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The meeting that took place on the 8th of May between the RECOM team (Kandić, Grebo, 
Mustapić, Mažić, Puhovski) and the President of Croatia, Ivo Josipović is indeed a possible 
turning point in the realisation of the project in which a large number of activists have been 
engaged for a long time. Although the meeting lasted just less than an hour, its substance 
was settled in just five minutes. To all the proposals described in the RECOM programme 
the President has simply said “yes”.

There was no beating about the bush, no setting of conditions; the RECOM initiative 
received his unambiguous support in its effort to establish an official (that is, 
intergovernmental) group of experts, which should – we hope, definitively – establish the 
extent to which RECOM’s proposed status is acceptable to the governments of the SFRY 
successor states. It is of particular importance that this support was given not merely by 
a President of one of the states, but one who spent many years as a professor of criminal 
procedure law. It can therefore be expected that President Josipović’s decision to name an 
expert of his own choice will serve as an incentive for the other Presidents to do likewise. 
This decision will carry additional significance, since some of the objections expressed thus 
far have revolved around the  judicial powers that would allegedly be granted to RECOM by 
its proposed Statute.

While the Croatian President’s support is certainly extremely 
important in the post-Yugoslavian region, its significance 
specifically within Croatia cannot be overlooked either, as 
that country’s new government has, to say the least, dithered 
in making a (positive) decision on whether to recognise the 
RECOM initiative. The importance does not lay solely in the 

symbolic, that is, indirect meaning of Josipović’s gesture, but in his explicit promise to talk 
to the Croatian government, in order to possibly spur it to action.

 
!The End  
of the  
Beginning?

Žarko Puhovski
Photo: Pixsell

To all of the proposals from 
the RECOM Program, the 
President of the Republic of 
Croatia simply  said – Yes.
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However, experience does show that caution is necessary when it comes to politicians’ 
promises. Nevertheless, it remains a fact that up till now, no promises have been 
forthcoming from the highest political echelons (with the exception of the President of 
Montenegro, Filip Vujanović). It is in this sense that, paraphrasing Churchill after El 
Alamein, we might have good reason to say: this is not the end, nor the beginning of the 
end, but it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning!

Žarko Puhovski

The author is a professor at the Philosophy Faculty in Zagreb and a member of the regional 
team of advocates for the establishment of RECOM

President of the Republic of Croatia Ivo Josipovic received a delegation of the Coalition for 
RECOM on May 8, 2012, and announced that in the future he will plead with presidents 
of other countries in the region to delegate their legal experts in order to form a joint 
regional team, which will examine each country’s constitutional and legal options for the 
establishment of RECOM. 

The Office of the President Josipovic issued a statement about the meeting, which we provide 
in its entirety.
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of RECOM
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President of the Republic will 
plead with other presidents of 
the countries in the region to 
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RECOM Advocates with President Josipovic
Photo: Office of the President of the Republic of Croatia

PRESS RELEASE

CLASS: 008-03/12-01/01 
NUMBER: 71-05-02/01-12-111 
Zagreb, May 8th, 2012

The President of the Republic of Croatia, Ivo Josipović received a delegation from the 
Coalition for RECOM (Regional Commission for Establishing Facts About War Crimes 
and Other Serious Violations of Human Rights Committed on the Territory of the Former 
Yugoslavia in the Period 1991-2001) led by the Director of the Humanitarian Law Center 
from Belgrade, Nataša Kandić. Zdravko Grebo and Dino Mustafić from Sarajevo and 
Žarko Puhovski and Mario Mažić from Zagreb were also in this delegation. 

The topic of the discussion with the President was the need for the countries in the region to 
do everything possible to establish the fate of missing persons and to identify and punish the 
perpetrators of war crimes. With regard to the initiative for RECOM, the President of the 
Republic of Croatia said that he would advocate that  the other presidents of the countries 
in the region have their legal experts evaluate the constitutional and legal options for 
implementing this initiative in each of the countries in the region. 

Head of the Information Office 
Danja Šilović Karić

Department for Information – tel 4565 135 – fax 4565 256

www.predsjednik.hr
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Within the second phase of the process of institutionalizing RECOM, a series of meetings will 
be organized with ambassadors of foreign countries in the region. In May, RECOM Advocates 
were intensely active in this respect in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Macedonia.

!Meetings 
of RECOM 
Advocates with 
ambassadors of 
western countries 
in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and  
in Macedonia
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On May 11th, the US Ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina, His Excellency Mr. Patrick 
S. Moon, had a meeting on with representatives of the RECOM Coalition in BiH, including 
public advocates  of RECOM (Regional Commission for Establishing Facts About War 
Crimes and Other Serious Human Rights Violations Committed on the Territory of the 
Former Yugoslavia in the Period 1991-2001) Zdravko Grebo and Dino Mustafić, Dženana 
Karup-Druško, and Edina Đurković. The members of the delegation presented the main 
objective of the Regional Commission and its primary function, which is to establish the 
facts about human sufferings in the recent wars waged on the territory of the region and the 
creation of public space for announcing all victims in the region. A topic of the discussion 
was also the current transfer of the RECOM Initiative from the sphere of civil society to the 
political level.

Ambassador Patrick S. Moon expressed his clear support for the establishing of RECOM, 
underlining how impressed he was with the objectives, inclusiveness, and interim 
achievements of the RECOM Coalition, and especially the fact that RECOM has a task 
to clarify the fates of all victims in the region, regardless of their ethnicity. He highlighted 
that the idea for the establishing of RECOM is compliant with the reconciliation policy 
supported by the United States of America.

Press Release of the Initiative for RECOM, Sarajevo, May 11, 2012.

!US  
Ambassador  
to BiH: The idea  
of the establishment 
of RECOM is in 
keeping with 
the politics of 
reconciliation

Ambassador Patrick S. Moon 
expressed his clear support for 
the establishing of RECOM.
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In accordance with the original Public Advocacy Plan, a RECOM Initiative advocate, 
Professor Biljana Vankovska from the Skopje Faculty of Philosophy, had meetings with the 
Ambassadors of Switzerland (H.E. Stefan Lazzarott), Germany (H.E. Gudrun Steinacker) 
and Norway (H.E.  Kjedil Paulsen) during April and May, with regard to the highly 
inconvenient political situation in Macedonia. All three ambassadors come from countries 
which support the peace-building process and civil society, in the context of dealing with 
the past in the Balkans. The situation in Bosnia was the first association to come to mind 
in reference to this topic, along with  support for the regional RECOM Initiative. The 
discussion with the Norwegian Ambassador proved to be a great success, since this country 
provides strong support to the RECOM Initiative. The Norwegian Embassy in Skopje is 
closing down, and consequently, the Embassy of Norway seated in Belgrade, which also 
provides strong support to the RECOM Initiative, will take over its duties. The Ambassador 
of Switzerland, like the Ambassador of Norway, highlighted the significance of respecting 
the ownership principle included in the Initiative, a principle appertaining to  civil society 
in post-Yugoslav countries. All the ambassadors believed that the agreement on the amnesty 
for war crimes on which the governing coalition in Macedonia is based represents a great 
impediment to the further raising and examination of  the issue of dealing with the past. The 
German Ambassador mentioned two historical experiences of Germany (after World War 
II, and then following the Unification of that country) and offered some valuable advice with 
regard to  possible cooperation with German foundations, besides pointing to the ample 
experience and knowledge of German scientists and experts in this area of concern. 

Agreement on the amnesty of 
war crimes, which is the common 
denominator of the ruling coalition 
in Macedonia, is a major obstacle to 
opening the questions of dealing with 
the past.

!Summary 
of Public 
Advocacy in 
Macedonia
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RECOM Initiative Advocacy - Progress Report comprises period October 2011 – May 2012, 
the second phase of the RECOM process - Institutionalization of the RECOM Initiative, 
which began with the formation of a Regional Team of Public Advocates (RTPA) in October 
2011.

The Report is available at: www.ZaREKOM.org

During its regular session held on June 4th, 2012, the Government of Kosovo established 
an inter-ministerial working party for dealing with the past and reconciliation (hereinafter 
referred to as the Working Party). The Working Party was established “in order to deal 

!Report on 
the progress 
of public 
advocacy of  
the Initiative  
for RECOM has 
been published

The working group is required to 
prepare an Action Plan for the 
preparation and implementation 
of the National Strategy for 
transitional justice.

