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“Do you, Mr. President, even sympathize with the victims’ families? So far you have 
not shown any compassion. How are we to have confidence in justice if some of the 
crimes have never been tried? How did you feel in Tomasica?...“

These are just some of the questions the victims and their families asked Theodor 
Meron, President of the ICTY, at a conference in Sarajevo held to mark the 20th  
anniversary of the establishment of the ICTY.

Between the previous issue of !Voice and this, this issue seems to have made the 
greatest impression, especially because representatives of the victims on all sides 
could stand behind these questions. And they did. Each party in its own way, since 
each had at least one awkward question for Judge Meron.

It’s amazing how one questionable decision - in this case, though, several such 
decisions - could almost wipe out an effort of many years. Some 7,500 trial days, 
4,500 witnesses and 1.6 million pages of transcripts of proceedings against 161 per-
sons, is the trail the Tribunal leaves behind. All of this is quickly forgotten. Today 
Judge Meron is persona non grata among the victims.

And while we’re on the subject of the unbearable lightness of erasure, or the Pas 
de bourée consisting of one step forward and two steps back, we can lay the case to 
rest without any problems. The most obvious example comes from Vukovar. I wish 
there were no other examples of the kind.

Apart from Vukovar, in this issue we deal with other cities that may bear the nega-

 
!One Step 
Forward,  
Two Steps 
Back

Dejan Kozul 
Photo: Personal archive
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Given the lack of credibility of 
the ICTY and the continuing 
lack of confidence in the local 
courts, we need a new energy 
that will create the desire and 
the power to look at all the 
facts, to shape them and pre-
sent them to the public.

tive epithet of “divided.” This, however, leads to the stereotyping we are trying to 
avoid in every way. Through these areas we have tried to observe the process of 
reconciliation.

Let’s go back to the victims, those whose mortal remains were recently found in 
Tomasica, a mass grave near Prijedor. So far, more than 400 human remains have 
been exhumed - which is only one half of what is suspected. The details have been 
explained to us by Amor Masovic, Director of the Institute for Missing Persons in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. So far, 61 graves have been discovered in Prijedor and the 
surrounding area. But that’s not all. If the claims of Slobodan Stojanovic, a former 
member of the Fourth Company of the 37th Detachment of the Special Police Units 
of Serbia and a former protected prosecution witness of the War Crimes Prosecu-
tion in Serbia, prove to be true, there is in eastern Bosnia an undiscovered mass 
grave with between 1,000 and 2,000 bodies of killed Muslims.

A small step - though great for the victims’ families - 
toward the discovery of the missing persons was taken 
in Novska, at the town cemetery. The remains of six 
Serbs from Western Slavonia and Banije were exhumed, 
who died in the “Flash” and “Storm” operations in May 
and August 1995.

Let’s conclude with one encouraging result of research 
conducted by the Center for Empirical Studies of Re-
ligion. The study included respondents from 13 cities 

across Bosnia and Herzegovina. Among the most important results of the study is 
the fact that 77 percent of respondents believe that the process of reconciliation 
is important, as a process that would be based on trust and honesty in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. This will not happen until we get accurate facts.

A tumultuous period is before us. Given the lack of credibility of the ICTY and 
the constant lack of confidence in the local courts, we need a new energy that will 
create the desire and the power to look at all the facts, to shape them and present 
them to the public. RECOM is the only solution that can prevent further manipu-
lation of the number of victims and their families.

Dejan Kozul, the editor of the !Voice
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!I’m  
Running  
for RECOM 

IN THE NEWS - NEWS ABOUT RECOM

!Ljubljana 
In Ljubljana, the »I’m Running for RECOM« action took place on October 26 and 
27 as part of Ljubljana’s 18th Marathon. Members of the Civic Link and the CIIA 
attended the event and wore T-shirts that read »Tečem za REKOM« (»I’m Running 
for RECOM«). The media, partner organizations and members of the Coalition 
for RECOM, as well as athletic/racing organizations and sport associtions, had 

From the Ljubljana action: “I’m Running for RECOM” 
Photo: Igor Mekina
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all been informed of the action. They participated in the marathon and the half-
marathon.

Shirts and promotional material about RECOM were distributed at the booths in 
the city center, next to the »Fun Race« locker rooms, and at Republic Square. The 
organizers who were previously wearing T-shirts that read »Ljubljana Marathon«, 
changed later into RECOM shirts. Volunteers explained to the runners and ath-
letes the essence of the action and the idea of RECOM. During the »Fun Run«, 
high school students, including participants with special needs, and the disabled 
who had participated in the marathon’s custom programme, all wore RECOM T-
shirts too.

The reactions of the citizens were mostly positive. Radio Student reported on the 
event in some detail and shared the information about RECOM on its website.

!Podgorica
On October 27 in Podgorica, as part of the 20th Jubilee Podgorica Marathon, some 
of the participants ran for RECOM. The goal of this action was to draw the atten-
tion of decision-makers, as well as the general public, to the necessity for the swift 
establishment of RECOM.

From the Podgorica action: “I’m Running for RECOM” 
Photo: Centre for Civic Education
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A large number of young people – most of them high-school students – took part 
in the Podgorica race for RECOM. In joining the students’ race, they directly con-
tributed to the affirmation of the Initiative for RECOM, demonstrating their com-
mitment to the idea of establishing a commission that would help clarify the war 
past and re-establish trust and lasting peace in the former Yugoslavia.

The “I’m Running for RECOM” action is part of a wider regional action, and has 
been held already in Sarajevo and Zagreb. As part of city marathons in the coming 
months, it will be held in Pristina, Belgrade, Banja Luka and Skopje.

TWENTY YEARS OF THE INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL TRIBUNAL 
FOR THE FORMER YUGOSLAVIA 

On November 26, a conference was held in Sarajevo on the occasion of the 20th 
anniversary of the ICTY. The conference concluded that the question of inheri-
tance will be crucial for establishing the facts about the crimes committed in the 
former Yugoslavia, which is a prerequisite for dealing with the past.

Although it is too early to draw the final line and assess the effects of the Tribunal, 
the figures presented at the conference by the Deputy Secretary of the ICTY, Kate 
Mackintosh, were quite impressive. Mackintosh reminded the audience that the 
ICTY’s legacy, among other things, contains 16 million pages of transcripts, and 20 

!Between 
Praise  
and  
Criticism
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years, or 7,500 days, of hard work; it also includes the 4,500 witness statements ex-
amined before this Court, before which 161 persons have been tried and indicted 
for the most serious war crimes and breaches of international humanitarian law.

The Ambassador of the Swiss Confederation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, André 
Schaller, emphasized the significance of the legacy and mission of the ICTY, 
stressing the importance of dialogue on the path to reconciliation and the focusing 
on victims’ rights.

“The past is important, but we must turn to the future too. It is our obligation to 
take all the necessary steps to ensure that crimes and human rights abuses never 
happen again,” said Ambassador Schaller, underlining the obligation to build a fu-
ture based on human values.

Member of the Bosnian Presidency Bakir Izetbegovic said that his personal opin-
ion about the Hague Tribunal is divided. He noted that the ICTY had “diverged” 
from the original idea as to the establishment and role of the ICTY.

He said that there are two Hague Tribunals, the first of which was founded in 1993 
with Resolution 827 of the United Nations Security Council. This tribunal’s prima-
ry goal is to punish crimes, especially those committed in Srebrenica and Sarajevo 
– of that tribunal he thinks very highly.

Sa akcije “Podržavam REKOM” u Banjoj Luci 
Photo: CDTP

Victims turn their back on Judge Meron 
Photo: BIRN
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The “other” ICTY, explained Izetbegovic, has moved away from the original idea, 
because it has been understanding the prosecution of crimes quite differently lately.

Izetbegovic was particularly irritated by the acquittal 
of senior military and police officials of Serbian na-
tionality in the appeals procedure, and added that “the 
masterminds and planners of the crimes” have not been 
adequately punished.

He expressed hope that by the end of its mandate the 
Hague Tribunal would “return to its original idea.”

In his opening address, ICTY President Theodor Mer-
on indirectly rejected Izetbegovic’s claims, stating that in the 20 years of its opera-
tion the Hague Tribunal has removed all doubts that it would be able to justify its 
establishment and the mandate it received from the UN Security Council.

“Everything that has been achieved in these 20 years is the result of our dedicated 
work and belief in the ideal of justice. The Hague Tribunal has exceeded all expec-
tations,” said Meron.

Justice Meron pointed out that, after the establishment of the ICTY, many ques-
tioned whether the Tribunal would achieve what we hoped for and whether the 
broader ideals rooted in Resolution 827 would become a reality.

He added that many doubted that arrests would happen at all, that the trials would 
be held or that the court, which had been created on the basis of a written docu-
ment, would indeed become a sustainable institution worthy of respect.

