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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this research paper is to analyze British policy in the Balkans at 

the end of the Second World War, focusing on the diplomatic dispute with Yugoslavia 
over the Trepça mining complex in Kosovo. It investigates Britain’s efforts to 
safeguard strategic economic interests in Southeastern Europe, curb Soviet regional 
influence, and oppose the proposed Yugoslav-Bulgarian federation, which London 
viewed as a potential extension of Soviet hegemony in the Balkans. 

The scientific novelty consists in its contribution to the underexplored field of 
British economic diplomacy in the post-war Balkans. Drawing on British diplomatic 
sources from 1944 to 1948, it shifts attention from dominant geopolitical narratives 
to the strategic role of British capital. Particular focus is given to the London-based 
Selection Trust, which by the late interwar period controlled approximately 80% of 
British mining investments in Yugoslavia, most notably Trepça.  

Conclusions. The paper explores how efforts to protect these assets became 
entangled with broader regional diplomacy. Following the war, British attempts to 
regain control of Trepça were rejected by Yugoslavia’s new authorities, prompting a 
shift from ownership claims to compensation demands. Although Tito initially offered 
assurances regarding the protection of British property, nationalization policies 
rendered restoration unfeasible. Bilateral negotiations culminated in a 1948 
agreement under which Yugoslavia paid £4.5 million in compensation to British 
investors. Simultaneously, British policymakers regarded the Balkan federation 
project as a Soviet-aligned threat to Western influence, particularly in Greece, and 
sought to delay its implementation within the broader context of early Cold War 
rivalry. 

British policy in the Balkans at the end of the Second World War and during the 
immediate post-war period reflected a calculated effort to balance geopolitical 
containment with the protection of key economic interests. The Balkan federation 
was perceived as a challenge to Western influence, particularly in the eastern 
Mediterranean. British diplomacy prioritized securing major investments in 
Yugoslavia’s industrial sector, with Trepça emerging as a site of both economic and 
strategic significance. Although efforts to reassert control were blocked, sustained 
diplomacy secured compensation. The 1948 settlement marked a pragmatic 
resolution of Britain’s claims. The Trepça case illustrates how resource sovereignty, 
foreign capital, and geopolitical rivalry shaped British-Yugoslav relations during a 
pivotal moment in postwar European realignment. 

Keywords: British Economic Diplomacy, Trepça Mining Complex, Yugoslav-British 
Relations, Kosovo, Resource Sovereignty 
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АНОТАЦІЯ 
Метою статті є аналіз британської політики на Балканах наприкінці Другої 

світової війни з акцентом на дипломатичну суперечку з Югославією навколо 
гірничодобувного комплексу «Трепча» у Косові. У роботі розглядаються зусилля 
Великобританії щодо захисту своїх стратегічних економічних інтересів у Південно-
Східній Європі, стримування радянського регіонального впливу та протидії проєкту 
югославсько-болгарської федерації, який Лондон розглядав як потенційне розширення 
радянської гегемонії на Балканах. 

Наукова новизна полягає у вивченні британської економічної дипломатії на 
Балканах у післявоєнний період. На основі британських дипломатичних джерел 1944-
1948 рр. у роботі зміщується акцент із домінуючих геополітичних наративів на 
стратегічну роль британського капіталу. Особлива увага приділяється лондонській 
компанії «Selection Trust», яка до кінця міжвоєнного періоду контролювала близько 
80% британських гірничодобувних інвестицій в Югославії, насамперед у 
гірничодобувному комплексі «Трепча».  

Висновки. У статті аналізується, яким чином спроби захистити ці активи 
переплетені з ширшою регіональною дипломатією. Після війни британські спроби 
відновити контроль над «Трепчою» були відкинуті новою владою Югославії, що 
призвело до переходу від вимог щодо відновлення власності до вимог компенсації. Хоча 
Йосип Броз Тіто спочатку давав запевнення щодо захисту британської власності, 
політика націоналізації унеможливила її повернення. Двосторонні переговори 
завершилися угодою 1948 р., відповідно до якої Югославія виплатила британським 
інвесторам компенсацію у розмірі 4,5 млн. фунтів стерлінгів. Одночасно британські 
політики розглядали проект Балканської федерації як загрозу західному впливу, 
орієнтовану на Радянський Союз, особливо щодо Греції, та прагнули загальмувати його 
у більш широкому контексті раннього етапу холодної війни. 

Британська політика на Балканах наприкінці Другої світової війни й у перші 
повоєнні роки відображала зважене прагнення поєднувати геополітичне стримування 
із захистом ключових економічних інтересів. Проект Балканської федерації сприймався 
як виклик західному впливу, особливо у східному Середземномор'ї. Британська 
дипломатія віддавала пріоритет забезпеченню великих інвестицій у промисловий 
сектор Югославії, при цьому гірничодобувний комплекс «Трепча» набув як 
економічного, так і стратегічного значення. Хоча спроби відновити контроль над 
об'єктом було заблоковано, послідовна дипломатична лінія дозволила домогтися 
компенсації. Угода 1948 р. стала прагматичним врегулюванням британських претензій. 
Приклад «Трепчі» наочно демонструє, яким чином суверенітет над ресурсами, 
іноземний капітал і геополітичне суперництво формували британсько-югославські 
відносини у ключовий момент післявоєнної розбудови Європи. 