!Kosovo 
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with serious violations of human rights and international humanitarian law committed 
in the past in Kosovo, including the last war and the transitional period, and taking into 
consideration the perspectives of all communities in Kosovo.” The Working Party has 
the task of promoting reconciliation and sustainable peace by “serving justice, providing 
legal remedies to victims, facilitating the search for truth, promoting the process of 
healing, taking all necessary measures for the restoration of trust in state institutions, 
and implementing the rule of law in accordance with international humanitarian law and 
transitional justice standards”. The mandate of the Working Party rests on the “four pillars 
of transitional justice, including the search for truth, reparations, justice, and institutional 
reform.” 

The Working Party will comprise representatives from a number of ministries, 
representatives of the War Crimes Institute and the Kosovo Commission on Missing 
Persons, as well as representatives of civil society. Representatives of international 
institutions, which are active in Kosovo, and the embassies of the United States, Norway, 
Sweden, and the Netherlands will be expert monitors of the process. 

The government decision (number 03/77, dated June 4th, 2012) sets out the following 
authorities of the Working Party: establishing a comprehensive, inclusive, and gender 
sensitive approach to dealing with the past, which will be developed in accordance with 
the National Transitional Justice Strategy; creating and implementing transitional justice 
initiatives, strategies, and policies and measures to deal with human rights violations; 
promotion of the reconciliation process among all communities in Kosovo. This 
governmental body will also be authorized to propose any laws and regulations necessary to 
secure the implementation of transitional justice standards. 

The Working Party is obliged to prepare and deliver the Action Plan for the preparation and 
implementation of the National Transitional Justice Strategy (NTJS) to the Government of 
Kosovo for its consideration and adoption within six months. The Working Party will be 
created within the next four months and the announcement of public invitations to civil 
society groups to take part in its work are expected soon.

The representative of the civilian mission to Kosovo, Peter Faith, supported the decision 
of the Government of Kosovo to establish the Working Party for dealing with the past and 
reconciliation. 

Prepared by J. Grujić 
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The seat of the Government of Kosovo 
photo: http://kosovokosova.wordpress.com
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IN THE NEWS

The Centre for Religion, Policy and Social Studies called for the churches in the region to 
support the establishing of the regional truth and reconciliation commission

A delegation of the Serbian Orthodox Church’s Holy Assembly of Bishops led by Patriarch 
Irinej, paid an official visit to the Zagreb and Ljubljana Archdiocese in Croatia from June 
8th to June 10th, 2012. This was the first visit of this, the highest ranking delegation of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church, since the Croatian state won independence and one which, 
according to the experts, represents the start of a new phase in the relationship between 
the two largest branches of Christianity in the region of the former Yugoslavia, and sends 
a strong message of reconciliation and cooperation between the two nations. During the 
visit, the delegation of the Serbian Orthodox Church also met the President and the Prime 
Minister of Croatia, Ivo Josipović and Zoran Milanović, and paid a series of visits to Serb 
cultural and religious monuments. 

The President of Croatia, Ivo Josipović, stated that the visit of the delegation contributed 
to peace and friendship between people, religions, and nations. Representatives of the two 
Churches issued a joint public statement, and said that they would engage themselves in 
clarifying issues from the past, which “still represent an obstacle” and they called for all 

!Visit of the 
Serbian Orthodox  
Church Delegation 
to Croatia Carries 
Historical 
Significance

Church officials have called for 
the clarification of all disputed 
issues from the common past.

The Patriarch Irinej and Cardinal Josip Bozanic
Foto: Goran Mehkek / Cropix
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“church, state, and civil institutions” in the 
two countries to “try hard” to overcome the 
consequences of the war from 1990’s.

Their joint press statement emphasized their 
mutual agreement that it was “necessary to 
clarify those events for which there is still not 
enough understanding among the Croatian 
and Serbian public, as soon as possible”.  They 
also supported the work of the “commissions 
that work on researching Communists’ 
crimes and the decent marking of victims’ 
graves.” The bishops who participated in the 
meeting said they felt that all events from 
the past should be investigated fairly and 
responsibly so that a healthy basis for life, 
based on truth, may be established between 
members of the two nations. “This is the only 
possible way to heal the wounds and to look 
towards a brighter future”, the press statement 
from June 8th, 2012 stated.

The Centre for Religion, Policy and Social Studies in Novi Sad also welcomed the official 
visit of the Serbian Orthodox Church’s Holy Assembly of Bishops and assessed that this 
event might represent a “step forward towards establishing better ecumenical relations 
between the two sister churches, which bear the historical burden of the conflicts on these 
territories”. The Centre for Religion called for representatives of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church and the Croatian Catholic Church to continue the restoration of their dialogue and 
to also discuss the possibility of providing joint support for the establishing of a joint Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission for the former Yugoslavia. “Bearing in mind the conflicts in 
the former Yugoslavia, the historic conflict between the Serbian and Croatian peoples, the 
tensions which still exist, and other unresolved issues in the area of transitional justice, we call 
for the highest clergy officials in both the Serbian Orthodox and Croatian Catholic Churches 
to offer their support to the processes of transitional justice in the region as one their priorities 
in the coming months,” a press release issued by the Centre for Religions on June 8th, 2012 
stated. “The process of overcoming the past represents a painful and long-lasting process, 
which begins with dealing with historical facts that one cannot run away from, which cannot 
be denied and which must not be forgotten in order to avoid a long-lasting spiral of crimes 
and conflicts. [...] That is why the issue of reconciliation between the two nations linked by 
historical and cultural ties must be followed by a strong and dynamic ecumenical dialogue 
between the two sister churches”, the organization’s statement concluded.

Jelena Grujić
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The President of Serbia, Tomislav Nikolić, made statements which have prompted negative 
reactions both in the region and worldwide. In an interview with RTCG (the Montenegrin 
national broadcaster) on May 31st, 2012, Nikolić said, “There was no genocide in Srebrenica. 
A serious crime was committed in Srebrenica by some members of Serbian people, who 
should be identified, brought to justice, and punished.” Additionally, during the electoral 
campaign, Nikolić gave a statement to Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in which he said: 
“Vukovar is a Serbian city.” However, after winning the election, he additionally explained 
this statement by saying that he was talking of the ethnic background of the majority 
population, and not of the territory (Tanjug, June 8th, 2012). Nicolić further explained his 
statement about the Srebrenica genocide by invoking the National Assembly of the Republic 
of Serbia, which adopted a Srebrenica Resolution in March 2010 which condemns the 
“serious crime” committed against the Bosniak population in Srebrenica. “My position on 
Srebrenica is quite clear. It is a place where members of my people committed a horrible 
crime and I will never justify this. But, I also won’t go further on this issue than the 
conclusion reached by the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia on this matter”, 
Nikolić said (Tanjug, June 8th, 2012). 

We hereby relay some of the key reactions to Nikolić’s statements from the region and worldwide.

Serge Brammertz, the Chief Prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), said that Nikolić’s statement stood “in opposition to the legal 
and factual findings of the ICTY and the International Court of Justice” and said that “such 
rhetoric is a step backwards, aggravates the victims’ suffering and threatens the fragile 
process of reconciliation in the former Yugoslavia”. (Tanjug, June 7th, 2012)

Jelko Kacin, the European Parliament rapporteur for Serbia, stated that Nikolić’s statement 
“may give rise for some concern, but every state official, who has just taken up a new 

!Reactions 
to statements 
from newly 
elected  
President of Serbia, 
Tomislav Nikolić

Stefan Füle peaks at the inauguration of 
the new President of Serbia

Photo: Tanjug
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position should be given some time to prove himself with his deeds”. Kacin added that the 
“stance of Serbian officials about this crime is very important” and said that the Council 
of Europe, which adopted a resolution on the genocide in Srebrenica, would “follow the 
work of the President of Serbia in the area of the reconciliation in the region with particular 
concern”. (Danas, June 6th, 2012)

Pia Ahrenkilde Hansen, the spokesperson for the President of the European Commission, 
Jose Manuel Barroso, stated that the European Union shared the opinion that  genocide 
was committed in Srebrenica and said that this matter would be placed on the agenda for a 
forthcoming meeting between Barroso and President Nikolić, together with the wider issue 
of “reconciliation in the region”. (Vesti, June 4th, 2012)