“Initially, the Tribunal faced many challenges, some of which remain today. Some 
of our judgments were controversial then, and remain so today. Some argue that 
the Tribunal’s decisions have failed to satisfy the victims and their demand for jus-
tice, while others wonder about the effects of the ICTY on the process of reconcili-
ation in the region or at the national level, and its contribution to history.”

However, he pointed out, we all need to remember the fact that the mandate of the 
Tribunal is rather limited.

“In determining the individual criminal responsibility of those who are accused of 
serious violations of international law, the Tribunal may declare the accused guilty 
only when the guilt has been proved beyond reasonable doubt in accordance with 
the law and on the basis of the evidence submitted. By strictly and seriously adher-
ing to these postulates for 20 years, the ICTY has eliminated the initial suspicion 
and exceeded all expectations,” said Meron.

Member of the Bosnian 
Presidency Bakir Izetbegovic 
said that his personal opinion 
about the Hague Tribunal is 
divided. He noted that the 
ICTY has “diverged” from the 
original idea as to  the estab-
lishment and role of the ICTY.
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During the speech of Justice Meron, a group of citizens raised a banner that read 
“RIP Justice.” At the same time, the victims from Bosnia and Herzegovina turned 
their back to him, symbolically ignoring his words.

Natasa Kandic, founder of the Humanitarian Law Cen-
ter, who took part in the panel “Evaluating the 20 Years 
of the International Tribunal,” said that the judges of 
the Appeals Chamber, presided over by Justice Theodor 
Meron, and the judges of the Trial Chamber in the case 
of Perisic, had unnaturally “diverged” from the existing 
standards of command responsibility and joint criminal 
enterprise, and thus created much confusion among 
the legal community, NGOs and the general public in 

the post-Yugoslav countries. Referring to the opinion of other critics of these new 
practices, including some of the ICTY judges themselves, Kandic pointed out that 
it was very evident that the acquittals of the Croatian General Gotovina, Serbian 
General Perisic and former top officials of the State Security Service of Serbia were 
based on political rather than legal reasons. According to Kandic, the acquittals 
contradicted the evidence accurately established in the first instance trial, while 
a careful analysis of the perception of the public shows that the public was left 
deeply surprised by the “new” justice, even when they celebrated it, as in the case 
of the Croatian general Gotovina. However, Kandic also believes that the hundreds 
of thousands of documents about individual war crimes, victims and perpetrators, 
which the ICTY will bequeath as its legacy, can have a decisive impact on “our own 
efforts to build a future in which these crimes will not happen again.”

In addition to representatives of the Tribunal (representatives of the Prosecutor’s 
Office of the Court did not show up in Sarajevo), the conference was attended by 
officials of national judicial systems, experts in the field of transitional justice, vic-
tims, lawyers, journalists, NGO representatives, academics and other actors from 
the former Yugoslavia.

On the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the ICTY, in the 
Historical Museum in Sarajevo, an exhibition was opened organized by the ICTY 
Outreach Programme, entitled “Twenty Years of International Justice.”

During the speech of Justice 
Meron, a group of citizens 
raised a banner that read 
“RIP Justice.” At the same 
moment, victims from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina turned their 
back to him, symbolically 
ignoring his words.
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CURRENT EVENTS – RECONCILIATION IN MULTINATIONAL SOCIETIES

Is Vukovar a divided city? Is there among its inhabitants, the Croat majority and Serb 
minority, an invisible, impenetrable, yet strong and established wall, invisible to those 
passing through, but quite visible to the inhabitants?

I do not live in Vukovar, but I’m often there. I can’t answer that question with con-
fidence. But as soon as I think the answer is in the negative, and that the deep war 
wounds have begun to heal in Vukovar, events refute my answer. The sound of broken 
bilingual boards, scattered on the asphalt streets of Vukovar, just because the same 
thing is written on them in both the Cyrillic and Latin alphabets, refutes those who 
argue that coexistence in Vukovar runs strong and unstoppable, like the Danube.

In February this year, when the first hints arrived from the Croatian government that 
bilingual signs would be placed on the buildings of state institutions in Vukovar, I talk-
ed to many people – both Croats and Serbs – and asked them what they thought about 
it. Although opinions were divided, none of my interlocutors – citizens of Vukovar 
– saw it as particularly problematic. Nobody - and I mean, nobody - said that signs on 
which the names of government institutions would be written in the Cyrillic alphabet 
would irritate them to such an extent that they were ready to remove them forcibly.

The ‘most radical’ attitude I heard at the time, when the stands for a petition against 
the Cyrillic alphabet appeared on the streets of Vukovar, was the opinion of a thirty-
something. He said: “Can you imagine 204th Vukovar Brigade Street rendered in Cyril-
lic tomorrow? Or  can you imagine the same thing with the elementary school named 
after Sinisa Glavasevic, one of the two hundred citizens of Vukovar brutally murdered 
in Ovcara? I am not a war veteran -  I was a child during the war - but just imagine how 

!The Vukovar 
Wall Exists  
Only In the 
Minds of 
Hotheads

Drago Hedl 
Photo: Media center, Beograd
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Now that the wall has been 
erected in Vukovar, they will go 
away. The citizens of Vukovar will 
remain, however – Croats and 
Serbs – remain and continue to 
live together, pretending that the 
wall does not exist.

someone who defended this city might feel, or someone who lost someone in the war!” 

Only a few dozen meters away, on that same February day, in front of the building that 
houses the Serbian Radio Danube, one of the two Vukovar radio stations, stood the 
monument called “Motherhood”, by Jovan Soldatovic. The author’s name and the title 
of his sculpture are rendered in both alphabets. On the  building itself, there is a Serbi-
an flag along with the Croatian flag. For the radio show “Bring the Bear,1 and Here’s the 
Song,” where listeners tune in and say what they want to hear - and not even a jukebox 
would play you a song for less then one Kuna - Serbian turbo-folk plays loudly. And you 
won’t believe it: “To my son Hrvoje, for his marriage, the best of luck from mother and 
father Franjo Baric, with a song by Ceca Raznatovic Velickovic.”

The Director of Radio Danube, Branislav Bijelic, says 
no one complains about Serbian turbo-folk music – on 
the contrary, it is usually Croats ordering these songs, 
because they love them, but can’t hear them on any 
Croatian radio station. Some time later, I was talking 
to Zeljko Kovacevic, Director of the “Nikola Andric”  
Elementary School. There are 266 students in a school 
shift, half of whom attend classes according to “Model 
A,” which is to say, in the Serbian language and with the 

Cyrillic alphabet. Kovacevic jokingly says that for one half of the day he is a “ravnatelj” 
[school director in Croatian], while for the other half he is a “direktor” [school director 
in Sebian]. Croatian students address him as “ravnatelj,” while the Serbian students call 
him “direktor.” 

“The whole fuss about the division of schools and kindergartens has created a percep-
tion that children have no contact with each other, that they are rigidly separated, that 
they don’t hang out or have any contact with each other. At this school, under one roof 
and at the same time, we have students of Croatian and Serbian nationality. They hang 
out during recess, have lunch together – some eat 'kruh' [Croatian for bread], others 
'hleb' [Serbian for bread] – sing in the school choir together and compete against their 
peers from other schools in a single sports team. It doesn’t matter that some say 'zrak' 
[Croatian for air], while other say 'vazduh' [Serbian for air). There are no incidents, no 
nationalist graffiti, but there is falling in love, because the hormones do what they are 
supposed to, without looking at whether the boy is a Serb and the girl a Croat,” says 
Director Kovacevic.

During lunch in the “Vukovar Dove,” a restaurant on the banks of the Danube, a few 
kilometers from the “Sailor,” which is considered to be a Serbian restaurant, the waiter 
reassures me – it is not true that people watch closely who goes to which restaurant 
or cafe. Moreover, the owner of a cafe downtown says that he does not see his guests 

1  The „bear“ stands for five kunas, because the five-kuna coin has a bear on it.
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through the lens of nationality, and that both Serbs and Croats come by. However, one 
of the most famous pre-war Vukovar restaurants, “The Three Crests” was renamed 
“Crests,” to avoid possible associations with the three-finger sign.

While preparing a report on Vukovar in February this year, I didn’t notice – just like I 
didn’t many times before, three, five or seven years ago – the wall that divides its citi-
zens. If the wall really existed, I thought, it existed inside certain persons’ heads. The 
hotheads on both sides.

While watching the ugly scenes on the streets of Vukovar when the activists of the 
Pillar for the Defense of Croatian Vukovar, the bitterest opponents of bilingualism, 
blocked the Croatian leadership – the Head of State himself, the Government and the 
Parliament, together with the diplomatic corps – preventing them from joining the 
column of memory and paying tribute to the fallen defenders of Vukovar, I realized 
that there is a wall in Vukovar, large and impenetrable, like the Chinese Wall. But it is 
a “portable” wall, a wall that travels around Croatia, moves and gets re-deployed from 
Split to Varivode, from Vukovar to the seminary of the Krka monastery, or, like the 
other day, to the Dynamo Stadium after the football match between Croatia and Ice-
land. This wall is deployed, as needed, whenever and wherever the opportunity arises. 
In Vukovar, unfortunately, it is a pretty frequent guest.

