' mountains, but walking through them on the traditional shepherd
ing tracks linking valleys, villages and summer pastures would be similarly
rewarding. The idea began to form of a trek from Peja/Pec in Kosovo,
through Gusinje in Montenegro to Vermosh at the head of another valley
further north in Albania. Walking from Vermosh over to Theth, a one-day,
three-day or impossible trip, depending on whom you spoke to, would make
a terrific climax to the trek.

The idea turned into a plan for an 'inaugural' cross-border trek, from
Peja/Pec to Theth, to show people in the mountain valleys of the three
countries what a group of enthusiastic, walking 'eco-tourists' could bring
to communities, to generate enthusiasm for the cross-border park among
local NGOs and individuals, and to let trek participants enjoy this hitherto
unknown part of Europe. The itinerary was worked out between Antonia
Young and NGO leaders in the three countries. Guides for the walks were
to be hired and three young Albanians from Shkoder were to accompany
the group the whole way as interpreters and helpers. Members of the 36
strong group would join and leave the trek at different times.

Rugova Valley (Kosovo)
My journey began with a night with six other trekkers in Tirana and a full
day's minibus ride through central Albania to Gjakova in Kosovo and on
to Peja/Pec. It was a day of spectacular landscapes and semi-surfaced
mountain roads linking valleys blighted by ghosts of monster factories from
the communist era. Kosovo had surfaced roads and a feel of relative wealth
compared to Albania. Arrangements for the Kosovo leg were in-the hands
of Dritan Shala of the Aquila environmental NGO and two students from
the Peace Studies department of Colgate University. After meeting up in
Peja/Pec we were taken 13km through the impressive gorge that guards
the entrance to the Rugova valley to the west of the town, to a brand new
restaurant with chalet accommodation. From here we were offered day
walks or a two-day trip up Guri Kiuq with a night in Fatos' cabin. I chose
the latter.
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Fatos is a great character, a real mountain man from the war-ravaged
Rugova valley. A documentary film-maker by profession, he once spent 13
months on his own high in the mountains and has rebuilt a number of
disused shepherds' summer huts for himself and his friends. From his cabin,
at about 1800m, we walked through swathes of yellow rock roses, skirted
impenetrable clumps of pine scrub, and ascended Guri Kiuq (2522m).
Gjeravica, at 2656m Kosovo's highest peak, lay hazily to the south while
north was the whole 2Skm of the Rugova valley, a patchwork of forest and
alpine pastures, dotted with villages and isolated summer farms. The
mountains are green, with clear ridges and some steep, loose limestone
faces; good rough walking country and probably suitable for cross-country
skiing in winter.

Montenegro
From Peja/Pec, it was a minibus ride over to Dacici near the town of Rozhaje
in Montenegro. Ali Daci, a teacher of Albanian language and literature at
the village school and chairman of the Albanica Environmental Organisa
tion, had arranged an 'al fresco' lunch party in the village of Husaj, then a
three-hour walk through forest and hay meadows to the summer village of
Bergovat I SOOm where we were to be the first visitors to a fine new hut for
walkers and outdoor activists. The village community of about 500 provid
ed food for a memorable supper; the children produced a bucketful oflocal
bilberries and a flow of songs in Albanian. Ali had also arranged for a
walking group from Rozhaje to take us on what was said to be a 14-hour
walk to Plav. About eight of us sort of volunteered for this while the others
would have transport and carry our main sacks.

We left the hut at Sam for an impressive walk along the undulating, broad
ridge at roughly 2000m dividing Rugova on the south and Montenegro to
the north. It was a long day's walk to the c;akor pass, mostly trackless
through open pasture and woodland, with only one real water point and
deep in flowers, including a small patch of a rarity, Lilium Albanica. The
c;akor pass is a border point at the head of the road - still closed from the
war - from Rugova over to Plav. It had taken 13 hours out and was
theoretically only one hour down to Plav, but some of the party were badly
blistered and, as we discovered, our guides didn't know this part of the
route. It was another three hours before we reached Plav, much of it in the
dark by torchlight (it was impressive how many people actually had torches
in their day sacks), quite steeply down on tracks between isolated farms
busy bringing in the hay by horse and sledge. It would be a beautiful walk
in daylight.

