Covering half the planet : Two years in the sky for a cause

BY EYOB FITWI


He's been literally flying around the world. He's embarked on a mission to cover all the nations of the world, of which he has already accomplished almost half of them. An interesting feature of this endeavour is that it is not aimed at breaking a Guinness world record or accomplish something of a personal nature.


He has a message to deliver to the nations of the world. He wants the world to grant recognition to Kosovo. 


His name is James Berisha. He's a pilot and flight instructor from Kosovo who has been in the profession for over 17 years. Two years ago he embarked on a mission called 'Flying for Kosovo' to fly to all the countries in the world and, as a citizen of Kosovo, convince the nations to recognize the country. So far he has covered 91 countries, including Ethiopia.


James says that his desire to help others, and in this case his countrymen, was the primary factor in inspiring him to hop on this mission. He recalls the hard times the nation faced while it was still with Yugoslavia, especially under Milosevic where there were sufferings and massacres. “When you grow up as a child, you forge a personality. Those times built my personality as a human being”, he said. He says that this led to his decision to commence the mission, to spread the word out of what the people of Kosovo want – a recognition of their independence.


His endeavour seems to hit a chord with his countrymen, because though such an undertaking may seem onerous, luckily for him he has his compatriots in various countries are behind him covering his expenses. However, he emphasises that this is a voluntary mission and that he isn't  paid for it.


In whatever country he lands, he carries 42 official letters of the Kosovo government to the respective Ministry of Foreign Affairs of that country in the hopes of engaging them to think about or act on recognizing Kosovo. Not only that, he extends his efforts to engage with the media and other people to promote his cause. But he admits that there are challenges that he faces. “It's not an easy planet we live in. There is so much bureaucracy, paper work, visas, vaccines, etc.”, he says. He noted that the bureaucracy was a nightmare for him. Yet, he upholds his belief that in the end all the hassle will pay off. 


One particular issue in fulfilling Kosovo's independence is that of the 192 independent nations around the world, 75 of them have recognized the nation. So why is the country a facing problem getting recognition from the world? James says that travelling around the world has taught him a lot. One of the factors that comes to play in this issue is economics. “For example, if your nation depends on, let's say Russia, and Russia is against our independence, you tend to listen to Russia and not to me”, he explains. Another he says is the lack of interest; the nations may not see a reason to get themselves involved in the issue. Still another he says is geopolitics. “The USA has recognized Kosovo. Canada has recognized Kosovo. The majority of the European Union has recognized Kosovo. Russia feels threatened by USA coming all the way over to its neighbourhood and wants to control this part of the world” he says. Also, he adds “Sometimes bodies like the African Union have disagreements. They don't want small regions to split up. This means that Kosovo won't get recognized”. He also mentioned that he encountered more confusing things. He said that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Tanzania said that if the USA and other powerful countries were to recognize the Western Sahara's independence, then the African Union would recognize Kosovo's independence. He says that the people of Kosovo were very surprised by this, because being a continent that has faced hard times through colonialism, they had expected a sympathetic gesture from the continent. Another reason he mentioned is internal problems where recognizing Kosovo's independence may present problems for the countries themselves, like Spain for instance, with regards to the separatist elements of Basque and Catalańa.


James points to a lack of fairness in the global system mentioning the case of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the nations that broke away from Georgia and were recognized by only Russia and 4 or so other countries. “If a nation recognizes the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, why shouldn't they recognize the independence of Kosovo, which is recognized by 75 countries?” he asks. 


James notes that the members of the Security Council are always ever so ready to use their veto in every crises because they have to 'show their power'. “They do that to everybody. I guess I can't complain much”, he says. Kosovo is a kind of caught up in a tug-of-war political game-play between the power blocs of the world. However, he also admits that some of the countries that have recognized Kosovo have done so to protect their own interests as well. One reason he mentions that back during the Yugoslav war there was a lot of mess created and refugees migrated towards other more safe areas. The recipient countries, mostly European countries, would recognize Kosovo to help it attain stability and avoid being overcome with refugee problems. 


He also includes as a reason the human nature to avoid disaster befalling on other human beings, though nations act late. He was especially critical of the world turning a blind eye while a genocide was taking place in Rwanda.


James recalls bitter times in Kosovo when the minority Serbs in there tried to destroy the life of the native majority Albanians and when 10,000 people were killed in 1999. “I grew up in a farm. My 47 year old father when out to feed the cows, and they just shot him; a 47 year old man”, he says. He regards the world as a sad place to live in where people 'use people as shields' to protect their agendas.


He didn't get the opportunity to meet with the relevant officials in the upper echelon in Ethiopia, apart from just dropping the official letters at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs office. However, he expressed his belief that many people in the government do agree with Kosovo deserving independence despite the lack of formal recognition because, according to James, Kosovo is moving on and going forward; this can't be ignored. 


Speaking of the representation his nation had at the UN, he says, “They can't ignore us. I see the progress; it is a question of time of when the UN is going to say enough is enough and have us recognized”.


Currently, James has most of the Western hemisphere and Africa, almost half the planet, covered, and plans on to continue his flight to Asia and Europe, and end his journey in the Pacific. After he completes his journey, he intends to opens a flight school in Kosovo while he continues flying jets, as his passion.


I asked him of his impression here in Ethiopia and Africa in general, to which he was eager to give his opinion. He said that he has never been to Africa before November last year, and that it was so sad to say that the media pays attention to only the bad stuff. He said, “I wish they could also show the good stuff that the continent has to offer. Africa is a beautiful continent. I had this image that someone was going to shoot me, but it is an absolutely amazing continent. It has lots to offer; people, wealth, ... it could be a paradise, which is being abused”.


Specifically, he said of Ethiopia, “I had this image of Ethiopia as a powerful nation and one that has a big influence. I didn't know how it was doing economically, but I can see progress; I can see Ethiopia prosper fast if there is political stability to enable it to continue”. He also noted the attentiveness of Ethiopians with regards to current issues. He also regarded the Diaspora as a good source of input to Ethiopia mentally-wise. “All I want to see”, he said, “is to see you (Ethiopians) prosper”.                             
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