One part of the population in Croatia, not particularly 
small, but not alarmingly high either, walks around Croatia 
and builds up walls. The Pillar of the Defense of Croatian 
Vukovar and its leader Tomislav Josic are the actual build-
ers of the wall of division in Vukovar. In preventing the na-
tional leadership from honouring the Vukovar victims, the 
very people who were elected by the will of the Croatian 
people during free, democratic elections, they have shown 
contempt for the Croatian state that these people symbol-
ize. The Pillar people would have to ask themselves who in 
Vukovar – and not just in Vukovar – has given them the 
right to erect the walls and divide Croatia. At which elec-
tion and with how many votes did they win that mandate?

Now that the wall has been erected in Vukovar, they will go away. The citizens of Vuk-
ovar will remain, however – Croats and Serbs – they will remain and continue to live 
together, pretending that the wall does not exist. But just when they forget about it, 
when theyfind cracks in it to make it easier to move around the city, someone will ap-
pear again to strengthen it, to support it, to fill in the holes.

Drago Hedl is a journalist at “Jutarnji list” and one of the authors of “Vukovar – Final 
Cut”.

While preparing a report 
on Vukovar in February this 
year, I didn’t notice – just 
like I didn’t many times 
before, three, five or seven 
years ago – the wall that di-
vides its citizens. If the wall 
really existed, I thought, 
it existed inside certain 
persons’heads. The hot-
heads on both sides.
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Stefica Galic is the editor of the www.tacno.net portal in Mostar. She is the widow 
of Nedeljko Nedja Galic, who used forged papers to save about a thousand Bosniaks 
from the Heliodrom Camp during the conflict between the Croatian Defence Coun-
cil (HVO) and the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

How do you see the process of reconciliation in Mostar and in Ljubusko?

If everyone would do what they could, we would find a way to reconciliation – 
through everyone’s willingness to be critical of themselves. A renowned scholar 

Stefica Galic, 

Ljubuski, Mostar: 
!Who Will Live  
To See  
Justice?

Stefica Galic 
Photo: Private archive
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from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dr. Esad Bajtal, has listed the sequence of moves 
that have to be made to bring about reconciliation:

Self-criticism leading to trust

Trust leading to reconciliation 

Reconciliation leading to truth

Truth leading to durable peace.

In smaller communities, such as Ljubuski, this is not likely to happen. Everyone 
knows who won there, what can be said, and what can’t. The minorities are silent 

there, they don’t mention anything. That’s what they call 
peace. Those who dare say something about those who gov-
ern the city, something inconsistent with the received/condi-
tioned/accepted opinion, will go through what I went through 
last year.2

Mostar is a different story, however. Mostar is a divided city 
– the city which Tudjman has planned would be the main 

Croat city. Today, the HDZ has exactly the same policy as it did in 1993. There can’t 
be a different opinion from the official one – at least not publicly, while one cannot 
even talk about dealing with the horrors of the war, as symbolized by Dretelj and 
Heliodrom. On the other hand, the so-called eastern part of the city is under the 
control of the SDA, which has no other policy than to amass more personal wealth.

However, in contrast to so-called western Mostar, there is in the eastern part a plu-
ralism of opinions and a willingness to face the war crimes. In an interview for our 
portal, the Mufti of Mostar, Seid ef. Smajkic apologized for the crimes committed 
by the BH Army in Grabovica near Mostar. It should be noted that this part of the 
city of Mostar was razed to the ground during the war, first by Momcilo Perisic, 
and then by Tudjman’s criminals, and that it is still recovering from the devastation 
of the city and the people alike. Unfortunately, the ruling parties simply can’t agree 
about anything – not just in Mostar, but across the country.

What needs to be done for the victims to feel better, and for the other side to 
respect them and sympathize with them?

We need to communicate with each other, build new relationships, try to forgive. 
A lot of harm has been caused to a lot of people. The perpetrators of the crimes 
should be punished, because crime has no nation – that might be some satisfac-

We need to communi-
cate with each other, 
build new relationships, 
try to forgive. A lot of 
harm has been caused 
to a lot of people.

2  Series of physical attack on the Galic family had followed the screening of the movie about her hus-
band, Nedja Galic, after which they decided to leave Ljubuski. 
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tion to the victims. The law should prohibit denial of genocide and crimes, and the 
glorification of criminals. But empathy is a metaphysical category, and the law is 
powerless in that respect.

Were Bosnia and Herzegovina a normal state, children would probably learn in 
school about Dretelj, Tomasica, Srebrenica, Grabovica, Ahmici, Kazani... so that 
such crimes never happen again. Not only to us, but to anyone. Instead, our chil-
dren are divided and sit in separate classrooms, and learn the history written by 
the impassioned nationalist ideologues of their ethnicities.

Has there been any dialogue among the victims of the two ethnic groups, but 
also among ordinary citizens?

The ordinary citizens communicate with each other, they 
have the same existential problems. It is the politicians or 
local bullies who create discord, for their own private gain 
or a possible victory in the elections. Unfortunately, even 
18 years after the war, citizens continue to vote for the same 
nationalist parties, which, quite frankly, surprises me, be-

cause in this way they themselves are contributing to their own continuing despair. 
I’m not sure that there is a serious dialogue among the victims.

How should offenders be dealt with, those suspected of having been involved 
in the crimes, given that the courts do not have the capacity to bring everyone 
to justice?

They should be brought to face justice at all costs. If that doesn’t happen, people 
will lose faith in institutions and in justice. If it is not too late already, that is. We 
are getting old, one by one we depart, and nothing is being resolved. Who will live 
to see justice done?

To what extent have conditions for a normal life been created so far?

I think people are tired and scared of possible new conflicts, with which some hate-
mongers are already threatening them. So they are stuck in apathy and do not move 
on, and have even stopped asking anything. People live below the poverty line, in 
misery, hoping to somehow flee the country some day. I don’t think there is any real 
desire to build this country, a country disliked by those who live in it without con-
sidering it to be their homeland, those who continually divide and plunder it.

There is no well-intentioned association to contact, as there was before. This is a 
problem. Everything is done to a plan. Unfortunately. Young people should oppose 
it. But they won’t, can’t, or don’t know how. But something will have to happen, of 
that I’m sure. It’s still not too late.

Were Bosnia and Herze-
govina a normal state, chil-
dren would probably learn in 
school about Dretelj, Toma-
sica, Srebrenica, Grabovica, 
Ahmici, Kazani.
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Nora Ahmetaj is an Executive Director of the Center for Research, Documentation 
and Publication in Pristina

How do you see the process of reconciliation in Kosovska Mitrovica and Pris-
tina, and in the so-called Serbian enclaves?

I personally avoid using the word “reconciliation”, precisely 
because the process itself involves a number of undertak-
ings before we can reach a state of reconciliation. In all 
the Serbian enclaves, particularly in Kosovska Mitrovica, I 
would prefer to replace the concept of reconciliation with 
the word “dialogue,” although dialogue has never happened 
there. I am strongly opposed to a top-down process of rec-
onciliation. I do not blame the ordinary citizens – I blame 

instead both governments, which have been manipulating the citizens with false 
narratives for the past 14 years, trying to present their side as the only victims of 
the 1999 ethnic conflict. How are we to achieve reconciliation when Albanians 
identify themselves as the greatest victims in Kosovo? They have monopolized the 
term. On the other hand, the Kosovo Serbs talk quite comfortably only about 2004 
when, during the March riots, a large number of them were persecuted in Kosovo. 
I see no possibility of reconciliation before both sides face each other and embrace 
their common past as well as the ability to live together, and before they acknowl-
edge the pain and sacrifice of the other side. But all this takes time. I do not see 
the political dialogues imposed from higher levels of power leading to a successful 
result of this process.

How are we to achieve 
reconciliation when 
Albanians identify them-
selves as the greatest 
victims in Kosovo? They 
have monopolized the 
term.
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How can success be achieved then, if there is no genuine conversation? How 
are we to understand the “other side”?

Society has the final word here, as well as the media and other relevant local and 
international organizations. Unfortunately, these two governments will work only 
under great pressure from the international community... The process of reconcili-
ation will probably come about with the next generation. But it is our task to build 
a platform, so that they can pick up where we left off.

What should be done for the victims to feel better, for the other side to respect 
and sympathize with them?

