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Preface





 


A lot has happened in the world since this book was first published. 




Four years ago, it seemed that the countries I was writing about would continue to go on their way once I left them behind, and for most of them, so far, that’s been the case. But for some, there have been dramatic changes.


The most awful and tragic has been the unexpected return of Taliban rule in Afghanistan. Such a development was unimaginable when I worked in Afghanistan and was still a preposterous idea right up until it happened. A ‘peace’ agreement between the US and the Taliban, negotiated under the Trump administration without the involvement or consent of the elected Afghan government, promised the withdrawal of US troops in exchange for Taliban counter-terrorism commitments and vague plans for discussions with the government.


Against expectations, President Biden, when he took office in 2021, went ahead with the plan. It was a decisive decision from the new president, but it abandoned the people of Afghanistan to an authoritarian, theocratic regime. On 15 August 2021, as US personnel left Kabul and President Ashraf Ghani fled by helicopter, the Taliban marched in and took over the city.


Of course, the Afghan government in power at the time carries some of the blame for this disaster. I wonder, for example, who in their right mind thought Ashraf Ghani would make a good president. Almost every foreigner working in Afghanistan when I was there and who had experienced his temper tantrums, his egotism, his undisguised ambition, and his lack of administrative competence, was appalled at the idea of him ruling the country.


Once he had been elected, however, I wondered whether my criticisms of him in this book were wrong. Perhaps he had changed. Perhaps he had learned to work with others to achieve his well-intentioned grand plans. But all the reports I have read about the last days of the Ghani presidency, as the Taliban moved towards Kabul, simply reinforce my previous impressions. A western-educated academic with, as far as I know, zero experience of military issues but supreme confidence in his abilities, he proved unable to either recognise or manage the crisis that was developing.


The conflict that has erupted between Ukraine and Russia was somewhat less unexpected. The not-so-cold war that existed between Russia and the west when I left there in 2006 is now most definitely a ‘hot’ war. In February 2022, Russia launched an invasion of Ukraine, having previously annexed Crimea and supported breakaway Russian-speaking regions near the border. The invasion of a recognised sovereign country is never acceptable, whatever excuses and contributing factors can be identified, but based on my experiences when I was there I suspect the situation is a little more complicated than is presented in most news media. Of course, Ukraine as a country and as a political system, may have changed since that time. The fine balance between the pro-Russian and pro-western population may have shifted, the level of corruption may have moderated, and Poland’s enthusiasm for welcoming Ukrainian refugees may have nothing at all to do with its historical connections to Ukrainian territory.


The juxtaposition of the developments in Afghanistan and Ukraine is telling. Ukraine has pushed the crisis in Afghanistan out of the headlines and western countries seem to have been keen to raise funds and accept refugees from a European country, while Afghans, with a genuine claim for protection but a long way away, remain in hiding or make risky, illegal journeys to find safety.


There have been changes in other countries also, but so far not as dramatic as those in Ukraine and Afghanistan. In the Philippines, the populist Rodrigo Duterte became president in 2016, followed in 2022 by the surprising return of the Marcos family to power, 36 years after the military dictator Ferdinand Marcos was overthrown. In Kazakhstan, long-term president Nursultan Nazarbayev unexpectedly retired in 2019 and the capital city, Astana, was immediately renamed ‘Nursultan’ in his honour. (The current president, however, has recently changed the name back to Astana.) The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia finally found a permanent name after long negotiations with its neighbour, Greece, and is now called ‘North Macedonia’. Meanwhile, conflict continues in Somalia and Libya.


This book provides some historical background to these events. It tries to explain the context, the political challenges and the efforts made by western countries to improve the situation. It’s based on the diaries and notes I made when I was working in these places as a public finance adviser to their governments. It reflects my understanding of events as I observed them. Other people may have different recollections. Some names have been changed, but others haven’t.


This second edition, apart from this Introduction and a new Exit Report (all consulting assignments require an Exit Report), makes very few changes to the original text. In some places, I have modified comments that may have been, on reflection, a little harsh towards local people or colleagues. In other cases, I have doubled down.


It has been a privilege to have been able to observe history being made, and I hope that this book will give readers a better understanding of what really happens in these places.




PROLOGUE





 


ZERO, DELTA, VICTOR


Kabul, Afghanistan. January 2009


‘Zero Delta. This is Victor one two seven. Whisky. Bishop. Over.’


The man in the passenger seat in front of me in the British Embassy vehicle radios his coded message to the Ops Room. I presume it means, ‘We’re off.’


Then he turns around to look at me. ‘Good morning, Mary. Have you been briefed on movement procedures before at all?’ There’s a Welsh lilt in his voice.


‘Yes. About two times a day since I got here a week ago,’ I tell him.


Nevertheless, he launches into his familiar rapid-fire script.