Valentin Incko, the High Representative of the International Community in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, said that “denial of the genocide in Srebrenica [...] is unacceptable and 
unforgivable”, and added that “dealing with war crimes represents the first step in improving 
the relations in the region.” (Tanjug, June 5th, 2012)

Marc Toner, deputy spokesperson for the US State Department, issued a press release, 
which stated that “the genocide in Srebrenica must not be subject to personal interpretation.” 
It advises the President of Serbia to be constructive with regard to regional issues, and 
emphasizes that “unfounded statements about Srebrenica and other war crimes do not 
contribute to stability and reconciliation in the region.” (Voice of America, June 5th, 2012) 

Zlatko Lagumdžija, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, stated that 
Nikolić’s statements “do not contribute to good relations in the region, the process of 
reconciliation and the process of building trust.” He added that he strongly condemned 
them. (Fena, June 8th, 2012)  

Atifete Jahjaga, the President of Kosovo, issued a press release stating: “The Office of the 
President of the Republic of Kosovo calls for the newly elected president of the neighbouring 
country, Serbia, to work on those issues that his predecessors did not work on, to find some 
courage and take steps towards establishing good and peaceful relations with Kosovo.” 
He continued: “The Republic of Kosovo and the Republic of Serbia should strive together 
towards European integration and the people of both of these countries should be more 
determined to build a better future for their citizens.” (Gazeta Express, 22.5.2012)

Skender Hyseni, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs of 
Kosovo, said that he would not like to presume that Kosovo 
would have a lot of difficulties with this or that president 
“because relations between Kosovo and Serbia mainly depend 
on Kosovo […] I do not believe that there will be any major 
changes with regard to Kosovo because, in my opinion, 
President Tadić was also a European when he was in Brussels, but he was a Balkan man 
when in the Balkans and in Belgrade. Especially with regard to Kosovo, he was as much of 
a Balkan man as was his predecessor [Milošević], with just one slight difference, and that is 

Statements of the newly 
elected President of Serbia 
caused serious discontent in 
the region and the world.
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that he did not use guns, while his predecessor used guns against Kosovo, too”, Hyseni said. 
(Gazeta Express, May 21st, 2012)

Ivo Josipović, the President of Croatia, said that he hoped Nikolić would change his opinion. 
“We have made serious progress in our relations in the last two or three years and it would 
be a shame if our relations stopped developing because of inconsiderate and wrong-headed 
statements and political concepts”, Josipović said commenting on Nikolić’s statement about 
Vukovar. Because of this statement and later statements given by Nikolić, the President of 
Croatia cancelled his attendance at Nikolić’s inauguration in Belgrade, held on June 11th, 2012. 

The Humanitarian Law Center and the Youth Initiative for Human Rights in Serbia 
assessed that Nikolić had “caused a lot of damage to the Republic of Serbia” by his denial of 
the genocide in Srebrenica and they called for the President of Serbia to “be careful about 
his words in public and to bear in mind that because of his nationalistic past, he will be 
under the constant surveillance of non-governmental organizations, victims, neighbors, and 
inter governmental institutions, which are responsible for the process of Serbia joining the 
EU.” “Nikolić gave an oath before the National Assembly of Serbia stating that he is devoted 
to Serbia’s European path, which he will need to prove by respecting judicial facts and taking 
responsibility for atrocities committed during the 1990’s which place a burden on Serbia and 
its citizens”, the press release concluded. (HLC, June 2nd, 2012) 

Prepared by J.G.

The former assistant to the Government Commissioner for the Pakrac area, Đorđe 
Gunjević, testified on May 8th, 2012 in the trial of Tomislav Merčep, held before the Zagreb 

Tomislav Mercep at the trial
photo: http://www.dnevno.hr
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County Court. He stated that in September 1991 he was detained in Pakračka Poljana and 
beaten by the group known as ‘Merčep’s Men’ and was interrogated by Merčep himself. 
Tomislav Merčep stands accused of torturing and killing civilians from Zagreb, Kutina, and 
Pakrac whilst the commander of a Ministry of Interior reserve unit. 

In the continuation of the trial of Merčep, seventy three-year-old Gunjević, a former advisor 
at the Ministry of Interior, stated that on September 11th, 1991, two men in uniform came 
to his office in Kutina where he worked as an assistant to the Government Commissioner 
for Health and Social Welfare. They told him that they were taking him to Pakračka Poljana 
to the commander of their Ministry of Interior reserve unit, Merčep. They confiscated 
his pistol, for which he possessed a valid licence, his money and personal identification 
documents. 

“They told me that I wouldn’t need them anyway. I felt miserable and humiliated,” Gunjević 
said. Upon arriving at the Pakračka Poljana Cultural Centre, they beat him, breaking three of 
his ribs, and cracking two others. 

After approximately one hour, Merčep arrived and interrogated him 
about his role in Pakrac and about people from the city, and finally 
told the guards not to touch him anymore. However, according to 
the witness, the humiliation, mistreatment and abuse continued on a 
daily basis. They tortured him “once or twice” by connecting him to an 
electrical induction motor. 

He testified that he suffered horrible pain but that he was helped by a doctor, who ordered 
the men to give him painkillers. “They all did what they wanted to do”, Gunjević said, 
recalling that prisoners were forced to sing the Croatian anthem and raise their hand and 
salute in the way the Ustashas did. “I did not deserve any of that, because I never broke any 
laws”, he said adding that he was aware that some found it “awkward” that he, as a Serb and 
an Orthodox Christian, could be an official in the Croatian Government.

He said that he saw several other civilians in Pakračka Poljana, who were also detained and 
tortured; however, he said, he did not hear Merčep issue orders for this and he did not know 
if anyone was killed. He claimed that Merčep had an office in the Cultural Centre, but that 
he was away very often. Gunjević was released from detention after the intervention of a 
number of people. He said he believed that the then Minister of Health, Andrija Hebrang, 
also intervened on his behalf. On his last day of detention, the Government Commissioner, 
Vlado Delač, came to pick him up, and Merčep gave him a document, which was some kind 
of licence allowing him to move between Zagreb and Kutina. He still has that document. 

Gunjević claimed that it was impossible that the then government did not know what was 
happening in Pakračka Poljana, from where it was impossible to escape. 

“Well, it wasn’t something that was illegal, everyone knew about it”, the witness said adding 
that he did not believe that the then Minister of Interior, Ivan Vekić, was not aware of 
the situation. He testified that prior to his detention in Pakračka Poljana, he was also 
interrogated by the police in Kutina with regard to a radio that he had been officially issued. 

Merčep stands accused 
of torturing and killing 
civilians from Zagreb, 
Kutina, and Pakrac whilst 
the commander of a 
Ministry of Interior reserve 
unit.
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Gunjević said that after consulting with his lawyer, he would decide by the end of the trial 
whether or not to file a compensation claim, i.e. whether or not he would claim damages 
that he, as a victim, is entitled to.

This article first appeared in Novi list, “Gunjević testified that ‘Merčep’s Men’ abused him" 
(May 8th, 2012) prepared by Eugen Jakovčić, Documenta – Centre for Dealing With the Past     

WHAT OTHERS SAID

 

The new government in Serbia should without a doubt show much more understanding 
and support for the process of the instituting of RECOM,  if it wishes to take a more 
responsible approach towards the past. Political responsibility for the past would inevitably 
imply support for a process which aims to create a comprehensive Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission in the successor countries of the former Yugoslavia. A thorough and genuine 
reconciliation is not possible without creating an institution which would act systematically  
in  raising awareness in the countries of the region and work on  establishing all the facts 
about the crimes committed on the territory of the former Yugoslavia in the period 1991-
2001. Needless to say, RECOM represents a conditio sine qua non – a condition without 
which reconciliation is simply not possible. 