Victims always wonder why what happened during the armed conflict had to hap-
pen to them. Why were they affected and not everyone else, why them and not 
others? Dignity can never be fully restored to victims. They will never be able to go 
back to their physical and mental condition before the incident. Institutions should 
give them favorable treatment and support, not only financial but also institutional 
(by way of trauma therapy, better integration into society, education for them and 
their children, better health care and insurance, employment, etc). In addition to 
this, I think that the other side has to recognize their pain and sacrifice, empathize 
with them and apologize to them, either in their own name or in the name of the 
state.
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Is there a dialogue between the victims of the two 
nationalities, and between ordinary citizens?

Yes, there is, but it is superficial and enabled by vari-
ous local and regional NGOs. They have managed to 
invite the victims of both nationalities to face each other 
and talk about the past. Thanks to this, a large number 
of victims have learned to listen carefully to the other 
side and to empathize with them. In this dialogue, the 
victims are sincere because they speak the language of 

suffering and pain; while ordinary citizens are not brave enough for or interested in 
an open dialogue. Only a handful of citizens have a critical attitude towards daily 
politics, and only a small number of them want to know the truth of “the other.” I 
believe that future generations will be able to talk to each other without the emo-
tional burden, because they will not bear the burden of the past.

How should offenders be dealt with, those suspected of having been involved 
in the crimes, especially if the courts do not have the capacity to bring all of 
them to justice?

In a region such as the Western Balkans, with its seven derivative states, where the 
courts in almost every state have been compromised and do not want to deal with 

I see no possibility of rec-
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as well as the ability to live 
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acknowledge the pain and 
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war criminals, where politics interfere with their work, where insufficiently coura-
geous  and uneducated judges and prosecutors are at work, and where there are 
thousands of cases that need to be tried – a regional commission would be the best 
solution. Such a commission would facilitate the work of the courts, and that is 
the best argument for it. This would also exert pressure on the state to answer the 
questions about mass graves and the places where missing persons are still being 
hidden. I have always believed that a regional commission for the establishment of 
the facts in the former Yugoslavia (RECOM) should be instituted by our countries, 
and I am still fighting for this. That would be the best test for all the governments 
in the region, as well as for their societies – to see whether or not we are truly pre-
pared to deal with the past and to build a platform for a better future for the next 
generation, in order to avoid any possibility of another armed conflict.

Rada Trajkovic is former Director of the Health Center in Gracanica and an MP of 
the United Serbian List in the Parliament of Kosovo 

What is your view of the reconciliation process in Gracanica and in Prishtina?

Reconciliation should never be conditional upon the complete cessation of inter-
ethnic violence. If we were to wait for the violence to stop completely before try-
ing to live together, we would, it seems to me, give too much power to the bullies. 
Violence is effectively discouraged by the urgent identification and isolation of the 
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perpetrators, which is the task of effective institutions. I see the signs of reconcilia-
tion in Kosovo mostly among ordinary folk. For example, Albanians go to  the lo-
cal Serbian car repair shop when their cars break down on the main road through 
Gracanica. There are also examples from my own profession: Albanians looking for 
good medical services frequent the healthcare institutions in Serbian areas. Un-
fortunately, there are few reverse examples. You will rarely see a Serb who goes for 
some commercial services to a predominantly Albanian region of Kosovo without 
fearing for his or her safety. It seems to me that the majority community still lacks 
awareness of the need to makes some concessions to its minorities, particularly 
if, as is the case in Kosovo, the majority still blame the minority for their own suf-
fering. In the Balkans, reconciliation is generally reduced to a politicized ethnic 
level, and I think that this approach does not work. It is a well-known fact that 
the Balkan peoples, regardless of how divergent they are politically, have much in 

common in terms of culture: from the way they treat women 
and attitudes towards persons with disabilities, to problems 
with accepting the LGBT community, and so on. Identifying 
our common “minorities” and focusing on treating them bet-
ter may serve as a bonding process that leaves aside the ethnic 
element. In this way, when our manner of treating ethnic mi-
norities reaches the top of our social agenda, the different com-
munities will perhaps be able to understand each other better.

Is there a dialogue between the victims, and what would be the greatest satis-
faction for them?

Finding out about the fate of kidnapped and missing persons, and the prosecution 
of those responsible for what happened to the victims. All victims need to find 
their peace and learn the facts, in order to cease being the victims of various ma-
nipulations. This applies particularly to the families of kidnapped and missing per-
sons, who continue to live under the pressure of false expectations and promises. 
The most powerful inter-ethnic dialogue in Kosovo is really the one between those 
whose family members disappeared during the war. As time goes by, they have 
become more and more focused on each other. The support and attention of the 
public is diminishing, society is burdened with new agendas, and victims’ problems 
are rapidly being forgotten. During the recent negotiations in Brussels, the issue of 
kidnapped and missing persons was not singled out as one of the most important 
issues. This is why their cooperation is still crucial in their search for the fate of 
their loved ones.

How are we to deal with the perpetrators who are suspected of having been 
involved in the crimes, if there are no ways to bring them to justice?

Those individuals who were directly or indirectly responsible for the wars and suf-

In the Balkans, recon-
ciliation is generally 
reduced to a politicized 
ethnic level, and I think 
that this approach does 
not work. 



Initiative for RECOM Initiative for RECOM

21

fering are still among us, in our post-conflict societies. It is to be expected that 
these people, who occupy influential institutional positions, and at the same time 

fear that their responsibility for the crimes will be 
exposed, will use their power to do everything to 
make the system inefficient in terms of identify-
ing and singling out the criminals. From their 
positions in the political, judicial and security 
structures, they exert crucial influence on public 

opinion. Through more or less transparent methods, they create an atmosphere of 
silence around their own crimes. Such leaders are compromised, and for the sake 
of their own survival, they are carrying out certain projects necessary for the trans-
formation of our society. In addition, their wartime reputation often makes them 
seem capable of keeping the extremists under control, which the international 
community considers important for the sake of security and stability. However, 
although such leaders are certainly playing a role in the process of the demilitariza-
tion of political discourse, the changes that they promote are only cosmetic, rather 
than of value. This is a big problem. In that sense, pragmatism seems to have won 
over justice.

What is it that disrupts the creation of the conditions for a normal life?

The crucial question is how to clearly determine our societal values. Prishtina, 
for example, should clearly decide – does its future lie in Europe or in some pan-
Balkan Union? Are its values European or fundamentalist? The majority of the 
leaders in the Balkans who have a war past toe the European line  , but they also 
often side-step down the line of populist ideologies of nationalism and chauvinism, 
to which they can always turn if their personal position gets compromised or if 
someone calls them to account for what happened during the war. If we as a soci-
ety have decided to support European values   and standards, then we must get to 
work together to promote these values. But what we currently lack in this common 
struggle is honesty.

The most powerful inter-ethnic 
dialogue in Kosovo is really  be-
tween  those whose family mem-
bers disappeared during the war. 
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RECONCILIATION MACEDONIAN STYLE

Many would agree that the conflict in Macedonia in 2001 was in many ways differ-
ent from the bloody events in other parts of the former Yugoslavia: it lasted only a few 
months, the number of victims was comparatively small (the exact number remains 
unknown, but it is estimated to total some 200 fatalities in all), there was not much de-
struction, and, most importantly – it was a clash of two armed formations (state security 
forces and the Macedonian UCK/KLA), rather than violence between communities in 
ethnically mixed areas.

During the signing of the peace agreement (the Ohrid 
Framework Agreement), everyone, and the international 
mediators first of all, rushed to declare peace and yet an-
other “success story” about conflict resolution. Within such 
parameters, one would expect reconciliation to be a relative-
ly easy task in a post-conflict society. However, as the years 
go by, these expectations seem all the more naive.

Whenever there is a question of reconciliation between the 
two communities, the first question is who should reconcile 
with whom, because Macedonians (and others) were not 
in conflict with the Albanians, nor the other way around. 

On the other hand, the political elite are “reconciled” in a way that surprises many. The 
practice of creating a coalition (bi-ethnic) government has become routine, on the basis 
of the Framework Agreement, which has introduced the so-called “con-social” model of 
governance.

From the first post-conflict elections in 2002 up till now, with one short break, the DUI 
(a party that emerged from the former KLA/UCK) has been part of that government, led 
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by Ali Ahmeti, the former military and political leader of the Albanian forces. The Mace-
donian parties in the government have been changing. This position has enabled Ahmeti 
to become a decisive factor in the creation of any coalition and to get the desired conces-
sions for his community. The biggest concession was the extended amnesty (as a result of 
an authentic interpretation of the Amnesty Law of 2002), which included four so-called 
Hague cases, in which the defendants were members of the KLA/UCK.