Ключові слова: британська економічна дипломатія, гірничодобувний комплекс 
«Трепча», югославсько-британські відносини, Косово, ресурсний суверенітет 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Trepça mining complex in Kosovo emerged as a site of strategic and economic 

importance, attracting British investment from the mid-1920s. In 1926, London-
based Selection Trust initiated geological surveys following a contentious acquisition 
of exploration rights from the son of former Serbian Prime Minister Nikola Pašić. This 
marked the entry of foreign capital into the region. On March 6, 1928, Trepça Mines 
Limited, a newly formed joint-stock company, secured a fifty-year concession to 
exploit lead, zinc, and silver deposits. Large-scale extraction began by late 1930. The 
concession spanned the municipalities of Shala and Zveçan in Kosovo, divided 
between the Morava and Zeta Banovinas of interwar Yugoslavia. While local 
operations were headquartered in Zveçan, strategic control remained in London, 
exemplifying foreign economic dominance over one of Yugoslavia’s most vital 
industrial assets1. 

Following its establishment, Trepça emerged as a focal point of British economic 
interests in the Balkans, functioning as both a vital mineral asset and a site of 
geopolitical contention. Beyond its industrial significance, it embodied tensions 
between foreign capital, resource sovereignty, and diplomacy, shaping British-
Yugoslav relations in the mid-twentieth century. These dynamics intensified after 
World War II, as Trepça came to symbolize broader struggles over strategic influence 
in Southeast Europe. 

This study investigates the diplomatic contestation over Trepça within the 
broader context of British efforts to contain Soviet influence and safeguard pre-war 
economic interests in the Balkans. Drawing upon newly accessed archival sources, it 
analyzes British policy between 1944 and 1948, with particular emphasis on 
opposition to a proposed Soviet-aligned Balkan federation and the protection of 
Selection Trust’s holdings amid nationalization processes, legal indeterminacy, and 
the evolving political economy of post-war Kosovo and British-Yugoslav relations. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The historiography of Kosovo’s mineral exploitation, especially the Trepça mining 
complex during and after World War II, remains insufficiently developed. Despite 
Trepça’s significant economic and geopolitical role, scholarship largely overlooks 
issues of foreign ownership and the international consequences of Yugoslav 
nationalization policies. Existing literature insufficiently addresses the intersection of 
British economic interests, geopolitical rivalry, and post-war Yugoslav state-building, 
with socialist-era works constrained by ideological rigidity. For instance, ‘Tito’s 
Mitrovica 1945-1980’ documents regional economic transformation but omits 
discussion of international ownership, nationalization conflicts, or British 
involvement2.  

The study ‘Industry and Mining of Kosovo from 1918-1941’ offers a constrained 
analysis of early industrialization, limited by scarce archival sources and a broad 
methodology. It highlight Kosovo’s economic marginalization while overlooking 

                                                
1 Dimitrijević S. Strani kapital u privredi bivše Jugoslavije. Belgrade: Nolit – Ekonomska biblioteka, 1958. 
P. 50-56; Denić Ž. Industrija i rudarstvo Kosova od 1918-1941 godine: Razvoj proizvodnih snaga. Kosova. 
1972. No 1. P. 265-269; Mitrovica e Titos 1945-1980. Prishtina: Instituti i Historisë “Ali Hadri”, 1985. 
P. 15-20. 
2 Mitrovica e Titos 1945-1980… 192 p. 
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broader contexts, the war period, and its aftermath3. The paper ‘Occupation System in 
Mitrovica and Surroundings’ only offers a comprehensive analysis of the German 
wartime occupation of the Trepça mining complex and the adjacent areas4. 
Conversely, Vavić’s study analyzes interwar Trepça labour activism amid Mitrovica’s 
industrialisation, though reliance on censored press necessitates archival 
supplementation5. Barker’s ‘British Policy in South-East Europe in the Second World 
War’ narrowly examines British Foreign Office and SOE policy across the Balkans but 
prioritizes countries other than Greece and Yugoslavia6. 

In contrast, Ratomir Milikić’s article, ‘Two British Missions to the Mine Trepca’, 
details British missions to Kosovo between December 1944 and June 1945 aimed at 
assessing conditions at the Trepça complex7. The conference proceedings, ‘Yugoslav-
British Relations’, contribute diplomatic context but do not specifically address 
Trepça8. 

 
BRITISH ECONOMIC INTERESTS AND TREPÇA MINES: POST-WAR STRATEGIC PRIORITIES AND 
YUGOSLAV CONFRONTATION 

In the final phase of World War II and the early post-war transition, Trepça Mines 
in Kosovo became a key focus of British economic and diplomatic efforts in 
Southeastern Europe. The UK’s Ministry of Finance and Foreign Office actively sought 
to protect British commercial interests, concentrating on the Trepça mining complex. 
Amid the unstable political and economic conditions in Kosovo and the Balkans, 
British policy aligned with these enterprises’ priorities, supporting a British 
delegation to inspect the mines. The strategic aim was to reassert legal ownership 
and resume production promptly. British authorities, including the Foreign Office and 
Ministry of Supply, stressed the mines’ importance for Allied reconstruction, 
prioritizing recovery of the property and swift operational restart. The Ministry of 
Supply particularly emphasized maintaining production of lead and zinc, critical for 
industrial and military needs9. 