‘Well, my name is Chris and this here in the driver’s seat is Steve. You’re in a B6 armoured vehicle. The doors will be locked throughout the journey. Please don’t open them or get out of the vehicle unless directed to by Steve or myself.


‘If there’s an incident while we’re moving around the city you should keep your head down and follow our instructions. We’re both armed. The medical pack on the back of the seat in front of you is for self-administration should it be necessary. Do you have any allergies or conditions I should know about? Do you have any questions?’


We’re only going a few blocks through the heavily guarded centre of Kabul to the Ministry of Education. When I first arrived in Afghanistan six years ago, I travelled to work every day in a battered old Corolla with a local driver. Now I have to take a close protection team with me every time.


The car drives away from the back gate of the British Embassy, past armed Ghurkha sentries and half a dozen local guards, through three successive metal boom gates and out into the streets of Kabul.


A block further on, armour or no armour, we are snarled up in Kabul’s perpetual traffic jam. Taxis, minibuses and pickup trucks jostle for right of way at the intersection. At the next corner, Chris flicks down his sun visor. The red diplomatic number plate is attached to the front of it, out of sight unless needed to get past police checkpoints. I expect by now the terrorists have worked out that the diplomats’ cars are the big ones without number plates.


When we arrive at the Ministry another guard lifts another boom gate and we weave around concrete barriers to the main building.


The last time I’d left Kabul I’d told everyone I wouldn’t be coming back. But here I am. Afghanistan seemed to have got its hooks into me.


But so had most of the places where I’d worked during the previous decade. I still pined sometimes for the muddy chaos of post-war Kosovo, the sub-zero temperatures and bargain-priced opera tickets in Kyiv, and the crowds and noise and traffic of Manila. These places were all very different from each other, but in other ways, they were much the same in their poverty, dysfunction and insecurity.


They were also a million miles away from the comfortable life and predictable government job I’d had before I’d accepted a six-week consulting assignment all those years ago. Since then, I’d lived in a dozen different countries, most of which I’d known nothing about before I’d arrived, started learning and promptly forgotten half a dozen languages, survived without reliable electricity or even a regular water supply, and been a bystander as history unfolded in some of the most desperately troubled places in the world.


I’d been delivering international aid to those countries, but I wasn’t the kind of aid worker who looks after starving children or puts up tents for refugees. The help I bring is in the form of red tape and regulation, taxation and accounting, spreadsheets and computers.


My job is to tell governments how to raise more taxes, spend them wisely and ensure the money isn’t stolen by corrupt officials, or by the very politicians I’m giving advice to. Not surprisingly, officials and politicians are not always keen to accept the changes my colleagues and I recommend. On the other hand, some of our recommendations have not always been sensible or implementable.


Chris follows me up the stairs and along the dusty Ministry of Education corridors. He’s a stocky guy wearing an armoured vest under his short-sleeved shirt. He looks like Arnold Schwarzenegger with a hump. There’s a curly wire coming out of one ear and a microphone pinned to the front of his shirt.


He sits outside in the corridor throughout my long and rambling two-hour meeting about the Afghan education budget. When I’m finally ready to go he leans forward and talks to his well-developed left pectoral muscle. ‘Stand by. Stand by.’


Steve has the vehicle waiting outside the door by the time we get downstairs. At the exit gate he turns right. I could have told him it would be better to turn left. I’ve been here so many times before. But they’re supposed to be the experts. They’re supposed to be protecting me.


So now we are inextricably tangled in Kabul’s afternoon rush hour. It’s 3.30 pm, knockoff time for the city’s civil servants, and the main streets are clogged with vintage buses taking them home. There’s no alternative now but to follow them in a huge loop of one-way streets through the heart of Kabul, past the new mosque shimmering in the winter sunlight, around Zarnegar Park and in front of the fortified five-star Serena Hotel, just to end up almost where we started.


Steve drives aggressively. He tries to push his way through the traffic, but there’s not much that pumping the clutch and spinning the steering wheel and jerking the brake pedal can do about the everyday chaos of Kabul’s city streets. We are hemmed in by Afghans on bicycles, pedestrians crossing the street without looking, handcarts of fruit for sale pushing against the traffic flow, beggars looking sadly through the tinted windows and half a dozen other B6 armoured vehicles driven by aggressive close protection teams also heading in the same direction as us, towards the diplomatic safety zone.


It would definitely have been easier if we’d turned left.


Finally, we arrive at the Embassy compound, drive back through the three boom gates, and wait while the guards check under the chassis for hidden bombs.


‘Zero delta. Victor one two seven. Bishop. Lincoln. Over.’


I guess that means we’re home.




KOSOVO





 


YOU’RE GOING WHERE?