While everyone hails peaceful transition in a bi-national soci-
ety in which ethnic divisions have become a constitutional cat-
egory, to the common refrain  that “the Framework Agreement 
is being implemented,” social divisions mutate and create even 
more tension than in 2001. None of the actors on the politi-
cal scene, including the international presences, want to cause 
“disturbance for the sake of reconciliation.” This is how the 
victims have become completely forgotten – they have become 
a most disturbing factor in the new “oasis.” The missing dozen 
are not talked about, even less so in the case of  civilian vic-
tims, while direct participants (from both sides) feel cheated, 
marginalized and exhausted, because they continue to struggle 

with huge social problems, post-traumatic stress, etc. The only actors  who occasionally 
open the question of a dialogue about the conflict in 2001 are the non-governmental or-
ganizations, but their debates, too, are more oriented toward the issue of “who started it,” 
who is to blame for the violence – i.e. as to whether 2001 was the catalyst of a change in a 
more positive direction, and thus a “just war.” The least talked about are the people whose 
bones remain undiscovered, the people who still cannot return to their homes, and the 
people who still live in collective centers; while the deceased serve for victimization and/
or glorification of violence.

The Initiative for RECOM seems to be a rare example of what it means to act on behalf 
of justice for victims, regardless of the side they belong to. Children grow up in a schizo-
phrenic atmosphere, and are publicly told that Macedonia is a success story and an ex-
ample of inter-ethnic co-existence for the rest of the region (indeed, for the rest of the 
world, in the words of the President of Macedonia), while at home they are talking about 
the Other as the enemy whom one cannot trust. This clash of narratives is unfair, because 
from kindergarten to university (and later at the place where they work or where they live), 
people live in two parallel worlds, with few points of connection. Some grow up with a 
suppressed feeling of having been defeated, while others grow up feeling triumphant.

Due to other tensions permeating Macedonian society (mostly those related to the delay 
in European integrations because of Greece’s veto regarding Macedonia’s name, and the 
external pressures on the Macedonians to give way and accept a change of name and 
identity), the ethnic  elites, who became reconciled and now share successful tenders and 
privileges, can count any day on young people who will respond to political provocations 
and will not shy away from direct physical confrontation (baseball bats have become 
fashionable in city buses that pass through the “ethnic territories” of the Other).

Whenever there is a ques-
tion of reconciliation 
between the two communi-
ties, the first question is 
who should reconcile with 
whom, because Macedo-
nians (and others) were 
not in conflict with the Al-
banians, nor the other way 
around.
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Compared with other parts of the former Yugoslavia, Macedonia can indeed sometimes 
be seen as a land of miracles: from the relatively easy transition to a binational state, all 
the way to the situation in which an extended amnesty is passed without any (civil or eth-
nic) resistance, the Minister of Defense is drawn from the ranks of the former KLA/UCK 
and the Albanian language is used  in public institutions (the gradual introduction of Al-
banian language into the security structures is being announced). The victims are voice-
less – not only because they are few in number, but because the society has no empathy 
for them. Not even those who say that in the “second half” of the match things should be 
different, nor those who believe that the past should be left behind in order to go straight 
toward the “bright future” (NATO and EU) – not even they think of the victims.

The author is a public advocate of the Coalition for RECOM in Macedonia and Professor 
at the Faculty of Philosophy in Skopje.

On November 21, the Parliament of Slovenia upheld the Law on reparations for  the 
»erased« citizens of Slovenia. The Slovenian government first offered to each of the 
»Erased« 40 euros in damages for each month in which they had been deprived of their 
rights, but after numerous criticisms, the government raised the amount by 10 euros 
per month. So now we are looking at only 50 euros per month.

The Coalition for RECOM has made   a significant contribution to 
this criticism and the process of amending the new law. Activists of 
the Civic Link, the Civil Initiative of the Erased Activists of Slovenia 
(CIEA) and the Association of the Erased of Slovenia (AES) were 
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the main promoters of  these initiatives. Since the deadline for the “Erased” to regu-
larize their status according to the Slovenian legislation expired on July 24, 2013, the 
Coalition for RECOM organized press conferences in Ljubljana, Belgrade and Sarajevo, 
devoted to the issue of the “Erased” who live in all the successor states of Yugoslavia. It 
is estimated that there are more than 10,000 of them. The modest compensation, along 
with certain provisions of the then still draft Slovenian law on the “Erased,” were criti-
cized at these press conferences as being inadequate. This criticism was published in 
the Slovenian and regional media. 

The draft law was subsequently improved with the in-
crease in the amount of compensation, but at the same 
time new provisions were inserted through the “back 
door.”  These new provisions significantly decreased the 
number of the “Erased” eligible to apply for compensa-
tion. The law stipulates that only those “Erased” who 
had previously “regulated their status in Slovenia” – 
which means those who already hold either Slovenian 
citizenship or permanent residence – would be eligible 

to apply for the state-allotted compensation. The government of Slovenia and its Parlia-
ment hold that only the “Erased” who have “regularized their status” in one of the two 
above-mentioned ways can claim to have proven and “demonstrated an interest,” or 
desire, to continue to reside or live in Slovenia. Members of the Coalition for RECOM 
began attuning the public to this problem as early as June, when the draft of this law 
was presented in Ljubljana.

The European Court of Human Rights, however, has already taken an opposite stance 
in the case of  “Kuric against Slovenia”, which Slovenia lost in June last year. In its judg-
ment, the Court determined that the “Erased” who were trying to manage their status, 
for example by filing the application to the Slovenian authorities to have their unlaw-
fully removed permanent residency restored, had clearly demonstrated their “legal 
interest,” regardless of the outcome of their application. In other words, interest was 
demonstrated, even if the Slovenian authorities refused the petitioner’s request. Each 
plaintiff in “Kuric against Slovenia” was awarded 20,000 euros in compensation by the 
European Court of Human Rights, and the same outcome is expected in other possible 
cases launched by the “Erased.”

Briefly, the newly adopted law makes it difficult for those citizens who were expelled 
from Slovenia after the “Erasure” to claim their compensation. Slovenian authorities 
hold that, on the basis of the recently adopted law,  only 12,000 of the 25,751 officially 
recognized “Erased” people from other republics of the former Yugoslavia are eligible 
for compensation. That means that Slovenia can save about 130 million euros, which 
it would otherwise have to pay to those whose status of “Erased” it does not recognize, 
thanks to the newly adopted law, although they clearly fall within that category. 

Representatives of the “Erased” have already announced that they will petition the 
Constitutional Court of Slovenia to overturn this recently adopted legislation as uncon-
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stitutional. A member of the Coalition for RECOM and founder of the Civil Initiative 
of “Erased” Activists (CIEA), Aleksandar Todorovic, warns that particularly contro-
versial provision is the one that limits the highest compensation only to the “tripar-
tite compensation amount” which the “Erased” person could obtain according to the 
“indemnity scheme,” because such a “solution entails the interference of the legislative 
branch into administration of justice.”

The Association of the Erased of Slovenia (AES) is not happy with the legislation either. 
Their representative , former constitutional judge Matevz Krivic, estimates that the 
new law has become “a new embarrassment for Slovenia.” He has noted that whether or 
not it is just that a law “forget more than half of the ‘Erased,’  who are not able to return 
to Slovenia,” will eventually be decided by the Slovenian Constitutional Court. There is 
no doubt that the European Court of Human Rights will also have to pass judgment on 
this matter. 

Igor Mekina, co-editor of the !Voice

INTERVIEW: AMOR MASOVIC 

More than 400 mortal remains were found at the site of the Tomasica mine, in the 
vicinity of Prijedor. We spoke to Amor Masovic, director of the Institute for Missing 
Persons in  Bosnia and Herzegovina, about the exhumation of the site and the im-
pact of the discovery of this mass grave on the society of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

How many mortal remains have been found so far at the Tomasica site?
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In the past two and a half months, 275 complete and 113 incomplete mortal re-
mains of victims were exhumed from the primary mass grave at the Tomasica 
mine. Add to that the complete and incomplete remains exhumed in 2004 (24) 
and in 2006 (12), and then the total number is 424 victims. But bearing in mind 
that a significant number of victims’ bodies had been relocated to the secondary 
mass grave at the Ljubija mine, to the “Jakarina kosa” site (so far 305 victims have 
been identified from that grave), it seems that the number of victims discovered at 
Tomasica is no fewer than 729. But given that the exhumation has not been com-
pleted yet, it is expected that several dozen – perhaps even several hundred – new 
victims will be discovered. 

Are there any more concrete data on the victims?

On the basis of identified victims from the secondary mass 
grave in the Ljubija mine at “Jakarina kosa,” and the found 
IDs in the Tomasica grave, we can definitively conclude that 
the victims are mainly Bosniaks and to a lesser extent Bos-
nian Croats from Prijedor and its suburban areas Rizvanovi-
ci, Biscani, Sredice, Zecovi, Carakovo, Kozarac and others. 
The victims are men, women and children whom the Ser-
bian military and police forces killed in their homes, on the 
streets and in their offices in the summer of 1992, during the 

genocide, as it is defined in ICTY’s indictments against Ratko Mladic and Radovan 
Karadzic. Some identified victims were inmates of the notorious Keraterm Camp 
in Prijedor. Immediately after the killing, or several days after it, the bodies of the 
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victims were trucked to the site of the Tomasica mine, and were covered under a 
lot of earth. 