The lake resort of Plav (900m) was a playground of the Yugoslav
communist apparatchiki in Tito's day, a cheerful town with a market,
wooden minarets, and the Djerdan family hotel that rescued the party from
its pre-booked 'luxury' nightmare hotel. From Plav, those of us with
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sleeping-bags were offered a night in a mountaineers' hut at Grabaje about
8km outside Gusinje, a small town in the Prokletija National Park. The
hut, belonging to a mountaineering club in Belgrade, was splendid, with a
panorama of the dramatic peaks above the valley painted, even more
dramatically, on to the wall of the living room. It was the only 'map' I saw
on the whole trek. The presence of a Serbian military post lOOm from the
hut, and a notice saying that this was a 'frontier area', made our Albanian
friends distinctly nervous. However it was the last weekend before the
Serbians were to be replaced by Montenegrin police.

The cirque of peaks at the head of this Grabaje valley are deservedly
called 'the amphitheatre of the gods', bare limestone spires rearing up out
of dense beech scrub. I set out early for a day's exploration of the
amphitheatre with Bill Burnham, a travel writer from the US. We didn't
get very far. Promised waymarked paths petered out after only a few metres.
We found ourselves scrambling up an open gully of scree-covered, slabby
rock between the trees and traversing uncomfortably below the crags. The
descent was monkey-like, swinging down branch to branch beside another
open slabby gully. Back on the valley floor we were passed by a van loaded
with a smart new signpost indicating where the paths from the valley head
actually went. Further down, two signposts had been erected while we had
been floundering above. We presumed that this was connected with the
withdrawal of Serbian military and that the Prokletija National Park might
be going to get some attention after years when Belgrade had had other
matters on its mind.

Albania
Before the trek we had had plenty of verbal confirmation from senior figures
in the Montenegrin government that we could certainly walk from Gusinje
across the border to Vermosh in Albania. But there was no scrap of paper
to authenticate this and the Serbian military commander in Plav would
have none of it without the paper. So instead of a ISkm walk to Vermosh,
with people waiting to welcome us at the border, it was into minibuses
again for a 300km drive from Plav to Podgorica and then to the Albanian
border crossing on the main road to Shkoder. At least, this gave us a chance
to appreciate what even by Balkan standards was a remarkably spectacular
drive, up the Vermosh gorge, though it terrified some members of the party.

Vermosh lies at lOSOm on the wide, dusty floor of a valley. Though there
is a central point with a church and a bar it is a spread-out community.
Here, for the first time on the trek, we were staying in family homes, and
with five others I had a comfortable night in a substantial, well-equipped
new house set in a beautifully irrigated orchard. Satellite dishes were lined
up below a roof of traditional wood shingles. Praga and Nicolina had two
grown up children living and working in America. Money sent home by
Albanians working abroad, especially the US, contributes significantly to
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the economy and the relative prosperity of some of the inhabitants of these
remote mountain valleys. The atmosphere here will change soon. The
valley head juts into Montenegro and a big new road to link Podgorica
with Plav and then Pristina will cut right across it.

The walk through the mountains to Theth started from the village of
Lepushe, 15km back down the road from Vermosh. It was said to take
eight to nine hours and the elected headman of Theth, Gjon Gjecaj, had
come round to guide us there. He said that the route hadn't been used for
IS years. Just before we left, there was a frisson of surprise and concern
when we were told that in addition to Gjon we had to enlist Tom from
Lepushe, at a cost of SO dollars. His presence would ensure a trouble-free
walk through the valley community and anyway it was common courtesy
to accompany guests to the boundary of one's property. We settled for 43
euros and set off for what was, as expected, a great day of mountain walking,
passing through forest to open pasture with a big summer settlement where
sheep and cattle grazed and pigs roqmed freely, and potatoes and hay grew
against a backdrop of sculpted limestone peaks.