The British Government, through these institutions, identified Trepça as an 
enterprise of substantial national interest. Archival correspondence from September 
1944 reveals that the Ministry of Supply regarded the restoration of Trepça’s 
productive capacity as a matter of urgency. This was prompted by concerns over 
limited global supplies of non-ferrous metals and the mines’ pre-war contribution to 
British and European industry. In response, government officials advocated for 
immediate assessments of the mines’ condition, and endorsed proposals to dispatch 
                                                
3 Denić Ž. Industrija i rudarstvo Kosova od 1918-1941 godine… P. 261-328; Dimitrijević S. Strani kapital u 
privredi bivše Jugoslavije… 323 p. 
4 Hadri A., Avramovski Ž, Vavić M. Okupacioni sistem u Kosovskoj Mitrovici i okolini. Kosova. 1978. No 7. 
P. 209-295. 
5 Vavić M. Štampa o radničkom pokretu u “Trepci” između dva rata (povodom 50. godišnjice prvog 
štrajka rudara). Kosova. 1986. No 15. P. 177-192. 
6 Barker E. Britanska Politika na Balkanu u II Svjetskom Ratu. Zagreb: Globus, 1978. 508 p. 
7 Milikić R. Dve britanske misije u rudniku Trepča: prilozi za razumevanje politike Velike Britanije prema 
Jugoslavij 1944-1945. Tokovi istorije. 2023. No 2. P. 217-242. 
8 Kačavenda P.-Ur. Jugoslovensko-britanski odnosi: Saopštenja sa okruglog stola, održanog 23-25. 
septembra 1987. godine u Kragujevcu, povodom 150 godina od dolaska prvog britanskog konzula u 
Srbiju. Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju, 1988. 
9 Letter from the Treasury to the Foreign Office 28 September 1944. The National Archives of the UK. 
FO 371/44386. File no. 14360. Kew-London, United Kingdom. 
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qualified personnel – including Major G.M. Hatch, a former Trepça affiliate – to 
evaluate operational feasibility on-site10. 

Trepça Mines Limited, for its part, undertook preparations to resume production 
even before hostilities had formally ceased. In a letter dated September 14, 1944, the 
company’s board of directors communicated directly with the Ministry of Supply, 
underscoring both their readiness to act and their alignment with national priorities. 
With a stock exchange valuation of approximately £4,000,000 and 7,500 
shareholders, Trepça’s directors emphasized their dual responsibility: preserving the 
economic integrity of the enterprise and ensuring its continued contribution to 
British industrial strength. They also requested direct coordination with the Foreign 
Office to guarantee that their post-war planning conformed with official policy11. 

The company’s pre-war economic profile testifies to its significance: annual 
remittances were estimated at £750,000, and its exports – valued at £1,250,000 – 
were conducted in multiple hard currencies, including U.S. Dollars, Belgian Francs, 
and Reichsmarks. These figures, at that time, illustrate the role Trepça played not 
only as a regional economic actor but as an international commodity supplier closely 
tied to Britain’s global financial networks. The convergence of corporate initiative and 
state policy in the autumn of 1944 thus marked the beginning of a post-war strategy 
to reassert British presence in the Balkans through industrial infrastructure and 
commercial leverage12. 

As Yugoslavia’s political configuration underwent rapid transformation in late 1944, 
Trepça Mines Limited faced an increasingly intricate diplomatic terrain. A letter from 
Managing Director A. Chester Beatty Jr., dated October 3, 1944, reveals the company’s 
strategic repositioning in response to shifting national sovereignties. Recognizing the 
growing legitimacy of the Yugoslav National Liberation Committee and the uncertain 
legal status of foreign-held assets, Trepça engaged in parallel negotiations with both 
British and Yugoslav authorities to preserve its operational continuity. Beatty reported 
assurances from British official Mr. Howard endorsing the deployment of an advance 
team to assess on-the-ground conditions. Nevertheless, he advocated preliminary 
informal engagement with Yugoslav representatives, signalling a calibrated diplomatic 
approach attentive to emergent power structures. The letter further illustrates Trepça’s 
dual function as a commercial enterprise and a node in broader geopolitical 
calculations. Given its centrality to regional mineral production, Trepça’s operational 
reactivation was strategically aligned with British objectives to sustain economic 
leverage in territories gravitating toward socialist governance, thereby reinforcing the 
nexus between industrial recovery and foreign policy13. 

By October 1944, the correspondence between Trepça Mines Limited, the British 
Government, and emerging Yugoslav authorities exemplified the new model of 
industrial diplomacy required by post-war realities. The restoration of production 
was no longer a matter of logistics alone – it was a process conditioned by 

                                                
10 Trepca Mines Limited (TML) to Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, 14 September 1944. The National 
Archives of the UK. FO 371/44386. Kew, London, United Kingdom. 
11 Ibidem. 
12 Trepca Mines Limited (TML) to Treasury, 26 September 1944. The National Archives of the UK. 
FO 371/44386. Kew, London, United Kingdom. 
13 The National Archives of the UK (TNA), FO 371/14360/92, File no. R15623. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom. 
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international cooperation, recognition of sovereign transitions, and recalibrated 
foreign policy objectives. Trepça’s leadership, in collaboration with His Majesty’s 
Government, thus pursued a dual strategy: re-establishing operational control while 
adapting to the ideological and political transformations taking place in Yugoslavia 
and the wider Balkans. 

 
THE CHALLENGE OF TREPÇA’S REVITALIZATION 

The strategic significance of the Trepça mining complex in Kosovo during the final 
stages of the Second World War is underscored by a key document from the British 
Ministry of Production. This internal memorandum classified the operational status 
of Trepça as a matter of ‘urgent importance’, emphasizing the site’s critical role in 
supplying lead and zinc – resources indispensable to post-war reconstruction efforts, 
particularly in infrastructure, metallurgy, and industrial recovery across Europe. This 
classification illustrates not only the material relevance of Trepça but also the British 
government’s forward-looking approach to industrial planning, in which foreign 
assets in contested territories were considered vital components of the post-war 
economic order14. 

To address the uncertainty surrounding the mines’ condition following the 
German occupation15, the Ministry recommended immediate inspection and detailed 
reporting on both the operability of the facilities and the resources required to 
resume full-scale production. The document’s emphasis on compiling machinery 
needs and technical measures reveals the British commitment to mobilizing both 
logistical and capital resources for Trepça’s rehabilitation. Importantly, this was not 
simply a corporate concern but a state-level strategic initiative. 