Why did the exhumations cease in 2004 at that location where 24 bodies had 
been found?

In 2004, mainly incomplete skeleton remains were 
found in a grave some 3 meters deep. Our investi-
gator’s assumption was that most of the skeleton 
remains had been relocated to several secondary 
locations, and that the criminals had done this 
because rumours had started spreading during 
the aggression on Bosnia and Herzegovina about a 
mass grave in the Tomasica mine. Later, when the 
comparison of the DNA of the skeleton remains 
from “Tomasica” and from “Jakarina kosa” showed 
them to be matching, this assumption was con-
firmed. We concluded that all the mortal remains 
of the victims from “Tomasica” had been relocated 
to a secondary mass grave at “Jakarina kosa” (ex-

cept for the few found in 2004). A few months ago, an “insider witness” (a witness 
who took part in the transportation of the victims’ bodies) emerged. He told our 
investigators that the number of victims found in the “Jakarina kosa” grave was not 
even close to the number of bodies transported and buried in “Tomasica,” and that 
the victims had been buried 8-10 meters under. We understood that we should go 
back to Tomasica and search the site once again, digging 10 meters deep this time, 
and searching a wider area.

How did the families of the missing persons accept the information about the 
discovery of this grave?

We have 3,150 victims registered as missing in the county of Prijedor, at least 2,200 
of whom have been exhumed so far. This means that we are still searching for 950 
missing persons. We expect to find at least half of that number in Tomasica. That 
alone will bring – or already has brought – huge relief to surviving family members 
who have been living for more than two decades in painful uncertainty about the 
fates of their loved ones. Many of them already feel that the long-term agony could 
end in a few months, and that both they and their dead will have found peace.

What kind of help do you get from municipal, entity and state authorities?

Not only has there been no assistance from municipal, entity and state authorities 
– especially to victims’ families – but I can say with certainty that local authori-
ties (municipal and entity) have ignored in every possible way the very modest 
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demands of the families of the missing persons, and have continued minimizing 
or entirely denying the crimes committed on the territory of Prijedor (genocide, 
crimes against humanity, camps, rape, persecution, etc.). The state authorities of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina are entirely indifferent to the problem of the families of 
the missing persons, which only adds to the pain of the survivors.  

Part Three 
 
It seems that official and solemn acknowledgment by a head of state that crimes were 
committed, an acknowledgment that would come in the form of apologies, or acts of 
repentance or regret, is crucial for the final separation of the state from its crimes, and 
for enabling society to free itself of taboos and begin to construct a collective memory, 
the cement of the desire to live together. Provided, of course, that this official and 
public acknowledgment of the crimes and of the resultant damage is not limited to 
appeasing one’s own conscience or re-establishing, through the backdoor, the honour 
of the nation that has descended into violence. Its goal, instead, should be to truly cor-
rect the consequences of collective violence. Only in this way will such apologies take 
part in the renewal of trust. But such apologies are rare, because understanding that 
the evil inflicted on one’s neighbor is impermissible, an understanding expressed by 
such apologies, does not necessarily mean “making the truth.” Official acknowledgment 
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is often too general – it fails to address the details of the events the way criminal pro-
cesses do. Official acknowledgment is often silent about whole areas of the violent past, 
offering instead an official truth that is not always satisfying to the victims and their 
descendants, nor capable of re-establishing trust, even if it genuinely attempts to bring 
to assemble the memories.

These requests for public and collective forgiveness should 
not, however, be understood as other than acts of the “re-
connecting through memory” of all the mutually estranged 
parties to the history, because they do not await formal for-
giveness, explicitly or implicitly requested, but are primar-
ily aimed at calming the dispute – since to ask forgiveness 
is to acknowledge the mistake and thus show that it is not 
forgotten. This is the sense in which forgiveness should not 
immediately be banned from entering the political field, 
even if it appears that it has no role to play there. However, 
it should only be allowed entry if a request for forgiveness 
and its acceptance are clearly demarcated. Because requests 
for forgiveness in the form of collective acts, political ges-
tures performed by the state or an entire group of people, 

assuming they are sincere, rid the state, and potentially the entire society, of the crimes 
ordered and-or committed, and as such have full legitimacy in figuring among the in-
struments of governance after the conflict has been resolved. Things are different when 
it comes to the collective acceptance of forgiveness, which, for its part, hardly goes 
hand in hand with the reconciliation process, as it is often an obstacle to it. Forgiveness 
certainly makes it possible to put an end to rancour, to anger, to the hatred felt by the 
victims of violence, but only if it is in accordance with its nature – that is, if it is indi-
vidual, intimate and unpredictable. Acceptance of forgiveness can neither be requested 
nor ordered in the name of the victims, because only they can individually accept it. 
Therefore, collective forgiveness, as opposed to a collective request for forgiveness, has 
no place in the political field.

When politicians usurp the authority to forgive in the name of all the victims, the re-
sult appears to be just as devastating as the absence of any form of justice. Such is the 
case in East Timor, where the rulers of this small country, a quarter of whose popula-
tion was killed during the 24 years of Indonesian occupation (1975-1999), abandoned 
justice in favour of collective forgiveness in order to preserve good relations with the 
country’s powerful neighbour Indonesia, which has also become its major economic 
partner. Politicians even sought to suspend the prosecution of former mercenaries of 
the Indonesian army who found refuge in Indonesia, and to abolish the special unit of 
the United Nations which indicted them. It was therefore in vain that East Timor had 
previously documented the crimes through the Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation (CAVR), whose report was submitted to the Parliament of Timor in 
2005. The survivors and victims’ families have since felt betrayed and continue today 
to seek justice in a country which remains far from reconciliation, despite its economic 
development. To approve of forgiveness, as an expression of the political will to convert 

To reconcile does not neces-
sarily mean to forgive. Rec-
onciliation is both individual 
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the past into a tabula rasa – even the past constituted by established facts – is to freeze 
the memory of the victims and leave intact the poison of discord. In this sense, it is an 
obstacle to reconciliation. It is the opposite of justice. And this happens especially if 
forgiveness is granted when it was not even asked for, when the errors were not even 
recognized (as in East Timor). Hence the problem of introducing forgiveness into the 
political field, which distorts it.

Forgiveness, justice and reconciliation

Can forgiveness be complementary to justice, in order to assist it in achieving its long-
term goal, so that its judgments contribute to putting an end to the effects of mass 
violence and help calm the disputes? Can forgiveness be a substitute for justice when 
justice is deficient or absent? What does the consent to individual forgiveness mean in a 
collective process of reconciliation?

Forgiveness, without a doubt, has something to do with justice – far from constituting 
a forgetting, it presupposes the effort to define the wrongdoing. This work, however, is 
not the task of the judge but of the party concerned, which recognizes that it is respon-
sible for its own negative actions and their consequences for the victim. This work re-

stores social ties, as justice does. Another common denominator 
between forgiveness and justice is the fact that they are both try-
ing to put a stop to negative activity - to put an end to it so that 
it no longer belongs to the present, but to the past. However, its 
work is not retributive, since it does not pay the debt, but instead 
breaks with it. Forgiveness is believing in another, despite what 
the other did – it is a belief in the humanity within a man, even 
the most despicable man. But justice is not concerned with the 
humanity of a criminal, but with his or her rights, so that fairness 
is ensured. Justice weighs the error in the light of a violation of 
some rule and the wrong done to another. At one moment in this 

process, it reduces the perpetrator to his negative actions, in order to deliver a punish-
ment which will enable him to redeem himself and once again become a part of society, 
fully enjoying all his rights; but not because he showed his humanity, but because the 
punishment has paid off his debt. Justice does not need, as forgiveness does, for the 
offender to acknowledge his wrongdoing, since it is charged with establishing it. And 
if forgiveness were to replace justice, it would become the cause of impunity and injus-
tice, because forgiveness does not penalize.

Justice and forgiveness do not operate in the same way. Justice does not destroy de-
nial: a number of perpetrators of the most barbaric crimes leave jail without having 
acknowledged their crimes or without renouncing them. Forgiveness, on the contrary, 
puts an end to the denial of the one who has been forgiven. Forgiveness, therefore, rids 
the subject of his act, while justice can only encourage him to do so. By ridding him of 
the act, forgiveness ends the hatred between the one who is forgiven and the one who 
forgives, while justice may only seek for the dynamic of hatred to be suspended in the 
long run. But this pursuit of justice concerns more than one individual – ideally, it con-
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cerns society as a whole. Forgiveness, unlike justice, does not strive to cut definitively 
and deep. It presupposes a compromise that breaks with the endless renewal of con-
flicting narratives about past events.