Therefore, it will be necessary to take some concrete steps after the formation of the 
government, which would show the clear determination of state institutions to support the 

!Recommendations  
to the New Serbian 
Government 
Regarding Dealing 

with the Past 

Nikola Knežević
Photo: personal archive
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RECOM Initiative and help initiate the process of the institutionalization of this Initiative. 
The new President of Serbia, Tomislav Nikolić, should also express his inclination towards, 
and desire for European integration, peace, stability and good relations with  neighbours, 
by receiving the delegation from the RECOM Initiative in the near future and discussing 
with them the issues concerning the actual support of state institutions for RECOM. It 
would also be of great significance if the new President began his mandate by visiting the 
Potočari Memorial Centre and paying respect to the Bosniaks and  Serbs killed in Bratunac. 
The attitude of Serbia towards the past will have a great impact on the process of European 
integration, because it is practically impossible to make huge steps towards  membership of 
the EU while still carrying the  burden of a nationalistic past and its accompanying rhetoric.  

Bearing in mind the role of churches and religious communities in the reconciliation 
process and the attitude towards the past, one should highlight the fact that longstanding 

and thorough reconciliation among the nations on the 
territory of the Balkans is not possible without the active 
participation and consensus of the religions, which played 
a significant role in the creation of religious and national 
identities. Starting with the fundamental thesis proposed 
by the renowned Catholic priest and theologian, Hans 
Küng, that there can be “no peace among the nations 

without peace among the religions”, it becomes clear that religious institutions must be 
more involved with the process of reconciliation in the Balkans, including with RECOM. 
The conflicts in the former Yugoslavia need not be described as religious, yet one should 
emphasize that religions did play a certain role in the creation of national tensions, in the 
sense of raising religious and national awareness. Although the conflicts were essentially of 
a political nature,  the presence of religious feeling did, however, serve as some sort of the 
conflict catalyst. 

The religious authorities should pay much more attention to  dealing with the past and the 
issues of nationalism than they do at present, because the notion of the sacred is still being 
manipulated in the public discourse of the political and of religious elites. I am compelled 
to remark that the public utterances of religious leaders lack a critical review of the past 
and the crimes of the past. One can observe a kind of selective memory, where empathy 
is shown only for members of their own nation, and mention of  other victims is avoided. 
We do not hear very much about  Operation Storm from members of the intellectual 
elites or the Catholic  clergy in Croatia, very little about the “Storm” or Srebrenica from 
their colleagues in the Serbian Orthodox Church, and almost nothing about the crimes 
committed by persons of Bosniak ethnicity from members of the BiH Islamic Community 
Council.  Glas Koncila (Voice of the Council) weekly deals with the deconstruction of 
Communist historiography and the counting of the victims of the  Ustashas' ‘’alleged’’ 
crimes, without any tendency to speak  about  Operation Storm except in a manner which 
fits the framework of the state-building ideology and its triumphalism. Glas Koncila 
stated in one commentary regarding Operation Storm (the Day of Victory and Homeland 
Gratitude) that Serbs left their homes “under the influence of their leaders”. One might now 
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ask the following question: if they had not done this, would they have experienced the same 
fate as the ones who dared to stay? 

Unfortunately, there is almost no critical awareness among religious authorities regarding  
deviant social phenomena on the territory of the Balkans. Theology stands tucked away 
behind the scenes of transcendental, universalistic and dogmatic topics, and of a false 
triumphalism, without a hic et nunc, apathetic and seemingly powerless to apply its 
theoretical contribution to shaking the foundations of the hegemony of the privileged elites, 
and thereby help raise up  marginalized man – a man deprived of his dignity and left to 
suffer on the edges of the social scale. There is an impression that Church and the other 
religious communities, not only avoid  dealing with the past, its conflicts and flirtations with 
nationalism, but  also lack an appropriate response to the social and political problems of 
today. 

Regardless of the stage of  European integration in these countries, there are a number of 
wounds remaining from  past conflicts which still remain, and there are many unresolved 
issues which confirm this, like the issue of the return of displaced Serbs to Croatia. The stage 
of European integration cannot be regarded as an indicator of the moral attitude of a nation 
towards its past. The sense of the metaphysical responsibility of a nation towards conflicts 
and crimes, about which Jaspers used to speak, has to exist on all sides of the conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia, along with the avoidance of any sort of selectivity and historiographical 
dramaturgy. This will only be possible if the centre of this sense of responsibility for 
the past conflicts is a regional commission, with a durable mandate delegated by the  
successor countries of the former Yugoslavia to deal with these issues systematically and 
institutionally, and with a balanced and unbiased attitude. In my opinion, the RECOM 
Initiative has this capacity, and with its further institutionalization and the engagement of 
significant social actors, this future commission could represent an historical peace project 
which would  contribute to the further stabilization of the countries in the Western Balkans 
and a long-lasting peace. 

Nikola Knežević

The author of this text is a Professor at the Novi Sad Protestant Theological College and the 
President of the Centre for Studies of Religion, Politics, and Society 
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TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE IN THE REGION

HLC Kosovo has launched the first informal education programme for high school students 
about war crimes committed in Kosovo, Informal Transitional Justice Education, which 
draws on the Record of Human Losses [Kosovo Memory Book] compiled by the HLC 
Kosovo and the HLC and the facts established by the ICTY and local courts. The HLC 
started the programme in September 2011 after receiving the consent of, and support from, 
the Republic of Kosovo Ministry of Education. Education methods used in this Programme 
are similar to the methods used in Holocaust museums in Washington and Berlin. The 
lecturers are researchers from the HLC Kosovo with years of experience working on the 
documentation of war crimes by taking statements from victims, witnesses and the families 
of victims. The Programme has been designed to prompt young people to reflect on and 
debate the events from their recent past and to persuade them to draw conclusions on the 
basis of judicial facts or facts that have been confirmed from several sources. 

Lecturers begin each lecture by asking the participants if they know how many people were 
killed or disappeared in Kosovo. As a rule, the students give an enormous number for those 
killed and missing from the ethnic Albanian community, but are unaware of the number 
of victims from other ethnic communities. “25,000 ethnic Albanians were killed during the 
war,” one of the students said during a lecture held on December 15th, 2011 in  the 17 Shkurti 
Grammar School in Obilić/Obiliq. Students accept the information from the HLC Kosovo 
and the HLC, according to which 10,495 ethnic Albanians and approximately 3,500 Serbs, 
Roma and other non-Albanians were killed in the conflict or went missing in the period 
between January 1st, 1998 and December 31st, 2000, as objective and reliable. For many 
students these lectures are the first opportunity to hear about the sufferings of Serbs, Roma, 
and others from outside of their own comminity.

Lecturers have noted that students have much information about the suffering of their 
own families, but when they speak about the suffering of other people in their local area or 
those in the wider community, they know only that “a lot of them were killed”. For them, the 
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establishment of RECOM would represent a chance for each victim to be remembered and for 
every local community to remember all of its victims. 

The lecturers use diagrams and tables with information about victims’ status: sex, nationality and 
the type of crime. Students listen to an audio recording of a victim’s testimony, without having 
any information about the identity of the victim or the location where the crime was committed. 
After hearing statements from witnesses and survivors, lecturers ask students to identify the 
ethnicity of the victim. A student at the Naim Frashëri Grammar School in Štimlje/Shtime, who 
identified the victim as a Serb, offered the following explanation: “The victim was a Serb killed 
by other Serbs because he protected Albanians.” A student from Sami Frasheri Grammar School 
in Priština/Prishtinë, said they believed that some members of minorities were killed out of 
revenge “which happened as a result of earlier violence, and is something normal in post-conflict 
societies and is sometimes justified.” 

The HLC Kosovo lecturers found that young individuals, from 
areas where the armed conflict was most intensive, were more 
willing to accept the facts about the sufferings of non-Albanians. 
This is of great significance. The Project Coordinator, Kreshnik Sylejmani, pointed to the fact that 
high-school students from larger urban areas used stronger nationalistic vocabulary than their 
fellow students from rural areas where the most intensive conflicts happened. 

By the end of May 2012, the HLC Kosovo had held lectures, each lasting for two school 
lessons in 28 high-schools and lectures in a further two schools are planned. Twenty five 
of the schools are located outside Priština/Prishtinë. Ultimately, the informal education 
programme will involve at least 1,200 high school students.