As we headed up into a world of rock, a herd of goats swept nonchalantly
past us, accompanied by a young man with nothing but a cassette player
for the day. The route was a faint path, marked by sheep and goat droppings,
up to the first col of the day, the Qafa e Koprishtit at probably 2200m. Then
it was a long contour round a colossal amphitheatre, under the line of crags
on an even fainter path. Far below us a flock of sheep cooled their bellies
on a bed of old snow. The shepherd boy with them carried nothing, while
we carried bulging sacks and precious water bottles, and Gjon from Theth
carried a pistol, discreetly. From the next, seemingly nameless, col we
could see the path to Theth in the valley way below and Jezerca (2693m)
beyond. A steep descent followed, over grass and loose rock, then onto
scree and a glissade on a patch of snow. This was on the Lepushe/Theth
boundary, from where Tom returned home.

Gjon led us down to the faintest of paths winding through cliffs and
bouldery ground until we reached the Gusinje/Theth path and the one
tiny trickle of water in the bare landscape. We turned westwards towards
the Qafa e Pejes pass and the great fang of Mount Arapit (2217m). Behind
us the valley descended between serrated mountain walls, one of them
probably Karantil (2119m), apparently with good climbing on its far side.
We reached the Qafa e Pejes at about 6pm, 10 hours out, and looked down
into the dusky Shala valley with the settlements of Okol and Theth just
visible. Now I was on familiar ground, on the fine zigzag path down beside
the colossal 900m western face of Arapit. It was climbed three years ago by
a team from the Albanian army, the only people likely to have the necessary
equipment. Gjon led us, eventually, to a large house run by the <;::arko family
as a guesthouse. The 'eight or nine hours' had turned into 13 but to my
quiet satisfaction I had achieved a minor ambition - to walk the magnificent
route from Vermosh and to arrive in Theth properly, on foot.



79. The 900m south face of Arapit (2217m) at the Shala valley above
Theth, Albania. (Richard Hargreaves)

I spent the next day visiting families I had stayed with the year before,
distributing reading spectacles bought specially in Leeds market and finding
that the photographs I had sent had never arrived. Sadly I learned that
depopulation of the valley continues. There are said to be only 18 families
remaining, and some of those will have left for the comforts of Shkoder in
a couple of years. It is probably na'ive to think the arrival of more trekkers
and climbers could generate enough income to persuade families to stay,
but it is, nonetheless, one of the good intentions of the peace park proposal.
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Certainly, the income from our stay in Gjon's brother's house was going to
help him to install a real bathroom to replace the outside toilet. On a hot
afternoon, he spent six hours roasting a sheep on a spit so that all 36 of us
could enjoy a feast on our final evening. It was laid out on long white
cloths on the hay meadow below the house as the peaks above darkened
against the evening sky. The next day we bumped and rattled the 65km to

Shkoder in a bus sent to collect us.

1st International Conference on the Balkans Peace Park
Our main links in Albania were with two NGOs; IRSH ('Young
Intellectuals, Hope') led by Blendi Dibra, and Preservation of Forests and
the Green Environment under Petrit Imeraj who has written and produced
a remarkable eco-guide to the Theth National Park. Blendi and his team
organised a full-day conference on the Peace Park proposal in the Rozafa
Hotel in Shkoder on the final day of the trek. It was supported by the US
Embassy in Tirana, opened by the Prefect ofShkoder and attended by more
than 80 people. There were many eloquent appreciations of the trek and
the beauty of the landscape, enthusiasm for the principle behind the
establishment of a cross-border park, and discussion about the way ahead.
When it came to my turn at the microphone, I emphasised the need for
practical information to enable other groups of climbers or walkers to come
and enjoy what we had been privileged to enjoy.

The future?
This article is being written in December 2003 and by the time it appears in
print there may well have been significant developments. The Albanian
Embassy in London is keen on promoting the peace park idea and so too is
the UIAA which was considering a major conference in the Balkans for
September 2004. A delegation from the three countries was planning to
visit to Britain to see what can be learnt from our national parks, and to
climb and walk here. Maps and general information for visitors may become
more available and it is expected that frontiers will be more open in the
near future. An uninterrupted trek on foot from Peja/Pec to Theth or
Vermosh should then be possible. Details also may become available of
the climbing in Grabaje in Montenegro, though in Albania climbers will
have to go and find routes for themselves. (Isn't that the proper way?) What
is needed now is for the different ethnic communities to put aside historical
barriers and come together to share in the protection and sustainable
development of this special mountain region.
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