It is said that “justice must come to pass” for “the past to pass”. Does that mean that 
forgiveness has no place in this process? To reconcile does not necessarily mean to for-
give. Reconciliation is both individual and collective – it is reflected in the mutual re-
lationship between the victim and the executioner, but also within a society which has 
confronted a violent past and is building trust around a collective memory. Forgiveness 
is personal: what the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven have agreed about, 
concerns only them. Forgiveness reconciles only the protagonists of that exchange, and 
no one else. It participates in the reconciliation of societies that have experienced mass 
violence only to the extent that it proves that the victim can forgive his executioner 
despite the severity of the crime.

Is the future impossible, however, without forgiveness, as Desmond Tutu has claimed? 
Forgiveness is undoubtedly extraordinary, not only because crimes against humanity 
and genocide are insoluble, irreparable, inexpiable and unforgivable, but because these 
types of crimes are a threat to the humanity of a future victim, or, even worse, deny 
humanity to the victim. But forgiveness implies the opposite – that the victim find hu-
manity in the one who has dehumanized him/her; the victim proves his/her humanity 
in relation to the perpetrator. So, this is not about re-establishing a connection, or an 
exchange between enemies, nor is it simply about suspending mutual hatred, resent-
ment, or the desire for revenge, as transition policies often propose in their own reduc-
tionist manner. Nor is it about an inspiration of “practical wisdom” that would prompt 
the protagonists to express the atrocity suffered and the atrocity committed, while 
at the same time agreeing to construct, “in the incurable quarrel between two narra-
tives or two arguments, some sort of compromise that breaks with the endless renewal 
of two separate versions,” according to the brilliant formula of Olivier Abel - which 
seems, nevertheless, to be defining reconciliation rather than forgiveness4. 

Rejection of the rational dimension of forgiveness

This issue is much more complex due to the infinite imbalance that presided at their 
tragic encounter of victim and executioner, and the impossible equivalence between 
the two protagonists of the history that stemmed from this encounter. The refusal of 
forgiveness also has a rational dimension, and its own wisdom, because it illustrates 
the refusal of the victim, not to be “someone other than himself,” as Hegel would have 
put it, but to be the other, that is to say, interchangeable with the one forgiven within 
the established frame through which both again become reintegrated into the human 
community at the same level. This interchangeability which, according to its detractors, 
would be produced by forgiveness, is usually attributed to the absence of forgiveness, 
which is considered to work in favour of the victims’ mimetic responses to the previous 

4 Olivier Abel, Le pardon. Briser la dette et l’oubli, Paris, Editions Autrement, 1991. See also: „Ce que le 
pardon vient faire dans l’histoire“, Esprit, July 1993.
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mass violence [“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”]. This attribution, however, stems 
from the false premise that forgiveness is the only truly effective means of overcoming 
incurable conflict and, consequently, of overcoming the recurrence of crimes – let us 
not even mention that (once again) in the absence of statistics, it is impossible to deter-
mine whether the recurrence of this extraordinary violence is more often induced by 
the mimetic response on the part of the victims and their descendants, or by the execu-
tioners’ and their children’s compulsion to repeat the crimes.

The refusal of forgiveness is not giving up the quest for the hu-
man in the other, but refusing to place trust in those who have 
revealed their inhumane part. Survivors from Cambodia, Rwanda 
and Bosnia demonstrate this refusal, a refusal no doubt reinforced 
by the so-called neighbourhood or regional conflicts in which the 
question of trust is even more painful. It is explained most often 
by the fear that all of this violence will emerge again because the 
ideology that led to the crimes is not dead (Rwanda, Bosnia). And 
also because of the lack of disgust on the part of the executioners, 
their refusal to acknowledge that mistakes were made or that they 

themselves participated in them, which is the testimony of the Cambodian director 
Riti Pan, who entirely and forever rules out the possibility of forgiveness. Is forgiveness 
necessary for reconciliation? Is not forgiveness too often confused with reconciliation 
precisely because both contain a similar procedure, but are performed at different lev-
els? Is not reconciliation exactly what Olivier Abel defines as forgiveness, a re-concilia-
tion, i.e. a striving to harmonize two conflicting narratives and two conflicting interests 
in order to build a climate of mutual reconciliation, to calm the disputes and rebuild 
peaceful coexistence? And is not forgiveness, free or not of any religious references, an-
other way for the victim to rediscover the confidence in the world he/she was deprived 
of when he/she became the victim? As an intimate and interpersonal procedure, for-
giveness would consist in acting individually and in a completely independent manner, 
at the micro-social level, in search of the element of humanity in the one who has made 
an effort to admit to the crimes committed and suffered. And for those who refuse to 
forgive, reconciliation would be the same as that quest, before any relationships of trust 
can be considered, for the human core, but not in their executioners, but at the level of 
the group or society which is the cause of their suffering, a suffering nothing can justify. 

To tell what happened, to admit it, to deal with it, to digest it, to explain it, to decon-
struct the mechanism of the imaginary that was produced in order to mobilize mas-
sive participation in the destruction of the other, is a labour over the long term, that 
produces effects only in the long run. Not to perform that task, or to arrest it mid-way 
through by demanding that a page be turned, is to sow the seeds of a new return to 
the act. To attempt to stop the effect of the violent past in the present without seek-
ing to ascertain whether the present may be the stage for a sweetened version of that 
past, is to destroy any hope of reconciliation. If we take into account all the givens of 
the problem, not allowing ourselves to be blinded by the silence of weapons, we will be 
able to understand the weaknesses of the conflict-management policies that have been 
implemented for the past twenty years, give justice in its various forms an opportunity 
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to contribute to reconciliation, and create a space for the interaction of justice and for-
giveness.

 
Translated from French by Olja Petronic

THE VOICE OF VICTIMS

TESTIMONY CONTAINS EXPLICIT DESCRIPTION

The witness was interviewed  by the HLC in March 1993 at a refugee camp in Tur-
key. Published in the HLC report „Spotlight on Human Rights in the former Yugosla-
via“ (1996).

On June 3, 1992, we were in the woods as we had been on preceding nights. Serb 
forces in battle fatigues surrounded  that part of the village of Mješaja and began an 
attack, in which several  of our people were  killed  or wounded. After the shooting 
had stopped, they took us to a meadow where their senior officers were, abused us 
physically and then took us to the Buk Bijela construction site. There, they searched 
through  the things  I had brought along with me so as to be able to change the chil-
dren. We were there until 4 p. m. and then a bus came and took us to Foča, to the 
High School Center there. They put us in a classroom, and then Serb soldiers start-
ed appearing, one by one in turn. Some I knew from work and from school. There 
were others unknown to me who had come from Serbia and Montenegro.

!Protected 
Witness  
d-f-18:  
I Was Raped  
Day and Night

After he had finished, 
he told me to get 
dressed and go back to 
the classroom where the 
others were. The others 
were also raped. I saw it 
because it all went on in 
one room.
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The first to take me was Janko Janjić - ”Tuta”. I knew  him and had seen him in 
Foča before the war. Four others whom I did not know were with him.They also 
took H., E., Dž. B. and S.P. They took us to another  schoolroom. Tuta said, ”Take 
off your clothes”. I thought he was kidding, because I knew him. I said, ”Why 
should I take off my clothes? I like it better the way  I am”. Then he came up to me 
and gave me three slaps.

Because I realized what he wanted as he held his pistol aimed at me, I got scared 
and took off my clothes. One of the men with a black band around his head object-
ed, and  told Tuta to leave that sort of thing for later. But Tuta insisted and had his 
way. After he had finished, he told me to get dressed and go back to the classroom 
where the others were. The others were also raped. I saw it because it all went on in 
one room. They were raped by the soldiers Tuta had brought along with him.

That same evening, a man I had never met but  recognized as being from Foča 
came. He took me to the same classroom where I was raped the first time and 
ordered me to strip. When he had finished, he told me to wash and left.For those 
eight days, the same thing happened every night. They would take me to another 
classroom and then rape me.

On June 11th, they transferred us to the Partizan Sports Center. It was the same 
story all over again, like at the high school. They would take us, rape us and oth-
erwise abuse us. During the 40 days we were at the Partizan Sports Center, I rec-
ognized many of the Serbs: Bora Mijović, who went to school with me, Danko 

ICTY Building 
Photo: www.icty.org



Initiative for RECOM

36

Paprica, another schoolmate, Slava Ivanović, a taxi driver from Foča, Janko 
Ćelasan,  a bus driver for the Maglić Company, Janko Janjić, known as „Tuta“, 
Spomenko Matović, Zoran Pavlović, Janko Vasiljević, Gojko Janković, Dragan 
Ginić, Dragan Simić, Veselin Simić and Milenko  Paprica. I can’t remember the 
order in which they came for me, but I know I was raped day and night and that’s 
how it was right up until I left Foča. Many I didn’t know personally, or only knew  
from seeing them around town.