In line with this directive, British authorities proposed appointing Major 
G.M. Hatch – a wartime officer in the Mediterranean Command with prior 
professional ties to Trepça – as inspector. The choice of a military figure over civilian 
company representatives based in London and Lisbon reflects the integration of 
economic, military, and diplomatic priorities, particularly in the unstable political 
environment of the Balkans. The British approach to Trepça was thus part of a 
broader wartime and post-war policy: to secure and restore strategic industrial 
assets while positioning Britain advantageously for the post-war geopolitical 
competition in Eastern and Southeastern Europe16. 

This urgency was further emphasized in communications between British 
ministries and Allied Force Headquarters (AFHQ), requesting the deployment of 
Major Hatch to Yugoslavia. The War Office advised unilateral communication with 
AFHQ rather than a combined cable, illustrating the speed and discretion with which 
Britain sought to act. These measures demonstrate how Trepça’s restoration was 
tightly bound to Britain’s wider post-war resource security strategy and its intent to 
retain leverage in the rapidly shifting Balkan political order17. 

                                                
14 Trepca Mines Limited (TML) to Treasury, 27 September 1944. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). 
FO 371/14360, File no. 15623, Telegram no. 79960. Kew, London, United Kingdom. 
15 Hadri A., Avramovski Ž, Vavić M. Okupacioni sistem u Kosovskoj Mitrovici i okolini… P. 216-219. 
16 The National Archives of the UK (TNA). FO 371/144360/92, File no. R15623. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom. 
17 The National Archives of the UK (TNA). FO 371/144360/92, File no. R16975. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom. 
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DIPLOMATIC ENGAGEMENTS AND THE CONTEST FOR POST-WAR CONTROL  
As British initiatives to assess and rehabilitate the Trepça complex advanced, 

diplomatic correspondence from October 1944 indicated growing uncertainty over 
the concession’s legal and political standing in post-war Yugoslavia. On October 13, 
the British Embassy reported a meeting between Trepça Mines Ltd. representative 
Chester Beatty Jr. and M. Kosanović, Yugoslav Minister for Social Welfare and Acting 
Minister for Mines. Facilitated by British intermediaries, the discussion illustrated the 
difficulties of engaging a provisional Yugoslav administration amid wartime 
instability and internal political restructuring. While acknowledging Trepça’s 50-year 
concession granted in 1927, Kosanović – lacking familiarity with foreign concessions 
– hinted at possible revisions, drawing parallels with the Bor mines, whose 
ownership had been altered during the German occupation. His remarks implied 
potential nationalization or regulatory change, generating concern within Trepça 
over the security of foreign mining rights. With Subašić and Velebit advancing 
Yugoslav unification, ministries refrained from binding investment commitments. 
Kosanović recommended deferring substantive negotiations until political stability 
was achieved. Trepça nevertheless reaffirmed its operational readiness, proposing 
technical inspections, while British diplomacy intensified to safeguard its interests 
amid potential French re-engagement in Bor18. 

In parallel correspondence dated October 20, 1944, British officials expressed 
concern over the Yugoslav authorities’ potential inclination toward nationalization. 
Yet they also recognized the state’s lack of technical expertise, capital, and equipment, 
which might compel Yugoslavia to rely on foreign partnerships – particularly British – 
to rebuild its mining industry. The document recommended that British diplomatic 
channels remain actively engaged, both to advocate for continued foreign technical 
assistance and to counter nationalist pressures that could endanger British economic 
interests19. 

Towards the end of 1944, British officials and representatives of Trepça Mines Ltd. 
implemented coordinated strategies to secure influence over the Trepça complex 
amid Yugoslavia’s political transformation. These interventions integrated technical 
planning with diplomatic negotiation, reflecting broader British strategic-economic 
imperatives to maintain access to critical mineral resources, while simultaneously 
aligning with emergent international relief mechanisms, particularly the anticipated 
operational role of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration 
(UNRRA). As Trepça sought reassurances for its post-war operations, diplomatic 
efforts intensified in London. On October 24, 1944, Mr. Chester Beatty Jr., 
accompanied by Mr. Bradford, met with Mr. Howard of the Foreign Office to raise 
three major concerns: the urgent need to dispatch a representative to Yugoslavia to 
inspect Trepça’s facilities, the implications of Kosanović’s comments regarding a 
possible revision of the company’s concession, and a request from UNRRA for 
technical information regarding the mines and required machinery. Mr. Howard 
responded by referencing earlier negotiations with the Ministry of Supply about 

                                                
18 Discussions at Yugoslav Government Offices, 11 October 1944 & British Embassy to Yugoslavia, 
13 October 1944. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). FO 371/14360/92. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom. 
19 The National Archives of the UK (TNA). FO 371/14360/92, File no. R15623 and R16637. Kew-London, 
United Kingdom. 
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sending a representative under a military guise and pledged to follow up with the 
War Office. In due course, the War Office confirmed that the Allied Forces 
Headquarters (AFHQ) deemed Major Hatch a suitable candidate for the mission and 
expressed readiness to proceed20. 