Pristina, Kosovo. February 2000


‘Now let me see if I’ve got this straight,’ Peter said as he poured more red wine into my glass, which had somehow emptied itself yet again. ‘You’re flying all the way to this place—how do you pronounce it?—Skopje? Which none of us have ever heard of.


‘You’ve paid for your own business class ticket. You’ve been told to bring 2,000 Deutschmarks in small denomination notes. And when you get there you have to find someone called “Erol”. And you’re doing this on the strength of a few emails that purport to come from Washington and claim to be offering you a job?’


I looked around the dinner table at the small group of friends who’d come to say goodbye. It was the night before I was due to leave home on my big adventure. Yes, when he put it like that, it did sound a bit unlikely.


Even the travel agent, sitting in front of a huge map of the world, had never heard of Skopje. Most of her customers were more interested in holiday packages to Bali or cruises to Fiji than return business class tickets to the capital of what was then known, officially, as the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.


A day and a half later, I’d arrived in the harsh fluorescent light of Skopje Airport on a grey winter afternoon. The middle-aged men in business suits and military uniforms who’d travelled with me on the flight from Vienna had gathered their luggage and left. I was almost the only passenger still waiting for my bag to appear on the conveyor belt.


Ten years earlier, Skopje had been in a different country. Macedonia had been part of the communist, centrally-planned, bureaucratically-controlled Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. For decades, this part of Europe had been peaceful and, in relative terms, open and modern. Then ethnic nationalism, exploited by evil men, had torn the country apart. After years of chaos and war, Yugoslavia now existed more or less in name only and Skopje had become the capital of a newly created state.


Macedonia’s complicated and bloody history was far from over, but there was now a new Balkan war zone just a few miles away across the border. Kosovo was the latest region to break away from the crumbling remains of Yugoslavia.


I’d watched events unfold there on the news every night during much of 1999. Dramatic footage of burning villages, Albanian Kosovars crossing snow-topped mountains to escape Serb soldiers, and the western world’s intervention with nightly bombing raids on government buildings in Belgrade. After three months of conflict, peace had been declared. Other crises, some much closer to home, became the headlines and I forgot about Kosovo. Until I got the email.


Someone called Mike in Washington had found me almost by accident. He’d been given my name by someone I used to work with who’d heard from someone else I used to work with that I might be looking for a job.


Over the past few months, I’d been sending my resume to anyone I could think of and applied for dozens of jobs, which I realise now I had no hope of getting. I was starting to think the one I already had wasn’t really that bad when the email landed in my inbox.


Mike worked for an American consulting firm that had been contracted by the US Agency for International Development to find people to work with the post-conflict UN Mission in Kosovo. I had no idea what that meant, but it implied overseas travel and sounded like an adventure. The offer was only for a six-week assignment, but I jumped at it.


Precisely twenty-three days later, I was at Skopje Airport on a mid-winter afternoon with 2,000 Deutschmarks hidden in a pouch around my waist, looking for Erol, with no idea what would happen next.


At last, my suitcase rumbled along the rubber belt towards me. I dragged it to the exit door where a crowd of short men with black moustaches and leather jackets bayed like a pack of ferocious dogs at the emerging passengers.


‘Taxi!’


‘Taxi!’


‘Lady! You need taxi?’


Ours had been the last flight of the afternoon and perhaps their last chance to make good money today.


Erol stood in the middle of the melee. He was also short and had a black moustache and a leather jacket, but he wasn’t shouting, just smiling benignly and holding a sign with my name on it.


Away from the leafless trees and grey concrete buildings of Skopje, the road toiled uphill for half an hour towards the boundary between the independent country of Macedonia and the Serb province of Kosovo, a boundary that had not existed until a few years ago.


Erol didn’t speak much English but that didn’t stop him from talking. He told me he drove this route to Kosovo’s capital, Pristina, almost every day, taking foreigners like me to a place that, until recently, almost no one had wanted to visit. In the few months since the fighting had ended, his taxi business had been booming.


When we got to the border crossing it turned out that, by some amazing coincidence, Erol was related to, or went to school with, lived next door to, or was best friends with almost every uniformed Macedonian official on duty that afternoon. They greeted him and waved us to the head of the line of waiting cars and he offered them cans of soft drink and beer.


Long before we arrived at the border, I knew we must be getting close. Hundreds of trucks lined the narrow winding road waiting for their turn at the customs checkpoint.


‘Sometimes they wait here two days, three days, maybe longer.’ Erol explained. With the highway from Serbia now closed, almost everything needed in Kosovo arrived along this country backroad.


It was bitterly cold in the mountains in the late afternoon gloom. The heavily armed Macedonian police and NATO soldiers in their thick uniforms looked bored and miserable as they directed traffic in the fog, but inside Erol’s Mercedes it was warm and a Macedonian radio station played sunny Caribbean reggae. Young boys with empty wheelbarrows waited beside the road hoping someone would need them to carry their luggage through the checkpoint for a small fee.