On about August 1st, four Foča men took me to a Muslim house nearby to the Par-
tizan Sports Centre. I knew them all by sight and one by name. He worked in Brod 
with my husband. They took their sadistic pleasure with me, stubbed cigarettes 
on my right arm, and then the four of them raped me. The one who worked with 
my husband told the others they should all take me and throw me into the Drina 
(River). Another one answered, “Naw, better we get her daughter and rape her, too”. 
But, in the end, they took me back to Partizan.

Once the reporter Tanja Vrećo came to Partizan. She was a Serbian reporter at 
Radio Foča. She introduced herself as a journalist from Sarajevo and talked with 
three girls: Dž., E. and S. They didn’t recognize her. She asked them how we were 
being treated, if we were being raped or otherwise abused.

The next day Žaga Crnogorac („The Montenegrin“)  
came with his group.

He asked, »Where are the three smart ones, so gener-
ous with interviews? They can be so generous with me, 
too.» He came up to my one-year-old daughter and, 
speaking over her head, said, »Want us to butcher her, 
too?» I dropped my head and said nothing. That time, 
they took with them D., E., S., and D. The first three 

never came back, and nothing is known of them. D. told us when she came back 
that she had been at Gica Vasiljević’s in the Brod neighborhood and that she was 
raped there. She was only 16.

It was terrible for me at Partizan. Whenever they took me, the children cried. They 
asked for food, and I had nothing to give them. Sometimes one meal and some-
times not even that. Usually there were only the sour left overs of soldiers’ meals, 
and that made the children sick. Mine got diarrhea and ran a fever. I didn’t  have a 
blanket to cover them, and  I used wet socks for compresses to put on their heads. 
One of the guards  promised to bring a doctor, but for the full 40 days, a doctor 
never appeared, not once.

Word got around during  those days that our men had captured two Serbs. Bojat, 
a relative of one of those captured, and Novica Blagojević, the father of the other, 
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came to Partizan. They asked if there was anybody  from Gorazde there. We said 
there wasn’t.  Bojat ordered me to go to negotiate their release with our forces. 
Hatidža Ćerimagić and Zehra Pekas had already gone before me, but hadn’t 
come back. 

They stayed with our people. Bojat gave me a message for 
Džemo Mujazinović  whose son was being held at the 
Youth Detention Center. They took me as far as Osanica, 
which was still Chetnik territory. They gave me a white 
flag and told me to go and not to come back without 
an answer. They threatened to murder my children and 
throw them in the Drina to float downstream to Gorazde 
if I didn’t come back. As soon as I started out, the Chet-
niks started shooting from my right side. They shouted 
for me to come back until they had informed the other 

side. I started  out a second time. This time, after about 50 meters, the Muslims 
opened fire from a school. They told me later they had not seen the white flag. 

I called out Đemo’s name, and thought, ”This is where I’ll end up, neither here nor 
there”. Once  a bullet hit right next to my foot, I was somehow filled with strength, 
but I knew it was best that I did not move. I called out Demo’s name even louder, 
and only then heard the answer: “Come on, come on!” Since there were mines 
everywhere, they told me how to go. I reached  the school  and delivered  the mes-
sage. When Demo read  the message, he hugged me and said, ”Child, this is the 
first news I have had of my son Samir”. He cried.

After that, I went back with a message written  by Osman  Subašić. Before I left, 
Osman advised me not to return. He said corpses were coming down the Drina 
from Foča. But I had decided from the start that  I would  go back, that I would 
return because of the children. I got back and delivered the message. And I was 
taken to Partizan again.

The night before the last refugee convoy from Foča, August 12th, four men came 
for me and H.B. and took us to the Municipal Stadium. I don’t know their names. 
They yelled, “Strip! Strip!”. Neither of us said a word. We just took off our under-
wear. One grabbed me from in front and forced me to have oral sex, while another 
raped me from behind. Then they came in groups, of four, of five. I counted 28 
Chetniks before passing out. One of them poured beer over me. I came back to 
consciousness. Bora from Valjevo (Serbia) - I learned  his name later in talking to 
him - slapped me and yelled, ”What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” He didn’t 
rape me. Later he helped me to the bus. I didn’t know what was happening mean-
while to H. She was high up in the stands above me. I’m sure they did the same to 
her as they did to me. 

When we went by Partizan, 
H. called out in fear,”What 
will my child do without me, 
he is only three”. One of the 
Chetniks  took out a knife 
and yelled,”Shut up, or I’ll 
butcher you, which is what 
your men do to us”.
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When we went by Partizan, H. called out in fear, ”What will my child do without 
me, he is only three”. One of the Chetniks  took out a knife and yelled, ”Shut up, or 
I’ll butcher you, which is what your men do to us”.

They took us to Mješaja, to the barracks at Buk Bjela. There were some 300 Chet-
niks there. They separated me from H. Bora told me I would be raped by only two 
more. But despite his promise, five came. One of them was Janko Ćalasan. He was 
a bus driver for the Maglić Company and drove us from Partizan to Novi Pazar. I 
didn't know any of the others.

After these five, Bora came over to me and said, »Come on, let's get you a wash».
When I came back, he offered me cigarette. I hadn't even finished smoking it when 
somebody started knocking at the door. Bora yelled, «Didn't I say for nobody to 
come for two hours». I got nervous. Bora tried to calm me and said for me not to 
make a fuss. But just as I lit up a second cigarette, there was knocking at the door 
again. Bora couldn't stop himself this time and started to yell at them, »Have you 
no shame, don't you have wives and children?» They fired at the door. He went out 
and told me not to let anybody in. After a couple of minutes, he came back and 
took me and H. back to Partizan by car.

The next day at 2 p.m. two buses came for us and we finally left Foča. We spent the 
night at Podgorica (Montenegro) and the next day we reached Novi Pazar (Serbia).

For the crimes committed in Foca, the International War Crimes Tribunal in The 
Hague sentenced:

Milorad Krnojelac to 15 years, Dragoljub Kunarac to 28 years, Radomir Kovac to 20 
years, Zoran Vukovic to 12 years and Dragan Zelenovic to 15 years in prison.

Proceedings against Janko Janjic and Dragana Gagovic have ended. The accused 
died before they could be brought before the International Court.

The Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina sentenced: Gojko Jankovic to 34 years, Nedo 
Samardzic to 24 years, and Radovan Stankovic to 16 years in prison.
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THE RECOM PROCESS

The debate about the best way to  uncover the truth and for 
truth-telling about the past was launched in May 2006 at the 
First Regional Forum for Transitional Justice, organized by the 
Humanitarian Law Center (Serbia), the Research and Docu-
mentation Center (Bosnia and Herzegovina) and Documenta 
(Croatia). At the Forum, participants – representatives of NGOs 
and associations of missing persons and victims from the suc-
cessor countries of the former Yugoslavia – committed to a 
regional approach in the establishment of the facts about war 
crimes, arguing that the war had taken place in more than one 
country, and that in most cases victims and perpetrators did not 
reside in the same state.

The Coalition for the founding of a Regional Commission for 
Establishing the Facts About War Crimes and Other Gross Vi-
olations of Human Rights Committed on the Territory of the 
Former Yugoslavia (RECOM) was constituted at the Fourth 
Regional Forum for Transitional Justice on October 28, 2008 
in Pristina/Prishtinë. Over the course of three years, through 
intensive consultations across the former Yugoslavia, with 
over 6,000 participants, the Initiative for RECOM prompted 
the most extensive social debate ever in this region. Based on 
the proposals, requests, needs and views of the participants 
in the consultative process, a Draft Statute was drawn up and 
presented to the public on March 26, 2011. It was then sub-
mitted, together with more than half a million  signatures in 
support of the process, to the highest state institutions of the 
countries in the region.

In October 2011, a regional team of Public Advocates for 
RECOM was established to press for the final stage of the 
RECOM Process. The states in the region have been requested 
to institute an independent, inter-state regional commission 
for the establishment of the facts about all victims of war 
crimes and other serious human rights violations committed 
on the territory of the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 
2001. The official position of the Coalition for RECOM is that 
RECOM’s main task should be to establish the facts about war 
crimes and to compile a list of all casualties, killed and miss-
ing persons and that the final decision on other objectives and 
tasks should be made by the governments of the region who 
will jointly establish RECOM.

The main goal of !The Voice is to provide information about the 
RECOM Process to the members of the Coalition for RECOM, 
to the many supporters of the Initiative and to all those inter-
ested in its development. In addition to this, !The Voice focuses 
on the progress of transitional justice in the region. 

It is available in in Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian/Montenegrin, 
Albanian, English, Macedonian and Slovenian.
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