Teuta Hoxha

The author of the text is the RECOM Coalition national coordinator in Kosovo 

From the lecture of the HLC Kosovo in a high school
Photo: archive HLC Kosovo
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The Government of Serbia has adopted the Programme for the Return of Bosniak Refugees 
and Displaced Persons of the period 1991-1999 from the Municipality of Priboj

During the 1990’s, far from the attention of the world media and public, which was at 
that time directed on the wars in BiH and Croatia, Serbia was also “dealing  with’’ its own 
citizens, Bosniaks,  in a part of Sandžak, Serbia. Approximately 5,000 people were banished, 
displaced, tortured and humiliated, and 31 were killed or went missing, but many of these 
crimes, committed by Serb forces on the territory of Serbia, have remained unpunished 
and unknown to a great majority of citizens in this country. Recently, twenty years after the 
beginning of that tragic period and twelve years after the toppling of Slobodan Milošević, 
the Government of the Republic of Serbia adopted the Programme for the Return of Bosniak 
Refugees and Displaced Persons from the Municipality of Priboj during the period 1991-
1999, which for the first time offers an official recognition that Bosniaks from Sandžak were 
victims of their own army and the state. 

The life of the Muslim population in Sandžak changed forever in May 1992. A large number 
of  Yugoslav Army reservists arrived on the territory of the Priboj municipality, in villages 
located along the border with BiH [Republic of Srpska] and Montenegro, where Bosniaks 
live. Soldiers would stop citizens in the street, search them, check their identity, threaten 
and abuse them. They would shoot at the inhabitants of the villages, who were tending 
livestock. They would even shoot at houses  with children in them. In October 1992, the 
Avengers (Osvetnici), under the command of Milan Lukić, took  17 Bosniaks away from 
Sjeverin and surrounding villages. They killed 16 of them after brutal torture on the banks of 
the River Drina. In February 1993, the Yugoslav Army, for no reason, launched an attack on 
the village of Kukurovići and killed three elderly citizens, while Milan Lukić’s Avengers took 
19 Bosniaks out of a train at the train station in Štrpce, all trace of whom has since been lost. 
Several weeks later, soldiers took away Hasan Mujović, who had come to visit his house in 
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Sjeverin. No one has seen him  since. These events had a major influence on the decision of 
approximately 500 Bosniaks from the area of Priboj to leave their homes and villages. After 
their departure, the army pillaged and destroyed their houses, other property and livestock. 

During the same period, in other parts of Sandžak [Novi Pazar, Sjenica, Tutin] police and 
State Security agents arrested hundreds of Bosniaks under the alleged suspicion of arms 
possession. They would handcuff the arrested persons brought to the police stations, 
physically abuse them and extort admissions from them that they were working “against 
the interests of the state”. Staged legal proceedings, which have never been completed, were 
initiated against some of the more influential and politically engaged individuals. 

The consequences of the atrocities committed during the 1990’s in Sandžak can easily be 
noted today. Over 230 households in the vicinity of Priboj are almost completely destroyed. 
Their aged owners have been living for almost two decades now in poverty and in rented 
basements and rooms in Priboj, Sarajevo, Goražde, and Pljevlje. The families of missing 
persons continue to follow with a great deal of anxiety all  news relating to the newly found 
mass gravesites. Hundreds of victims of torture in police stations have to meet every day the 
police officers (promoted in the meantime) who tortured them, when, for instance, they go 
to the vegetable market or to see their doctors. 

Apart from the prosecution of several individuals responsible for the kidnapping of Bosniaks 

Sandra Orlović
Photo: personal archive



Initiative for RECOM Initiative for RECOM

23

from Sjeverin, the institutions of the Republic of Serbia have for years blatantly ignored 
the victims of human rights violations committed in Sandžak. However, after years of 
joint efforts by the Association for the Protection of the Rights of  Banished and Displaced 
Persons from the Municipality of Priboj, the Sandžak Committee for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Freedoms, the Humanitarian Law Center, and several Members of  
Parliament and Ministers from Sandžak, the Government of Serbia adopted the Programme 
for the Return of Bosniak Refugees and Displaced Persons from the Municipality of Priboj 
during the period 1991-1999 on March 27th, 2012. With its content and symbolical meaning, 
this Programme represents the first official document of Serbia in  post-Milošević times, 
by which the State recognizes the injustice done to victims of ethnically motivated human 
rights violations on its territory, and for which members of the Serbian security forces are 
responsible. 

The Programme contains concrete measures such as the reconstruction of destroyed 
houses, the building up of an infrastructure, and the provision of assistance in  agricultural 
restitution, and it also foresees compensations to those who do not wish to return. The 
time frame for the implementation of the Programme is four years. The Decision of the 
Government, which offers the reasoning behind the Programme and  provides a list of the 
crimes committed in the villages of Priboj area during the 1990’s, carries special significance. 

Furthermore,  the Decision highlights that the objective of the Programme is the sustainable 
return of banished and displaced persons, by which their fundamental human rights would 
be realized. It also stresses that  “by the adoption and  implementation of this Programme, 
the Government of the Republic of Serbia sends a clear message to all of its citizens that 
expulsion and banishment  of its citizens by means of threats, fear and actually existing 
dangers to life, as was  the case with the citizens of Bosniak ethnicity from the Priboj 
municipality, will not happen again.” 

The aspect that already makes this document historical is the fact that the Decision of the 
Government on the adoption of the Programme was signed by Ivica Dačić, Deputy Prime 
Minister and  President of the Socialist Party of Serbia. The role of this politician under 
Slobodan Milošević’s regime, at a time when the crimes in Sandžak represented a part 
of  everyday life, is very well known. For this particular reason, and for the Deputy Prime 
Minister’s new role as an official signatory of this document, the Programme represents a 
kind of satisfaction of justice for the victims. 

Sandra Orlović

The author of this text is the Deputy Executive Director of the Humanitarian Law Center, 
Belgrade, Serbia 
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In late May it was twenty years since the crime against Muslim refugees from Bosnia and 
Herzegovina was committed in Montenegro. This crime is also known as the “deportation 
of refugees”. State authorities of Montenegro systematically apprehended at least 66 of 
them in May 1992 and handed them over to Radovan Karadžić’s armed forces so that they 
could use them for the exchange for detained Serb soldiers. Most of the people who were 
handed over were immediately executed and a number of them were tortured in detention 
camps and exchanged in the end. The locations where all of these victims were buried are 
still not known, as well as the locations where they had been killed. The thing that we do 
know, however, is that they were all civilians, who sought for the shelter from the war in 
Montenegro. We also know that they were arrested without any legal grounds and were 
extradited mainly from the police station in Herceg Novi. 

Sixteen years later, after a four-year-long lawsuit, Montenegro accepted the settlement and 
paid the compensation of over 4 million Euros for 200 members of 42 families of the killed 
and eight surviving victims. This is an unprecedented example of collective reparations for 
victims in this tormented region and one of the bright examples of collective reparations in 
the world. Huge interest shown by international organizations for this case and the constant 
attention of the Montenegrin media, renowned representatives of the civil society and 
certain political parties contributed to the success of the injured parties.

On the other hand, today, twenty years after this crime was committed, there is still no official 
truth about the individuals responsible for the commission of this crime. Montenegrin court 
has not yet made a clear determination that this case represents a case of war crimes. The 
then President of the Republic of Montenegro, Momir Bulatović, explained that this was a 
„mistake of the state“ for which no one should bear special responsibility. 

The Montenegro Prosecutor’s Office, judging by the indictment, believes this was a case of war 
crime against civilians, but only because of their „unlawful relocation“ as if they were relocated 
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to some nice, but still undesired place, and not to the death camp in Foča as it was described by 
the ICTY. The problem with the Montenegrin prosecution is also the continued participation 
in the commission of the crime, which is evidenced by state documents and Momir Bulatović. 
Therefore, the Montenegrin State Prosecutor’s Office acts in line with its historical role in view 
of serving justice in this case. Only after the settlement reached in January 2009, were nine state 
officials, mainly low-ranking, except for the then Chief of State Security Agency and one of the 
assistants to the Minister of Interior, indicted of this crime. It still remains unclear why command 
responsibility of the then state leaders – Prime Minister Đukanović and President Bulatović 
– who officially received bulletins of the state security agency and who had to be aware of the 
arrests in Montenegro during the time of war, was not investigated.

Furthermore, the indictment does not include all of the individuals who 
may be reasonably suspected of committing this crime. Then, the grounds 
of the indictment are not serious enough and not all of the victims have 
been included. Parts of the puzzle come together only as much as it is 
necessary for the case to last infinitely. 