Erol drove like a maniac once we were on the Kosovo side of the border and swerved violently to avoid the potholes in the crumbling road. In previous centuries there would have been a good chance of being ambushed by bandits on this narrow, lonely mountain pass. Perhaps not even that long ago. There was little likelihood of that on this day. Military convoys travelled with us all the way. British, Italian, Swedish, Polish and Greek army trucks, tanks, jeeps and buses passed in both directions, and from time to time, a helicopter flew low overhead.


On the other side of the mountains, the flat fields on either side of the road were covered with snow. Feeble winter sun struggled through the clouds.


Clusters of tiny red-roofed houses hid in the mist surrounded by leafless trees. At first, the farmhouses and villages appeared quaint and old, but up close, I could see that most were brand new. Many were still being built. Almost all were identical, with three stories of cement block walls, concrete balconies, red-tiled roofs and the same timber window and door configuration on each level. They looked as if they’d been built with a Lego set.


Between the dollhouse villages, however, were the remains of other houses—burnt-out shells, sometimes dozens of them together; the homes of people who hadn’t yet come back to rebuild, or were not going to.


We were halfway to Pristina, and Erol and I were making stilted small talk when it became clear that he had no information about where to take me when we got there. My instructions had simply been to meet Erol. I’d assumed he would know everything else or would arrive with an envelope of information about the accommodation that had been booked for me and where I was to report for work. I started to worry.


‘So who booked the taxi?’ I asked.


‘A lady in Washington call me on the phone,’ he said.


‘And how will they pay you?’


‘You pay me.’


Now I knew what the supply of cash was for.


My first view of Pristina was a narrow main street lined with old apartment buildings glowing pink in a dusty sunset and a flock of blackbirds swirling noisily overhead. Erol suggested that perhaps I would be staying at the Grand Hotel. It was a reasonable guess.


The Grand turned out to be almost the only hotel in town. Everyone stayed there. Erol parked among all the other vehicles on the footpath in front of the building. It was now almost dark and getting cold, but the street outside the hotel was crowded with people walking briskly in both directions. The shops were open and lit up but there were no streetlights, just the glare of car headlights in the foggy air.


My impression of Pristina at that moment was that the population consisted almost entirely of olive-skinned nineteen-year-old men in black jackets with military haircuts. I saw almost no women and very few older men among the fast-moving crowd.


At first, there was no sign at the hotel reception desk that they were expecting me, but then a scruffy index card with my name scribbled on it turned up. At least someone in Kosovo knew I existed. I paid Erol the 150 Deutschmarks he wanted for the fare and he gave me a receipt written entirely in Cyrillic.


The Grand Hotel had awarded itself five stars but my room would barely meet the standards of a country motel. It had two narrow, rock-hard beds, a new phone with no dial tone, and a new TV with ten channels of static. In the bathroom, water seeped around the base of the toilet and the taps never produced anything hotter than lukewarm. By then I didn’t care. I was exhausted.
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THE NEXT MORNING, I contemplated the big questions. Did I really have a job here? And if so, how was I going to find it? Three credit card companies had jointly funded my trip and I was hoping I’d be reimbursed by my new employer before they wanted to be paid.


After a breakfast of tomato, cucumber and feta cheese in the cavernous subterranean dining hall, I sat in my room waiting for someone to come and find me.


Although there’d been a booking in my name there’d been no message or instructions or contact information. The only phone numbers I had were Mike’s office in Washington and the UN switchboard in New York, but the phone in the hotel room didn’t work. Neither did my mobile phone and, of course, there was no internet connection.


I asked at the hotel reception desk about making a phone call but they claimed their line also wasn’t working. So I sat in my room and waited. No one came.


After a while I moved to the hotel lobby and watched every new arrival closely, hoping it would be someone looking for me. The foyer of the Grand Hotel still retained faint elements of grandeur to justify its name, with green marble walls and rows of low leather armchairs.


That morning though it seemed more like the lobby of a ski lodge in mid-season than a luxury hotel. The milling and waiting groups of guests were dressed in anoraks, polar fleece jackets, jeans, fishing vests and hiking boots as if they were assembling for a day of bushwalking. I felt overdressed in my office suit. Across the lobby, the hotel’s café was already busy serving short espressos and the air was dense with cigarette smoke.


After an hour of waiting with no result, I decided it was time to work out a plan B. I asked the smooth man with slicked-down hair behind the reception desk if he knew where the UN office was.


‘Why, of course,’ he said in fluent English, having just finished chatting to another guest in French, ‘It’s right behind this hotel.’