This exchange underscored the dual trajectory of British interests in the Trepça 
mining complex – balancing immediate wartime logistical coordination with long-term 
strategic objectives regarding post-war industrial access. Trepça’s representatives 
voiced concern over the lack of explicit timelines or directives from Allied Forces 
Headquarters (AFHQ), prompting proposals to send further telegrams to Caserta and 
Bari for clarification. Concurrently, the absence of a recognized Yugoslav government 
hindered the resolution of legal and commercial uncertainties, with negotiations 
involving exiled Yugoslav authorities – viewed by British officials, notably Mr. Howard – 
as largely symbolic. Decision-making authority was presumed to lie with a future 
domestic administration. Compounding these issues was the unexpected intervention 
of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), whose inquiry 
into Trepça’s status appeared incongruent with its primarily humanitarian mandate. 
Misfiling of related Foreign Office correspondence aggravated bureaucratic inefficiency, 
while Trepça’s lack of operational intelligence precluded a substantive response absent 
official guidance on engagement with UNRRA21. 

By November 1944, the question of UNRRA’s involvement became increasingly 
sensitive. The Foreign Office deliberated whether engaging with UNRRA would 
undermine British leverage over the Yugoslav authorities. If UNRRA took on the 
mines’ rehabilitation, the Yugoslav government might sidestep British financial and 
technical assistance, thereby facilitating a turn toward nationalization or Soviet 
alignment. This scenario was viewed with caution, especially as British interests 
sought to secure exclusive influence in the Yugoslav mining sector. Nevertheless, 
excluding UNRRA entirely might yield little strategic advantage if the Yugoslav 
government remained determined to assert sovereign control over Trepça22. 

Despite the obstacles, British officials recognized that Trepça’s technical expertise 
and capital could play a pivotal role in Yugoslavia’s post-war economic reconstruction. 
However, this would require careful navigation of Yugoslavia’s domestic political 
transformations, international aid dynamics, and potential competition from other 
foreign interests, such as France. The ambiguity surrounding UNRRA’s mandate, 
combined with the absence of a unified Yugoslav government and the growing Soviet 
presence in the region, demanded a cautious and adaptive approach. 

 
BRITISH REACTIONS TO THE NATIONALISATION OF ZLETOVO OPERATIONS – TREPÇA MINES 
LTD IN MACEDONIA 1944 

December 1944 correspondence offers a focused and revealing insight into British 
diplomatic and corporate anxieties concerning the fate of Trepça Mines Ltd’s 
operations in Kosovo and Zletovo-Macedonia. The posture reflects a growing sense of 
urgency among British actors – both governmental and private – to reassert control 

                                                
20 The National Archives of the UK (TNA). FO 371/14360, File no. R16975. Kew-London, United 
Kingdom. 
21 Ibidem. 
22 The National Archives of the UK (TNA). (1944, November 7). FO 371/14360, File no. R16975. Kew-
London, United Kingdom. 
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over a strategically significant asset that had effectively fallen into the hands of the 
newly established Yugoslav federal authorities. The British stance argued that British 
interests were being undermined by the unilateral nationalization of initially Trepça’s 
operations at Zletovo by the Federal Macedonian authorities. Multiple reports confirm 
that the mine had been declared state property and was operating with local personnel, 
described as potentially competent and actively working to sustain production. While 
this may have indicated a degree of technical continuity, British reactions suggest 
deeper concerns over the legitimacy and implications of this transfer23. 

This concern is evident in correspondence from Trepça Mines Ltd to British 
officials, outlining both strategic and corporate justifications for immediate re-
engagement. The letters warn of possible technical mismanagement and, more 
crucially, political risks if Yugoslav authorities establish independent control. 
Underlying these concerns is the view that, without British oversight, the mine could 
be economically exploited and politically instrumentalized – an outcome deemed 
unacceptable by corporate and strategic actors alike. The urgency to deploy British 
personnel – initially via Major Hatch and Colonel Bailey – reflects this dual 
imperative. Similar concerns appear in internal British diplomatic and intelligence 
communications, which propose reviving plans to send officers and recommend 
consulting Brigadier Maclean in Belgrade. Instructions to withhold sensitive 
information from third parties further underscore the cautious, calculated nature of 
Britain’s response to emerging Yugoslav assertions of sovereignty24. 

In December 1944, a British-led Allied mission, initiated by Colonel William Bailey – 
head of the economic section of the British mission in Sofia and a veteran SOE officer – 
set out to inspect the Trepça mine in Kosovo, recently liberated from German control. 
Though the mission had Soviet and Bulgarian support, its arrival in Niš revealed 
tensions beneath the surface. The group encountered no Partisan presence initially but 
was soon confronted by Smajević, a high-ranking Partisan political commissar, who 
declared their presence a violation of Yugoslav sovereignty and expelled them without 
allowing communication. Despite Soviet approval, Bailey concluded that the order 
came from the top of the Yugoslav leadership, aiming to prevent foreign observation. 
His top-secret report shed light on the tightening grip of the communists, propaganda 
in liberated areas, and local anxiety over the absence of Western Allies. While British 
military circles pushed for a formal protest, the Foreign Office declined, citing 
procedural oversights. The incident revealed early signs of post-war frictions between 
the emerging Yugoslav communist leadership and the Western Allies25. 

The British position during this period rested on four key elements. First, officials 
acknowledged a de facto loss of control: despite pre-war ownership and wartime 
German administration, Zletovo had been absorbed by the Yugoslav regime without 
restitution or consultation. Second, Britain aimed to reassert its presence through 
personnel deployment – both to assess the situation and symbolically re-establish 
influence, potentially facilitating future claims. Third, British strategy emphasized de-
escalation; instead of confrontation, it relied on intelligence gathering, backchannel 

                                                
23 The National Archives of the UK (TNA), 19 December 1944, FO 371/R21563/14360/92; Zletovo mine 
and installations of Trepca Mines Limited in Macedonia, 27 December 1944. The National Archives of the 
UK (TNA). FO 371/R22017/14360/92. Kew, London, United Kingdom. 
24 Ibidem. 
25 Milikić R. Dve britanske misije u rudniku Trepča… P. 223-232. 
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diplomacy, and selective engagement. Fourth, internal documents reflected 
assumptions of technical superiority and distrust of Yugoslav governance, marked by 
skepticism toward local managerial capacity and concerns over political misuse – 
indicative of residual colonial attitudes. These elements reveal the intersection of legal, 
economic, and strategic imperatives guiding Britain’s response to nationalization. 
Avoiding direct conflict, officials pursued cautious monitoring and limited re-
engagement, seeking to restore influence through presence and negotiation. Trepça 
thus emerged as both a contested asset and a symbol of declining imperial authority in 
post-war Yugoslavia. 