The first instance trial ended with an incredible judgment in which the trial chamber concluded 
that the indicted state officials could not have committed a war crime because the then Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, a part of which was Montenegro, did not declare war to Bosnia and 
Herzegovina! As if it was enough for the international law that a state did not declare a war in 
order for it to be allowed to commit crimes without any impediments and thus enabling them 
to become affected by the statute of limitations. As if it was enough to be witty not to declare a 
war in such horrific and tragic events relating to the hell itself to avoid responsibility. However, 
this conclusion of the court does not represent the greatest problem of the verdict, which has 
been quashed since the court wrote it illogically, thus making it incomprehensible. The verdict 
raised justified suspicion regarding political impact because, if it remained valid, it would not 
only acquit the accused, but it would also acquit all others who could be related to this crime. 
The special problem that at least the EU shall deal with is the question of how it could be possible 
that a European country prosecutes a case in such an illogical and incomprehensible manner, at 
the expense of taxpayers, thus destroying their reputation.

Twenty years later, Montenegro does not have a memorial day or a monument dedicated to 
the victims of this crime. Justice has not been formally served and it seems that it will not 
be served any time soon. The criminal trial, which could represent a piece of convincing 
evidence of the existence of the rule of law, is turning into an intrigue everyday and victims 
are being placed in the same nameless mound. This will not prevent our children or our 
grandchildren from becoming victims again tomorrow only because of their name or 
religion. That is why we need RECOM.

Tea Gorjanc-Prelević

The author of the text is the Executive Director of the Human Rights Action non-
governmental organization based in Podgorica, Montenegro
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Family members of victims who took out lawsuits before courts in the Republic of Croatia in 
order to try to exercise their right to compensation for damages suffered because of the loss 
of their family members have in most cases lost their lawsuits demanding that the Republic of 
Croatia pay compensation. In addition, they were required to pay for the costs of the litigation.

In early 1996, the Croatian Parliament passed the Law on Amendments to the Civil 
Obligations Act and in doing so annulled Article 180 which regulated the responsibility 
of the state for damages caused by terrorist acts and public demonstrations. This Law 
brought to an end all pending lawsuits in which the state was being sued for compensation 
for damages for injuries suffered and the loss of property caused by terrorist acts. In 1999, 
the Croatian Parliament passed a similar provision terminating all lawsuits in which 
compensation was being claimed for similar damages caused by acts of the army and police 
(by adding Article 184A to the Law on the Amendments to the Civil Obligations Act).
This left an absence of any legal provision regulating these issues, relating to the liability for 
the aforementioned damages, until this legal gap was filled by the laws passed during the 
year of 2003: the Law on Liability for Damages Resulting from Terrorist Acts and Public 
Demonstrations and the Law on Liability of the Republic of Croatia for Damages Caused 
by Members of the Croatian armed and police forces during the independence war (NN 
nr. 117/03). An important initiator for the drafting of these laws and for filling in this legal 
gap were decisions rendered by the European Court of Human Rights by which the court 
established that the Republic of Croatia had violated the right to access to justice, regulated 
by Article 6 of the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms, to a number of plaintiffs who had filed lawsuits against the Republic of Croatia 
during 1990’s demanding compensation for houses seized and/or mined which were located 
outside the areas affected by the war (for instance, Kutić vs. The Republic of Croatia, 
application 48778/99). 
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Currently, nine years after the Law was passed, the intentions that legislators had in mind 
when passing this law, other than to use judicial practice to prevent a great number of 
injured parties from realizing their rights, remains unclear.

The first consequences of the aforementioned laws have already become clear in the 
court decisions handed down after the continuation of terminated lawsuits originally 
initiated during 1990s. The new Law on Liability for Damages Resulting from Terrorist 
Acts and Public Demonstrations significantly narrowed the scope of the state’s liability 
limiting the maximum amount of compensation to 60% of the total amount of the 
declared damages (and total damages paid may not exceed 350,000 kuna) and this 
must be damage resulting from death, bodily injuries or injuries to health. It also 
exempted material damages which occurred on the entire territory of the Republic of 
Croatia (destroyed and burned fixed or movable property), by requiring plaintiffs to 
initiate administrative proceedings for the compensation of damages in the form of 
reconstruction of the damaged or destroyed material goods, in accordance with the 
provisions of the Reconstruction Law. 

Further consequences can be seen in the lawsuits initiated 
after the new laws were passed; those initiated by plaintiffs/
injured parties demanding compensation for damages 
resulting from the death of close relatives which occurred 
during the war 1991-1995. We base our conclusions on the 
analysis of 108 lawsuits that have been initiated. In most of 

the cases, the lawsuits have been dismissed. Plaintiffs who did win, did so mainly in those 
cases preceded by criminal trials in which criminal responsibility of the perpetrators of the 
act had been established (members of Croat armed and police forces). However, in cases 
in which lawsuits were filed where criminal responsibility of the perpetrators had not been 
previously established, plaintiffs/injured parties almost always lost their cases. The new laws 
contain a great deal of imprecision, and much is left for the courts to decide. Hence there is 
a  problem with the application of the laws due to the following: the definition of terror, the 
definition of war damage, the calculation of deadlines for filing lawsuits, judicial precedence 
which has established that the Republic of Croatia was not liable for the damages that 
occurred during the homeland war on territory outside the control of the authorities of the 
Republic of Croatia, and the problems of proving that the damage was caused by members 
of Croatian armed and police forces. All of the above have been given as reasons for 
dismissing lawsuits. 

The last and currently the most serious consequences of the ways in which the laws are 
applied are court decisions on costs based on the general rules of civil procedure, that the 
party which loses  litigation is obliged to pay the costs of the other party. 

The current authorities have been unwilling to resolve the problems of social injustice 
caused to those citizens whose closest relatives died as civilians during the war and whose 
fates have not yet been clarified, in cases where perpetrators of crimes committed against 
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these persons have not yet been prosecuted and punished, and have called only for the 
write-off of their obligation to pay for litigation costs.
 
Representatives of non-governmental organizations continue the process of advocating for 
their rights with the government which was newly elected in December. They have already 
pointed out this problem and possible solutions to them at a roundtable on war crimes 
trials, letters and in meetings. The time available for action is getting shorter by the day. 
Every day we have a new plaintiff appearing, now in the role of one burdened by the prosect 
of paying costs. Judicial procedure then goes into its final stage – distraint1 (debt recovery), 
thus violating these people’s already poor existence. 

Unless the Government of the Republic of Croatia realizes that by failing to resolve the 
issue of compensating victims it has caused injustice to plaintiffs/injured parties whose 
close family members were killed in currently unprosecuted crimes, they will be forced 
to demand compensation for the damages resulting from the death of their closest family 
members before the European Court of Human Rights whose decisions in two cases (Jularić 
vs Republic of Croatia – Application nr. 20106/06 and Skendžić vs Republic of Croatia 
– Application nr. 16212/08), ordered the Republic of Croatia to pay compensation for 
damages caused by the failure to conduct proper investigations into the crimes committed 
during the war. 

Milena Čalić-Jelić

The author is a lawyer in the Documenta – Centre for Dealing with the Past, non-
governmental organization in Croatia

1  Distraint represents a procedure undertaken by courts in order to  realize rights by force on 
the basis of writs of execution or credible documents (final court decisions, credible invoices).
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INTERVIEW

A very active and versatile artist, Dino Mustafić is one of the most famous theater and 
movie directors in the former Yugoslavia. He has a passion for plays, which criticize society 
and call for change. He is the founder and Director of the MESS International Theatre 
Festival. 

You have directed in Skopje, Priština, Belgrade, Rijeka, Zagreb, Maribor... You feel 
at home wherever you are in the region. What is it about your work that makes it 
universally recognizable and loved in such entirely different environments?

I base my work on the fact that an artistic act is an 
important social event and that art must be engaged, since it 
is a reflection of its time and space. The plays I have worked 
on deal with micro-worlds and the posing of ontological 
and existential questions, without offering answers or 

arbitrary stances. Theatre is a medium that includes the world as a whole, which believes 
in and appeals to viewers who want to raise their critical awareness and broaden their 
cognitive horizons. Perhaps I am idealizing, but I have seen such people in all the cities you 
mentioned and I believe in such an audience. I address them and I engage in dialog with 
them, and maybe because of all this I have had the luck and privilege to work in so many 
different environments. 