From then on, things started to slip into place. I had the names of some of the people I would be working with and the teenage receptionist behind the reinforced glass window at the UN office found them on her list. They would be in the ‘government building’, she said, back on the main street, four blocks to the left, next to the building with broken windows.


The building with broken windows was easy to find—a modern fifteen storey office block with every pane of glass missing. It had been collateral damage when a NATO bomb had destroyed the main telecommunications exchange next door. The reinforced glass of the entrance door was still standing, but the full-length windows on either side were gone.


At street level, the raked seats of a small theatrette remained intact but the walls around it had disappeared and the empty chairs looked out at the passing pedestrians. Scraps of torn curtain waved in the breeze.


The squat Government Building stood next to it, behind a stunted hedge and guarded by tall, good-looking young men in bright blue anoraks and matching baseball caps.


Another young receptionist behind a glass window made a phone call and, within a few minutes, I was led up a grand staircase to the second floor. The lino-floored corridor was an obstacle course of photocopiers, printers, computer racks and filing cabinets with thick bundles of cables hanging on hooks along either side. Every small office I passed was crammed with young people; three or four of them sitting around each desk.


I’d reached the heart of the chaos and excitement of Kosovo’s post-war reconstruction. No one mentioned the fact that I was three hours late for work or asked where I’d been.
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UNTIL 1989, THE Government Building, where I was now working, had been the headquarters of Kosovo’s autonomous provincial administration. Its large auditorium, these days used for weekly movies for UN staff, was the former meeting chamber of the Kosovo Assembly.


In this part of the former Yugoslav Federation, Albanian speakers are the majority, and most of them are Muslims. During the communist era, they’d had their own local government and the provincial politicians had been fully committed apparatchiks of the Yugoslav bureaucracy. They’d spoken fluent Serbian, participated in national congresses and received generous grants from the central government for local development. They’d enjoyed almost the same powers as leaders in other republics of the Federation, including equal rights to, at times, misappropriate public funds or mismanage state-owned industries.


The autonomous government hadn’t survived long after Slobodan Milošević became President of Serbia. The region was starved of government funds and Kosovo sank into poverty and a decade of conflict. The city of Pristina started falling apart.


By the time I arrived in early 2000, the roads were little more than joined together pot-holes and the public buildings were surrounded by weeds and discarded plastic bags. Water leaked into the street from broken sewerage pipes, and any open space had become a dumping ground for garbage.


At first, I’d assumed, like most people, that the devastation I saw around me was the result of NATO bombs. In fact, the war had done little damage to the city. What we found in Pristina after the conflict is what happens to a town when there’s no money and no government, when roads are not repaired and rubbish is not collected, and desperate people steal manhole covers and electricity cables to sell for scrap.


Now, the war was over and the UN was in charge. Pristina had been transformed from a provincial backwater to the bustling capital city of a new country, and its tiny population had been enlarged by the arrival of several thousand foreigners.


The UN mission, officially known as ‘UNMIK’, brought in hundreds of staff and contractors. Foreign governments set up offices to coordinate their aid programs and the Red Cross and other humanitarian organisations arrived with fleets of vehicles and warehouses full of supplies. Entrepreneurs and adventurers flooded in to take advantage of the money to be made from imports, logistics and construction contracts.


The British, American, French, German and Italian soldiers who made up the ‘Kosovo Force’, KFOR, set up checkpoints and guard posts, and the international Civilian Police patrolled the streets in red wagons.


Between them, the foreigners took over every available office building and rented most of the vacant houses and apartments. Each UN member nation provided staff to the mission, so the foreigners represented every possible race and nationality. For many Kosovars, it was the first time they’d ever seen someone from Africa or Asia. They soon became commonplace.
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DURING THE NEXT two months, the main street of Pristina, between the Grand Hotel and the Government Building, became the centre of my world.


Every morning, after another breakfast of salad and cheese and thick black coffee in the unheated Grand Hotel restaurant, I walked the few blocks to our office, dodging puddles of mud, cars parked indiscriminately on the footpath, and sidewalk stalls selling sunglasses and flick knives. Large city buses, donated by foreign governments wooshed past, some still advertising their final destinations in their city of origin, apparently heading for Hauptbahnhof and Lyon Central.


It was the middle of winter and damp and cold. The air smelt like a gas leak. The six chimneys of the power station on the outskirts of town belched grey smoke, which drifted overhead, spreading ash and the smell of burning lignite, yet most of the time there was no electricity and, at night, the streets were dark.


In the 1970s, the Yugoslav government had poured money into the region to deal with rumblings of Albanian dissent and almost every major building, like the Grand Hotel, had been built during this time. The result was a town of brutalist concrete constructions and high-rise public housing.


The remains of the old Ottoman town of narrow cobbled lanes, stone mosques and courtyard gardens could still be found at one end of the main street, but most of the population lived in a huge housing complex at the other end of town—another legacy of the 1970s building boom.