 
CONTESTING FEDERATION: BRITISH POLICY TOWARD SOVIET INITIATIVES IN THE POSTWAR 
BALKANS 

At the end of the Second World War, British policy in the Balkans was primarily 
shaped by strategic, rather than ideological, considerations. As Axis forces withdrew, 
a geopolitical vacuum emerged, prompting rivalry between the Western Allies and 
the Soviet Union. Central to this was the proposed Yugoslav-Bulgarian federation and 
potentially Albania, supported by Moscow and certain local anti-fascist factions. 
British diplomats viewed the initiative as a direct threat to their regional interests, 
particularly in Greece, interpreting it not as a mere regional alignment but as a 
significant expansion of Soviet influence. Although ideas of a South Slavic federation 
had earlier roots, they gained traction during the war’s final stages, with Soviet-
backed negotiations between Belgrade and Sofia advancing plans for a political 
alliance. For Moscow, this federation offered a strategic buffer and a vehicle to extend 
influence into South-eastern Europe, especially toward Greece – the last pro-Western 
bastion in the Balkans and a critical component of British post-war strategy26. 

The British Foreign Office, acutely aware of the strategic ramifications of a 
prospective Balkan Federation, acted promptly to counter its formation. Between late 
1944 and early 1945, senior diplomats – among them Ambassador Ralph Stevenson, 
William Strang, Sir Orme Sargent, and Brigadier Fitzroy McLean – undertook 
concerted measures to prevent its consolidation. British policymakers viewed any 
such arrangement, whether military alliance or political federation, as a Soviet-
orchestrated initiative capable of reshaping the post-war European balance of power. 
Intelligence analyses underscored Yugoslavia’s growing alignment with Moscow 
under Tito’s leadership, identifying this relationship as a potential nucleus for an 
expanded Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe. Bulgaria’s inclusion was deemed pivotal, 
offering geographical continuity, demographic resources, and infrastructural assets 
essential to the projection of Soviet influence in the region27. 

British officials expressed acute concern over Macedonia’s prospective status, 
particularly Bulgaria’s readiness to transfer Pirin Macedonia to Yugoslav control, 
viewed as legitimizing a Soviet-backed federation. Such developments implied a 
redrawing of prewar borders and a diminution of British strategic influence. The 
British mission in Belgrade reported unofficial intelligence on a covert Tito-Bulgarian 
agreement regarding the territory’s incorporation into Yugoslavia28. 
                                                
26 Barker E. Britanska Politika na Balkanu u II Svjetskom Ratu… P. 192-194. 
27 Telegram from Bevin to Osvel, 20 December 1944. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). PRO 
FO 371/48181/R 1848/120. Kew, London, United Kingdom. 
28 Barker E. Britanska Politika na Balkanu u II Svjetskom Ratu… P. 192. 
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While legal objections were formally raised, resistance was primarily driven by 
apprehension over Soviet regional dominance. Brigadier McLean warned that 
Yugoslavia might become the ‘bulwark of Soviet power’ in the Balkans. British 
responses – including diplomatic pressure on the USSR, calls for increased U.S. 
involvement, and recognition of the new Yugoslav government in March 1945 – 
sought to retain influence through engagement. Yet internal assessments 
acknowledged the declining effectiveness of such efforts. The Foreign Office 
promoted a pragmatic approach, avoiding unrealistic aims in Yugoslavia while 
advocating a firmer stance in Greece and, secondarily, Italy amid Soviet expansion. 
Efforts to initiate tripartite talks with the Soviets and Americans stalled. Despite 
nominal alignment, U.S. engagement was minimal, leaving Britain diplomatically 
isolated in its opposition to the emerging Soviet-backed federation29. 

By mid-1945, the proposed Yugoslav-Bulgarian federation was suspended, 
primarily due to Soviet efforts to avoid antagonising the Western Allies ahead of post-
war peace talks. British officials, however, viewed this not as a diplomatic victory but 
as a tactical deferral of Soviet ambitions in Southeast Europe. The lack of a coherent 
American stance further highlighted Britain’s declining regional influence. British 
policy, while intent on resisting Soviet expansion – particularly through federative 
schemes involving Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and potentially Albania – was ultimately 
constrained. Efforts to safeguard strategic interests, especially in Greece, delayed but 
could not prevent Soviet consolidation. This episode underscored the structural 
limits of British power and marked the Balkans as a zone of intensified great-power 
rivalry, where local agency was largely subordinated to broader Cold War dynamics. 

 
TREPÇA MINES PROPERTY NEGOTIATION: BRITISH-YUGOSLAV DISPUTE 1945-1948 

The nationalization policies implemented in Yugoslavia after the Second World 
War directly challenged foreign investment protection and compensation 
frameworks, with the Trepça mining complex representing the focal point of British 
economic interests in the region. The first significant development occurred in 
November 1944, when the Yugoslav authorities, consolidating control after the 
retreat of Axis forces, established the ‘State Administration for People’s Property’. 
This institution assumed responsibility for managing assets deemed enemy property 
or belonging to absent owners, pending legal clarification. Among the affected 
enterprises was also the Trepça mining complex30. 