As an advocate for the establishment of RECOM, you are participating in the greatest 
and strongest regional initiative underway at the moment. What are your impressions 
and what has your experience as an advocate been so far?

I must immediately say that there is no alternative to the Initiative for RECOM. This 
initiative has been given the greatest legitimacy in the region by the great support of the 
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public who believe that our bloody past must not be 
ideologized, manipulated, minimized in numbers, or 
falsified in facts. Ultimately, the immense number of 
victims, who must be granted dignity and respect, 
must never be forgotten. For me, this is a noble 
and courageous initiative which, we expect, will 
depoliticize history and allow us to break free from 
the prevailing thought which has ruled the Balkans 
over graves and victims for decades. RECOM can 
give hope and bring back the belief that humanity 
and empathy are possible in the Balkans and that it 
is important to remember the past without being its 
hostages and, quite the contrary, to be able to see the future of new generation without 
conflict and hatred. 

Recently, several parliamentary and presidential elections have been held in the 
region. Will these changes impact the situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, given the 
influence that politicians from neighboring countries have on the situation in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina? 

Unfortunately, I must state that the political scene in the region is seeing the re-emergence 
of the politics that dominated the 90s. The first statements of the newly elected President 
of Serbia, Tomislav Nikolić, denying genocide in Srebrenica, indicate that we are entering 
a turbulent era which will turn the focus from immense social and economic problems to 
cheap politics, the revision of history and the falsification of facts with the purpose of ethnic 
mobilization and construction of new pseudo-national values. The political atmosphere in 
the Balkans will definitely be different with Nikolić, hence, I cannot understand those who 
say that nothing dramatic will happen in the region following his election. It is a retrograde 
step because the processes of reconciliation that have been agreed but which are yet to take 
place demand responsible politicians without a burden from the past, which is definitely not 
the case with the President of Serbia.

A very frequent topic of discussion is that Bosnia and Herzegovina is in a very serious 
crisis, and that few solutions are being offered to overcome it. You participated in the 
elections with your party Naša stranka. How do you see the situation in your country 
and what are the solutions that would bring about positive results?

In my country, governments have fallen at all levels in Bosnia and Herzegovina because of 
the failed coalition between SDP and SDA. Many believed from the very beginning that 
this coalition was not natural and were skeptical of its capacity to implement reforms. 
I was one of those who believed that there was no political platform or policy objective 
that held this coalition together. Unfortunately, political pragmatism and personal/party 
interests are the dominant models of government in Bosnia and Herzegovina. There are 
no ideological parties which act in accordance with the values that they strive for, or which 
push towards an objective that they have in mind for Bosnia and Herzegovina. Naša Stranka 
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is a young political party with a social-liberal orientation. It is a parliamentary party in the 
Sarajevo Canton and it has a representative in the House of Peoples of the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. According to its policies, principles, public actions and behaviour, 
the party shows that there is a political alternative in Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, 
unfortunately, it is not a political force, because it is being blocked by international 
institutions and the media, because it is a small political entity which offers dialog as the 
principle of agreement and not exhausting negotiations; which believes that constructive 
compromise is not a weakness but rather a value in a multi-ethnic complex community, 
ultimately believing that there are ways and mechanisms to protect both individual and 
collective rights and reach social and ethnic justice. 

If you judge it from your view of your students at the Academy of Performing Arts in 
Sarajevo, what does the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina look like?

In our region, there are many talented and perceptive young 
artists who need ordered cultural systems and strategic 
cultural politics, which will develop institutional and non-
institutional production. We need openness in the cultural 
space in order to enable its internationalization as the only 
chance to be able to  compare and confront the values and 

standards of world culture. Culture is integrative in its nature, character and spirit; it 
ennobles us and contributes to the evolution and emancipation of our communities. This is 
why I believe that we have  the responsibility to provide these young people with a creative 
and inspirational atmosphere and not with a place of impenetrable, bureaucratic and often 
stupid obstacles. 

You are one of the initiators of the Museum of the Siege of Sarajevo. How do you 
envisage this museum?

The Siege Museum will be a very important place for the transfer of knowledge to younger 
generations, which will study how it was possible for the citizens of Sarajevo to survive 
with the assistance of intelligence, creativity and courage in the longest siege in the 
history of humanity. The Museum was donated the FAMA collection that Suada Kapić 
has been dedicatedly collecting for nearly two decades. This is the most complete oral 
history, with over 5,000 individuals interviewed and many artefacts. In one word, it is an 
impressive collection which enables further research into the sociological, anthropologic, 
phenomenological and cultural aspects of the siege. This will also be an institution that will 
show that the process of reconciliation is possible only through truth and facts, and without 
any ideological interpretations, representing a space for cathartic dialog. Sarajevo has a 
responsiblity to mankind and new generations to offer a warning and not to allow anyone to 
repeat the suffering it endured anytime or anywhere. 

Jelena Grujić

RECOM Initiative has no 
alternative – large popular 
support has granted it the 
greatest legality in the region.



Initiative for RECOM

32

TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE IN THE WORLD

After a trial lasting six years, on April 26th, 2012, the Special Court for Sierra Leone trial 
chamber found former President of Liberia, Charles Taylor, guilty of war crimes. With this 
judgment, Taylor became the first chief of state in the world ever to be convicted of the most 
serious violations of human rights. Among others, Taylor was found guilty of aiding and 
instigating terrorism, killings, rapes, sexual slavery, forced mobilization of children under 
the age of 15, enslavement and pillaging, for which the Prosecution demanded a punishment 
of 80 years of imprisonment. However, the court sentenced Taylor on May 30th to 50 years 
of imprisonment. Special attention in the verdict was drawn to Charles Taylor’s role in the 
pillaging and trading of “blood diamonds”, with which rebels from Sierra Leone bought the 
weapons, ammunition, logistics, and technical assistance that Taylor provided during the 
conflict, and which he then used for his personal needs and as gifts to attractive women, 
such as Naomi Campbell, who also testified about this in The Hague. 

When the secret indictment against the then President of Liberia was unsealed 11 years ago 
and the warrant for his arrest was issued, in June 2003,  only a few people really believed 
that Taylor would ever be forced to deal with his responsibility for the involvement in 
the armed conflict in Sierra Leone. After years of insecurity and of conflicts  followed by 
frequent and violent changes of government, Sierra Leone experienced a complete collapse 
of the system in the early 1990’s. In this period, the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF) 
was founded under the command of Foday Sankoh, a former lieutenant in the army of 
Sierra Leone, with the aim of destabilizing the country and supporting Charles Taylor, who 
was fighting for power in the civil war in  neighbouring Liberia. In the period 1991-2002, 
about 50,000 people were either killed or  lost their lives in some other way, more than a 
half of the total population (about 2.5 million people) were forced into exile, and the most 
important natural wealth of this country, the diamond mines, were pillaged. A great number 
of the victims were women and children, who were subjected to torture, rape, sexual 
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A large number of victims 
were women and children, 
who were submitted to 
torture, rape, sexual 
violence, slavery, and 
forcible mobilization.

violence and enslavement, and also to forced mobilization, especially in the case of juvenile 
boys. Children were often forced to commit crimes against their own family members, 
in order to prevent their escape from the rebel groups which used them as soldiers.  The 
conflict in Sierra Leone was also marked by the use of one of the most brutal means of terror 
– forced amputation of arms, ears, legs, hands, reproductive organs, noses and lips. The 
President of Liberia, Charles Taylor, provided his generous support to rebel groups in Sierra 
Leone for all of this.