The town planner’s vision for this area had included underground shopping arcades, pedestrian plazas, grand stairways and green parks. Twenty years later, the underground passages were flooded and filled with rubbish, the pedestrian plazas were barren and windswept, the grand stairways went nowhere, and the lifts in the tall apartment blocks didn’t work.
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THE WORK I was to do in Pristina turned out to be not all that different from what I’d been doing before, I was just doing it in unusual surroundings. Steve, the fresh-faced young Canadian I was to report to, tried to explain it to me on my first day.


The peace agreement that had ended the conflict with Yugoslavia had made the UN responsible for everything in Kosovo, from running the hospitals and getting kids to school to collecting the garbage and making sure the sewer system worked; all the routine things that governments do that we take for granted until they’re not there.


I was part of a small team of experts, mostly former government officials from the US, whose job was to work out exactly what needed to be done, and how it would all be paid for. Millions of Deutschmarks had been promised to help Kosovo rebuild after the conflict, but little of it had yet been spent.


‘What we’re doing is a bit like a bridal registry,’ Steve explained. ‘We’re making a shopping list of reconstruction projects that aid donors might like to spend their money on.’


Through the fog of jetlag and culture shock, a lot of this didn’t make much sense to me at the time and only gradually became clearer over the next few days as I got to know my new colleagues.


Each of us had an area of expertise to contribute. There was a health expert, a transport engineer and an agriculture specialist.


‘I see you’ve done some work on telecommunications policy,’ Steve noted as he looked into the detail of my resume. ‘Good. You can work on the telecommunications sector and the post office.’


I was also given a random selection of other topics to work on including mine clearance and cultural development, about which I knew very little. It seemed a casual way to organise things compared to the well-regulated bureaucracy I was used to, but I soon learned it was normal in this type of environment.


The situation within the UN bureaucracy seemed to be even more haphazard. While UNMIK was supposed to be creating a stable government and setting up a professional administration for Kosovo, the mission itself was struggling with a diverse hodgepodge of staff with no common philosophy, ideology or policy direction, a shortage of funds, and an archaic, exceedingly bureaucratic system of administration.


In each UNMIK department, staff from different countries, with different languages, worked with unclear terms of reference, and many seemed to have almost no relevant experience. The person managing electricity, water and sewerage, for example, was a social worker from a local council in Britain.


When we started collecting information on what needed to be done and how much it would cost, we found that many UN staff hadn’t yet had a chance to work this out. They’d been too busy dealing with immediate, urgent problems, like the mounting piles of garbage and the almost total lack of electricity.


Amid this chaos, our little team soon became a tight-knit and rather smug group of experts. Every lunchtime, we were regulars at the snack bar across the road for more cucumber salad and feta cheese where we compared notes on the different UN offices we had met with that day.


Almost every night we ate together at one of the many restaurants that had sprung up to serve the well-paid foreigners. There were dozens to choose from, but apparently, only one menu—the same selection of pasta, pizza and schnitzel, washed down with freshly bottled wine from Kosovo’s vineyards.


After dinner, I would stagger back to my room at the Grand Hotel, again dodging puddles and parked cars, but now in the dark. The city’s power supply was on a rotating schedule, intentional ‘load shedding’ to ration the small amount of electricity produced by the derelict power station.


Despite this, the street was always lively and crowded. Street stalls selling pirated cassette tapes blasted loud samples of their music into the street, traditional wailing Albanian songs competing with modern techno-dance music.
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THE ‘SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE’ of the Secretary-General of the United Nations at that time was Bernard Kouchner, famous for being one of the founders of Médecins Sans Frontières and subsequently a minister in the French government. In Europe, he was a celebrity, but I’d never heard of him.


His office was on the floor below ours, and the landing outside was always full of people waiting for an audience. His security detail stood by the door, gripping their semi-automatic rifles.


Kouchner used the grand main staircase in the Government Building for his press conferences. He would stand on the stairs, a bright blue scarf wrapped stylishly around his neck in a very French manner, his head thrown back so that his voice carried over the crowd. With his full head of brown hair and a perpetual suntan, he looked nothing like his sixty years. Journalists and cameramen circled around him, all microphones and cameras pointing up in his direction, like iron filings around a magnet.


Kouchner was clearly popular with the Albanians in Kosovo who saw him somehow as their saviour. Along with Bill Clinton, Madeleine Albright and NATO, he’d been responsible, in their eyes, for driving out the hated Serb authorities and returning the refugees to their homes. He’d also restored many Albanians to the jobs and influence they’d enjoyed a decade ago before the Serb government had sacked them. In his travels around the country, he was always photographed surrounded by admiring crowds and happy children.