In the immediate post-war period, Yugoslav authorities appointed engineer 
Vladimir Orović as provisional director of the Trepča mining complex, raising British 

                                                
29 Telegram from the Foreign Office to the British Embassy in Washington and Moscow, 27 December 
1944. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). PRO FO 371/48184/R 11861/11/67. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom; Telegram from Maclean to the Foreign Office, 25 January 1945. The National Archives of the UK 
(TNA). PRO FO 371/4818/R 1956. Kew, London, United Kingdom; Telegram from the British 
representative in the Allied Control Commission in Bulgaria to the Foreign Office, 1 March 1945. The 
National Archives of the UK (TNA). PRO FO 371/48137/R 4407. Kew, London, United Kingdom; 
A.K. Kerr’s letter to Molotov, 13 March 1945. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). PRO 
FO 371/48183/R 51681/132/43. Kew, London, United Kingdom; Idnov’s telegram to A.K. Kerr, 
11 March 1945. The National Archives of the UK (TNA). PRO FO 371/48184/R 1189. Kew, London, United 
Kingdom. 
30 The National Archives of the UK, November1944). Document-file PRO FO 371/48851, 1146/104/92. 
Kew-London, United Kingdom. 



СУЧАСНА ІСТОРІЯ 79 

concerns over the legal status of pre-war foreign ownership. Brigadier Fitzroy 
Maclean conveyed these concerns directly to Marshal Josip Broz Tito, who 
characterized the appointments as temporary measures to maintain operational 
stability and prevent infrastructural degradation. Although Tito agreed in principle to 
limited British technical inspections, political and logistical delays deferred the visit 
until June 1945. British engineer James Jackson – familiar with Trepča’s pre-war 
operations – was eventually granted restricted access to the Trepča and Zletovo sites 
under the supervision of the Yugoslav Ministry of Mining. Jackson’s inspection on 
June 18, 1945, confirmed resumed production, though output was redirected 
exclusively to Soviet wartime needs. He reported31 a labor structure modelled on 
Soviet practices, involving both paid workers and forced labor drawn from POWs and 
alleged collaborators32. While machinery remained operational, it showed signs of 
significant degradation from German overuse. Ongoing damage to transport 
infrastructure impeded logistical capacity. Despite Yugoslav assurances regarding 
British property rights, Jackson and the Foreign Office anticipated – and accurately 
predicted – the nationalization of the complex, formally enacted in 1946. Jackson 
recommended a broader technical survey, which Yugoslav authorities delayed, citing 
jurisdictional restrictions33. 

The British government dismissed company-level negotiations with Yugoslav 
authorities, advocating a unified, state-led approach to safeguard national economic 
interests. Trepça Mines Ltd, meanwhile, resisted resuming direct operations, 
doubting the restoration of its pre-war concession rights and deeming production 
unprofitable under state-controlled conditions. Following consultations with Chester 
Beatty, the Foreign Office formulated a three-stage strategy: first, seek full restoration 
of concession rights and operational autonomy; second, if refused, negotiate 
appointment as state commissioner with control over production and exports; third, 
failing both, pursue financial compensation linked to export revenues in convertible 
currency. The Ministry of Commerce opposed raising the matter before the Mixed 
Commission until all British claims were reviewed. Delays in inspection requests 
further stalled proceedings, with the Commission reconvening only in December 
1946 after its April session34. 

By mid-1945, Yugoslavia signaled plans to nationalize its mining sector, with 
Minister Andrija Hebrang’s draft law accusing foreign concessionaires, including 
Trepça Mines, of economic exploitation. Despite Tito’s earlier assurances to Maclean, 
British officials, increasingly doubtful, shifted from defending legal ownership to 
seeking compensation. Jackson’s August inspection revealed managerial 
deterioration, leading the company to suspend operations amid political instability. 
Recognizing that pre-war concessions were incompatible with Yugoslavia’s socialist 
restructuring, the Foreign Office prioritized compensation. In September, Kardelj 
withdrew the draft law and issued assurances on British property, temporarily easing 

                                                
31 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371, R 13951/104/92. Kew-London, United 
Kingdom. 
32 Vavić M. Štampa o radničkom pokretu u “Trepci” između dva rata… P. 182-185. 
33 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371, R 13951/104/92. Kew-London, United 
Kingdom; Milikić R. Dve britanske misije u rudniku Trepča… P. 233-239. 
34 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/48855, R 16745/104/92. Kew-London, 
United Kingdom. 
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tensions. However, October negotiations exposed deeper divergences: Yugoslav 
officials rejected ownership restoration, proposed operational arrangements, and 
claimed German-built infrastructure as state assets. Although a British technical 
mission – including Jackson, Healy, Forgan, and Banker – was approved to inspect 
mining sites, it became clear that any future British role would be strictly confined to 
state-defined terms. Emphasizing inter-company unity, British authorities insisted on 
centralized, government-led negotiations to protect national economic interests35. 

Tensions escalated with the Yugoslav Nationalization Law of December 5, 1946, 
which formalized state control over industries of federal and republican significance, 
including British-owned enterprises. While the law provided for compensation, 
primarily through government bonds, the British government remained cautious, 
interpreting the move as part of a broader strategy to consolidate state control while 
leveraging foreign expertise for production36. 