After the conflict in this Western African country came to an 
end in 2002, the Special Court for Sierra Leone, established 
by an agreement signed between the United Nations and the 
Government of Sierra Leone, filed a number of indictments for 
crimes committed during this bloody civil war, mainly against 
leaders of rebel groups, who were very soon arrested and 
transferred into the jurisdiction of the court. Some of them, like 
Foday Sankoh, died during the trial, for which reason their trials 
were terminated. Several rebel leaders were sentenced to long periods of imprisonment for 
war crimes and crimes against humanity, some of the convictions amounting to more than 
50 years  in prison. After the indictment against Taylor was publicly released, he withdrew 
from the position of  President of Liberia and went into the exile in Nigeria, which for three 
years refused to arrest him. Finally, at the request of Liberia, Taylor was arrested in 2006 as 
he sought to flee to Cameroon. He was transferred to Liberia, where he was handed over to 
the forces of the UN, which then transferred him into the jurisdiction of the court in Sierra 
Leone. The trial was transferred to The Netherlands because of the existing concerns for 
the safety of witnesses, and less than one month ago, the trial chamber, consisting of three 
judges, found Taylor guilty of 11 counts of the indictment. 

Taylor will serve his sentence in a prison in Great Britain. Law students will study his verdict 
from the perspective of international law and the established judicial facts, which reveal his 
role in brutal murders, but also in pillaging for the purpose of  personal profit. 

Marijana Toma
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THE VOICE OF VICTIMS

Before the war, Đorđe Gunjević worked in the Health Insurance Institute in Pakrac and 
during the war he worked as an Assistant Commissioner of the Government of the Republic 
of Croatia for public health and social welfare. 

The war in Pakrac began on March 1st, 1991 when some Serbs, including me, organized a 
rebellion at the police station and an attack which was crushed by the intervention of the 
Croatian police. The real rebellion in Pakrac began in the early morning of August 19th, 1991 
when Serb rebels started shooting from all directions around the city and the outskirts (and 
Pakrac is a city with some fifteen thousand citizens) using all types of weapons that they 
had available. They were shooting randomly in the city very often hitting even the hospital 
and other buildings. Several days later, everything fell apart, the government system and 
everything else, and finally on September 6th, 1991, the Government made a decision to 
create the Commission of the Government of the Republic of Croatia for Public Health and 
Social Welfare for the municipality of Pakrac. I don’t know, they probably appointed me 
Assistant Commissioner for public health regardless of my nationality and everything else, 
because I had been the chief of the health insurance branch office and because of my earlier 
behaviour. Prior to the break out of the armed conflict in this territory, there were 619 
employees in the Pakrac Health Care Centre. After the armed conflict broke out, 95% of the 
Serbs left, and some Croats and others stayed. When I came to the hospital on September 
7th in the morning, some 120 people showed up for work, and there were some 490 patients. 
You can imagine that it was practically impossible to organize life. The truth is that at that 
time there were some 270 psychiatric patients. Huge problems occurred. Right after the 
armed conflict broke out, by chance the local water supplies system was located in the 
territory under the occupation of Serbs. We ran out of water, gas, and sometimes we had no 
electric power, it was not possible for us to organize life. We repaired the boiler room and 
they again hit it with mortars and it worked for an hour or two and it stopped. It was simply 
not possible to live like this. That is when we made a decision. The International Red Cross 

Đorđe Gunjević
Photo: www.snv.hr

Đorđe Gunjević,  
Pakrac

!A Chetnik  
for some;  
a traitor  
for others



Initiative for RECOM Initiative for RECOM

35

tried evacuating the hospital on several occasions, 
but they failed. They shot at them even in Kuknjevac, 
and one of the nurses from the International Red 
Cross was injured a little, she was wounded. They 
went back and we were left there on our own. You 
can only imagine how great the responsibility we had 
was, the people who stayed, including me who led the 
team, for the destinies of these people, and if we left 
them in Pakrac, who would take care of them, who 
would feed them, who would provide them with all 
the things that they needed. People on haemodialysis 
started dying, within two or three days seven people 
died because of the contaminated water, there were no suitable conditions to work anymore. 
That is when we made a decision that we had to evacuate or run away. We first evacuated 
17 haemodialysis patients who were still alive and transferred them for haemodialysis in 
Zagreb. Then we went through all general departments, surgical department, paediatric 
department, internal medicine department, gynaecology, maternity department, etc. We did 
this in the period September 24th-25th. We only had neuropsychiatry, some of the patients 
from neurology and intensive care departments. As our staff were leaving, we had no cars 
for the patients from intensive care, and in the end we evacuated them in the night of 
September 29th in six buses and approximately 30 personal vehicles. During that night we 
took out approximately 300 hospital patients and a lot of staff and their family members. 

I ran into a series of problems, you know, when I had an 
opportunity to talk to Serbs, they would call me a traitor. 
When my guys arrived in Zagreb in the patient transportation 
headquarters, when people saw my signature and my name and 
they say what is this Chetnick doing here.

These were huge problems that I personally had to deal with, 
however, I was stubborn and persistent, and so everything 
went the way it was supposed to go. On September 13th, when I went to attend the 
negotiations with the Serb rebels on the order of the Commission and with the consent of 
the commission, to convince them to supply running water for us, to release Doctor Šreter, 
whose fate is still unknown, and to release Dr. Vladimir Solar and some other medical 
workers who were detained, these negotiations were anything but negotiations. They 
rather seemed like blackmail, you have to do this, you have to give us that and then we’ll 
talk. We will start water for you if you do this and that, and finally I went out of this house 
where negotiations were held  and five persons with some sort of semi automatic weapons 
were waiting there for me. I am not a soldier. I have no idea about any firearms, other than 
those for hunting. They wanted to execute me, I was lucky that one of the negotiators was 
an honest man and he stood in front of me and said, “Listen, he came here as a negotiator 
and he has to go back”. In the end, they blindfolded me and took me to Bučje where they 
tortured me, abused me, not to mention all the bad words they called me and so forth. They 

From the diary of Đorđe Gunjević 
Photo: www.snv.hr
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were saying: “Give him to us so that we can kill him.” As a hunter I was there a hundred 
times and I could guess where I was. When we were passing by the village I was born in and 
in which my mother lived at the time, I asked one of them to take me there so that I could 
see my mother, and he told me: “Your mother had disowned you a long time ago,” and I told 
him: “Listen, we’ll see in the end whose mother will disown who,” I mean it is hard for me to 
speak about this. This passed; we moved the hospital to the place where we moved it. It all 
worked pretty well and one day, three police officers came to see me in the headquarters of 
the Commission and to take me to the police station or police administration, I don’t know 
what it was, you know what I’m saying, in Kutin. First they went to search my room, they 
asked me if I had a radio and I said that I did, then they asked me how come I had a radio 
and I told them that I had an order from Minister Hebrang issued to me as the director of 
the health care centre to have a radio for the use of the hospital. They took me to the police 
station. I was waiting in the hallway, I sat there for 7 hours and no one even looked at me, or 
touched me, or anything. After this, one inspector interviewed me, the interview lasted for 
about two or three hours after which he issued an order to police officers to take me away, 
because I was not allowed to move on my own during the night. They were ordered to take 
me to the Commission and to leave me alone to work. Several days later, two police officers 
from the "so called" unit, we called it so called, excuse my expression, and I beg all of you to 
excuse me, from the Merčep unit. “Are you this person?” They came to my work, there were 
four or five of us in this big room, and they said: “You are under arrest, you are coming with 
us.” They asked me what things I had on me, I said I had a gun, two hand grenades, I had 
my documents and other, he said: “Please, give this to me since you won’t need it anymore.” 
It was the worst moment in my life. They took me to the Pakrac field. To cut a long story 
short, within three or four minutes they kicked me, they broke me, and I have proof of this, 
a picture from Zürich when I got there after they released me. I had several ribs broken, 
and several were fractured. As for my time in the detention camp, I went through the same 
torture that my colleague has already told you about. I had to learn to sing different songs, 
I will not even mention the songs and so forth, and it all ended. There, this is my story. I 
would just like to add one thing at the end: we, the ones who were in commissions, even 
though we received salaries from the Government, we had no other status, we did not 
receive the medal of the Homeland War, we did not earn any benefits, and I did not demand 
anything for being broken and beaten. There, thank you very much.

Public testimony at the regional consultation with prisoners of war and political detainees 
about the RECOM Initiative, Hotel Lero, Dubrovnik, Croatia, February 19th, 2010.
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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 Documentation Center (Bosnia and Herzegovina) 
and Documenta (Croatia). At the Forum, participants 
– representatives of NGOs and associations of missing 
persons and victims from the successor 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 
Violations 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 submitted, 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 missing 
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 
interested 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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