He was clearly good at negotiation and political deal-making. Some people I worked with, however, complained that he didn’t pay enough attention to issues they thought were important—the nuts and bolts of government administration. In our private team meetings they dubbed him ‘butterfly brain’, or BB for short. Eventually though, they admitted that he could focus on these issues when he needed to.


Kouchner had a lot of things on his plate. After ten years of discrimination and abuse under Serbian rule, some Albanians were looking for revenge and the Serbs who still lived in Kosovo were the best available targets.


NATO peacekeepers who’d thought they were in Kosovo to protect Albanians from Serbs soon found themselves protecting Serbs from Albanians. Several Serbs were killed or assaulted every day during the first months of the international mission. Others were evicted from their houses and apartments so that Albanian families could move in. The violence soon convinced most Serbs who had thought of staying to sell up and leave.


The rest of the time the peacekeepers protected Albanians from other Albanians. When the conflict ended, at least two political groups claimed to be the legitimate government and had set up ministries and departments and started charging licence fees and collecting taxes.


The parallel government established by Ibrahim Rugova during the previous decade continued to operate and Rugova’s political organisation, the Democratic League of Kosovo, the LDK, expected to assume power in an independent Kosovo. But the more militant supporters of the Kosovo Liberation Army, the KLA, claimed they were the ones who had defeated the Serbs and therefore deserved the spoils of victory in the new Kosovo. They quickly took charge of government facilities and local positions of authority.


It took many months for the UN to persuade these political groups to disband their alternative governments and join the new UN-led administration. Their leaders were appointed to senior positions, supposedly sharing responsibility with UN administrators.


Former KLA military leaders such as Hashim Thaci and Ramush Haradinaj now wore smart suits instead of uniforms and formed legitimate political parties. Some of their followers, however, thought the old methods of intimidation and violence would still work. Many of Rugova’s LDK supporters seemed to think the same.
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I BEGAN MY research into Kosovo’s telecommunications straight away, but it took several meetings with the French post office executive and the Spanish engineer who’d been appointed by the UN to manage the Department of Telecommunications before I appreciated the depths of the problems they were facing.


Appropriately, their office looked out over the concrete rubble of what used to be the main telephone exchange, before NATO bombed it. As a result, only a few phone lines in the country worked. The UN had a car park full of satellite dishes behind its main building so we could easily phone New York, but we couldn’t contact anyone in Kosovo.


Even before the conflict, Kosovo’s phone system had been outdated, with equipment that was obsolete before most of the foreign technicians had started their training.


As a quick solution to the communications problem, the UN set up a new mobile phone network which had just started operating. Some Kosovars thought it was more than just a coincidence that the new network was installed by Alcatel, a French company, at a time when both the head of UNMIK and the head of the Department of Telecommunications were French. They assumed there must be something dodgy about the deal.


The new mobile phone system operated only with prepaid accounts and it was almost certainly making lots of money which could perhaps be used to fund our list of reconstruction projects. The UN staff in the telecommunications department, however, seemed reluctant to tell me how much.


Kosovo’s Post and Telecommunications company, PTK, like all Kosovo’s government entities, had been effectively abolished in 1989 when it was merged with its Serbian equivalent. The Albanian staff had been dismissed and the whole operation was run from Belgrade for the next ten years.


As soon as the Yugoslav army left, however, thousands of former PTK managers, telephone technicians and post office clerks came straight back to their old offices and their old jobs and took up where they’d left off. The legal status of this resurrected organisation was unclear and the UN lawyers in New York were still trying to work it out.


In the meantime, the staff of PTK had started to pay themselves generous salaries, but were having difficulty getting their remaining customers to pay their outstanding phone bills due to the chaotic state of the billing records and the Kosovars’ traditional reluctance to cooperate with any government instrumentality. One day the enterprise would need to be rationalised, downsized and commercialised, but that would have to wait a while.
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FROM THE WINDOW of my room at the Grand Hotel, I had a view of the building now occupied by the recently established Banking and Payments Authority of Kosovo. Every morning at 6.30 elderly people and women with small children gathered on the paved plaza at the back entrance to the building, waiting to collect the small social welfare allowance paid to the most vulnerable. They kept arriving until there were perhaps a hundred people milling around.


The temperature outside was below freezing and it would be several hours before the bank opened to let them claim their money. It was as if they were afraid the cash would run out before they got their share. From their previous experience of banks in this part of the world that wouldn’t be an unreasonable expectation.


In fact, they were probably right to be worried—the UN was desperately short of hard cash. Although international donors had committed millions in contributions for the reconstruction effort, the money was simply accumulating in a bank account in Frankfurt. The problem was getting it into Kosovo in the form of real money that could be spent.


