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In an ethnic and religious mixed village of Labuniste, near Struga, southwest
Macedonia, a two centuries old Orthodox church of St. Nicolas was set on fire during the
night of 30 January 2012. Firefighters managed to quench the fire with a help of locals. Fire
consumed adjunct rooms and a
common dining room, while church
roof was also under fire. This
church is known for its valuable
icons from 1820. by Antony the
monk, but they were not damaged.

During the same night,
unknown perpetrators also
desecrated a four meters tall cross
on the church in Oktisi village, and
also wrote a graffiti “Death to
Kauris” on a church wall, which is
a centuries old derogatory name

j for Christians.
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(St. Nikola Church in Labuniste after fire)

Labuniste is a place with a dominant Albanian population, which recently saw some
unrest, after a carnival held in a village of Vevcani, where dominantly Orthodox Macedonians
live, celebrated Julian New Years eve on 13/14 January. According to some reports, during
this event Ku’ran and Islam were ridiculed.

During the weekend 28/29 January, under the leadership of a mufti from Struga,

Albanian population held protests and some asked for a revanchist-type of retaliation,
because of these insults to Islam. The Islam Faith Community issued a public statement in
which asked for those who are insulting Albanian population to be punished, especially since
the mentioned carnival is being funded by the state. They also asked for a public apology
from the mayor of Vevcani. He responded that he could not control events during the
carnival and did not offer any regrets.
Following that, Albanian population in Struga set Macedonian flag on fire, and Albanians and
other Muslim citizens started to protest. They also reacted against the slogans the
Macedonian fans used during the recent European championship in handball, held in Serbia
— which were sometimes anti-Albanian.

On the other side, Bishop Timotej of the Macedonian Orthodox Church stated that
behind attempts to set churches on fire are the Muslim extremists infiltrated in this region,
although it is still unknown who committed such acts. He also added that in the last 120
years there was no such vandalism in this eparchy, as it is not in accordance with a ‘good
tradition that exists among Christians and Muslims in this area.’

However, Ramiz Merko, mayor of Struga claims that behind the church fires are

individuals with a Macedonian ethnic (Christian) background.
The Holy Bishopric Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox Church issued a statement on 31
January: “Orthodox faith does not recognize a rite of a carnival, so that carnival in Vevcane
has nothing to do with Orthodox faith nor with the celebration of St. Vasilis the Great, nor
with a Julian New Year. Carnivals are a function of various polytheistic religions, and we are
surprised that they are connected with the orthodoxy and the church...”
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On 31 January 2012, President of Macedonia Djordje Ivanov spoke with the leaders

- of the Macedonian Orthodox Church,
archbishop Stefan and of the Islamic
community Reis ul ulema Hadzi
Sulejman Ephendi Redzepi. President
Ivanov invited leaders of two largest
religious communities in Macedonia to
personally contribute to a better inter-
religious understanding.

After this meeting, during the
same night, unknown perpetrators set
a fire at a church St. George’s wall
in a village of Recica Tetovska. Fire
was extinguished by the local mainly
‘ ‘ Albanian population.

(President Ivanov with heads of Orthodox and Islamic Communities — 31. Jan. 2012)

Primeminister Gruevski, while officially visiting Turkey, invited all citizens regardless
of their ethnic background to stay calm to provocations with aim to harm good ethnic
relations in Macedonia.