In January 1947, a Foreign Office conference chaired by Ambassador Charles 
Peake concluded that while limited British operational roles might remain under 
Article 21 of the Nationalization Law, the core issue was securing fair compensation, 
estimated at £10 million. British authorities contemplated retaliatory measures, 
including seizing Yugoslav property in Britain, should satisfactory agreements prove 
elusive. British diplomatic efforts, including a formal note delivered to the Yugoslav 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs on January 8, 1947, emphasized acceptance of 
nationalization provided real compensation was offered. Yugoslavia’s ambiguous 
response, proposing unilateral compensation decrees while resisting Mixed 
Commission deliberations, was perceived as a strategy to weaken British negotiating 
power37. 

London intensified its campaign, leveraging parliamentary debates and 
coordinating British corporate stakeholders through a Joint Committee. International 
pressure, including similar French concerns, reinforced demands for a formal Mixed 
Commission framework. By April 1947, after sustained diplomatic efforts, Yugoslavia 
agreed to negotiate compensation bilaterally, marking a temporary breakthrough. 
Simultaneously, ‘Trepça Mines Limited’ lobbied for economic pressure tactics to force 
Yugoslav concessions, including restricting Yugoslav access to Western markets and 
British equipment. These proposals were adopted in part, with the Foreign Office 
instructing third-party embassies to condition economic agreements on 
compensation progress38. 

In May 1947, Britain finalized its compensation claims at £11.3 million, 
£6.7 million of which concerned Trepça. During the initial Mixed Commission 
meetings in Belgrade, Britain demanded itemized assessments, whereas Yugoslavia 
proposed a single global settlement. British claims – including industrial property, 

                                                
35 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/48856, R 19210/104/92. Kew-London, 
United Kingdom; The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/48855, R 16745/104/92. 
Kew-London, United Kingdom. 
36 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/59486, R 17674, 17680/196/92. Kew-
London, United Kingdom. 
37 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/67347, R 1308/21/92. Kew, United 
Kingdom; The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/67348, R 2372/21/92. Kew-
London, United Kingdom. 
38 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/67349, R 4644, 5381/21/92. Kew-
London, United Kingdom. 
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trade debts, war damage, and private assets – eventually totalled £18 million, 
resulting in an impasse. Informally, Yugoslavia offered £3 million, partly as an 
advance and the rest in instalments, conditional on a trade agreement to support its 
exports to Britain. Recognizing Yugoslavia’s reliance on Western industrial goods and 
market access, the British government adopted a pragmatic approach, linking 
compensation to trade. Ahead of the August 1947 talks, London reduced its overall 
claim to £9.9 million, with £3.4 million attributed to Trepça39. 

The London negotiations revealed ongoing divergences. While Britain sought 
trade expansion, its limited capacity to supply industrial goods led to a reduction in 
compensation demands from £6 million to an internally accepted £3 million. Talks 
stalled due to Yugoslavia’s insistence on linking compensation to long-term trade 
agreements, which Britain resisted over concerns about Yugoslav repayment ability. 
A provisional one-year trade agreement, initialled on October 5, 1948, was made 
contingent on resolving compensation. Both parties ultimately agreed on a £4 million 
global settlement, financed through a favorable trade balance – £14.7 million in 
Yugoslav exports versus £11.4 million in British imports. However, further disputes 
arose over the agreement’s scope: Yugoslavia aimed to restrict compensation to 
assets nationalized under 1946 and 1948 laws, while Britain pushed to address 
earlier expropriations through separate mechanisms40. 

A final agreement, initialled on December 23, 1948, committed Yugoslavia to pay 
£4.5 million for all British property nationalized by that date, covering British 
citizens, dominions, and colonies. The agreement stipulated a £450,000 upfront 
payment in 1949, with the balance paid in instalments contingent on further 
economic arrangements. Compensation was distributed proportionally among British 
owners, with ‘Trepça Mines’ shareholders reportedly receiving approximately 25% 
above nominal share values, implying similar favorable terms for other British 
stakeholders41. 

 
CONCLUSION 

The Trepça mining complex in Kosovo, as both a strategic industrial asset and a 
locus of contested post-war sovereignty, was central to British-Yugoslav diplomatic 
tensions in the immediate post-war period. British engagement in the Balkans was 
driven not by abstract geopolitical ideology but by concrete economic objectives – 
primarily the protection of British capital invested in critical mineral resources. While 
early diplomatic efforts focused on the restoration of pre-war ownership 
arrangements, British officials gradually acknowledged the incompatibility of these 
claims with Yugoslavia’s emergent socialist political economy based on nationalization. 
This recognition precipitated a strategic shift toward compensation, signalling a 
pragmatic recalibration of British policy amid diminishing leverage and the broader 
realignment of international power relations in the early Cold War context. 

                                                
39 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/67349, R 47361, 5006/21/92. Kew-
London, United Kingdom. 
40 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/72557, R 11655, 11794/9/92. Kew-
London, United Kingdom; The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/72558, 
R 13301/9/92. Kew-London, United Kingdom. 
41 The National Archives of the UK. Document-file PRO FO 371/78760, R 6631/146/92. Kew-London, 
United Kingdom. 



 ЕМІНАК  

Eminak, 2025, 4 (52) 

82 

Concurrently, the British policy perceived Yugoslavia’s potential participation in a 
Soviet-backed Balkan Federation as a direct threat to regional stability, particularly 
concerning strategic interests in the Mediterranean, especially in Greece. Between 
1944 and 1948, the United Kingdom sought to obstruct regional integration efforts, 
interpreting them as extensions of Soviet influence. The Trepça case thus illustrates 
how strategic mineral resources were deployed as instruments of geopolitical 
leverage. It exemplifies the intersection of economic interests, legal norms, and 
diplomatic strategy, and underscores the critical role of resource control in shaping 
the emerging Cold War order in the Balkans. 
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