Similarly, my colleagues and I were receiving our salaries on a regular basis, paid into our bank accounts at home, but in the absence of any local banks it was impossible to access any of it; another reason I’d been told to bring lots of cash with me in small notes.


The morning queue outside the Banking and Payments Authority was almost the only place I saw old people in Pristina. I was getting used to the idea that almost everyone was young. It was no longer necessary to comment on the fresh-faced security guards, the teenage cleaners, the eighteen-year-old interpreters, or the twenty-something entrepreneurs running successful restaurants.


The average age in Kosovo at the time was believed to be about twenty-five. People have large families and life expectancy is low. The population in older age groups declines rapidly as emigration, hard work and poor health trim the numbers. Living to ninety gets your photo in the paper.


In Pristina, the average age must be even lower. Young people from rural towns and villages come to the city in thousands to find jobs or to study. The place sometimes felt like a university campus in the first weeks of term, the streets teeming with exuberant teenagers.


I found the young Kosovars very attractive. Some of the tall UN security guards with their light blue caps and twinkling eyes and the friendly English-speaking interpreters and secretaries in the office could have been models or actors. But perhaps the attractiveness I saw was just the inner beauty that comes from having a secure, well-paid job when everyone else was unemployed.


Unfortunately, the attractiveness of youth was shortlived. Anyone who’d passed the age of thirty-five looked old and worn out. The men were weather-beaten and gnarled as if they’d spent a lifetime ploughing fields or laying concrete, which they probably had. Their faces were furrowed and their expressions suspicious and insolent. They passed their days sitting in cafés and smoking and from their steely expressions and mumbled conversations, I could easily believe they were negotiating a narcotics deal or plotting an assassination.


The older women, too, were lined and worn for their age, with bad teeth and dry hair. The harshness of life in a poor country, the stress of caring for large families, a poor diet and the uncertainty in their lives during the past decades showed in every face.
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OUR WORK ON the reconstruction strategy was part of a larger project funded by the US Agency for International Development as its contribution to the UN Mission in Kosovo. Every Friday morning, the whole project team met in the board room on the top floor of the Government Building to review progress, taking turns to recount the important events of the week.


The project had achieved a lot in the past few months. We’d set up a new customs service, a new tax system and a government treasury, devised an annual budget for the Kosovo administration and established a new central bank. Dozens of pieces of legislation had been drawn up and submitted to the UN for approval.


One group of experts had also been working out how to sell off or lease out hundreds of barely functioning socialist-era government-owned businesses ranging from cement plants to jewellery manufacturers.


The only real problem they seemed to have, judging by the comments at our weekly review meetings, was the UN itself. Important decisions about customs duties or tax rates were held up at UN headquarters in New York, legislation to regulate government finances sat indefinitely on the desks of senior UNMIK bureaucrats, and the constantly rotating UN staff and their extended holidays frustrated the short deadlines faced by consultants.


It seemed as if the whole exercise would run much better if the UN staff just did what the consultants told them to. I imagined, however, that similar meetings of UN staff would produce a parallel list of complaints about pushy consultants and their unrealistic expectations.


In late March, my team working on the reconstruction plan was summoned to a meeting with US officials at the USAID office to report on what we were doing with their money.


It had been raining all day and the power was off when our driver took the steep road up to the USAID building late in the afternoon. Their office had a generator, of course, but we were kept waiting in a cold, Spartan meeting room for an hour.


Paul, the USAID official responsible for our work, was very pale and very overweight. Like a cliché American, he drank can after can of Coca-Cola throughout the meeting, tossing the empties into the overflowing wastebasket in the corner.


The interrogation began with Dan, the health expert, who talked at length about hospital refurbishment, nurse retraining and purchasing pharmaceutical supplies for the government health system.


Paul’s questions soon revealed his ideological leanings. ‘What about user payment for medical care?’ he asked. ‘What about supporting private doctors?’ ‘What about privatising the hospitals?’


Dan struggled to provide diplomatic answers to deflect these enquiries. It seemed to me that these ideas were a long way from the immediate needs of post-war Kosovo, and certainly a long way from the political inclinations of either the Kosovars or most of the people who worked for the UN.


We moved on to talk about public utilities, then agriculture, and the same sort of questions were raised about the privatisation of government facilities, charging users for government services and other typical free market, ‘neo-liberal’ reforms. During the discussion on agriculture, Paul railed against a proposed program to provide free fertilizer to farmers to ensure there was enough food from the next harvest.


‘We can’t subsidise agriculture’, he said emphatically.


There was silence in the room for a few seconds. He had apparently forgotten about the huge payments handed out by the US government to its own farmers.


It was eventually Jim, one of the Americans, who was brave enough to respond.


‘So’ he said, in his slow Southern drawl, ‘it’s OK to subsidise farmers in the US, but not in Kosovo?’
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