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Introduction: First impression s 
 

      Sarajevo is the city of my soul. Swooping down into the Sarajevo Butmir 

International airport, the houses in the hills and valleys look like identical, red-roofed 

dreams. I expected devastation, even from this height, but itôs impossible to see the scars 

of a thousand-day siege from up here; perhaps I just donôt yet know where to look. Iôm 

met at the airport by our Program Director Miki Jacevic, in-country partner Vahidin 

Omanovic, and Program Assistant Julia Dowling. As we drive away from the airport into 

this beautiful city, we pass a massive Soviet-era apartment building, painted lovely colors 

with flower boxes at nearly every windowé but riddled with shell craters. Such a 

startling contrast hits me like a freight train, and itôs then I realize that this city is 

radically unlike anywhere Iôve ever been. It is painfully beautiful, and damaged, and 

wise. The people share a quick and dark sense of humor, and even their language bears 

the scars of the war and siege.  Even though Sarajevo seemed wary at times, like the 

whole city continued to hold its breath fourteen years after the war, I felt more at home 

there than in most cities and towns in my own country. 

 

 

 
 

 

 



Bosnia in 2009: 

 

      In 2009, nearly 15 years after the war 

officially ended with the signing of the Dayton 

Peace Accords, Bosnia is facing problems above 

and beyond those obvious issues of conflict and 

reconstruction.  Several recurring themes occur 

from our varied interactions with groups and 

individuals across the country; social and civil 

distrust, a lack of civil infrastructure and 

tradition of volunteerism, and political 

corruption hindered the work of the NGOs and 

agencies we met with. After so much violence, 

often committed by former neighbors or friends, 

Bosnians understandably still find it difficult to 

trust one another. This distrust combined with an 

absence of volunteer tradition causes many 

Bosnians to view volunteerism not as a way to 

build skills and community, but rather as a way 

for one to take advantage of the good intentions 

of another.  

      Compounding these problems is the very obvious fact that partisan nationalist politics 

are once again on the rise, with Serb, Croat, and Bosniak nationalist politicians are 

gaining strength and popularity with the public. Even without a resurgence of nationalism 

in politics, corruption is rampant and often affects funding and recognition for agencies 

and projects. There is debate in nearly all sectors of government and civil society about 

constitutional reform, and what will be required to achieve Bosnia and Herzegovinaôs 

goal of membership in the EU and NATO. These political concerns directly and 

indirectly affect the work and functioning of the NGOs we spoke with. Over the weeks 

we spent there we realized that to understand Bosnia you must try to wrap your head 

around the incredibly complex political and economic system. I confess I am still trying 

to understand the specific implications of political maneuvering and economic politics 

and policy in the country.  

      While such similar themes seemed to surface over the days and weeks we spent in 

BiH, nearly every NGO or group we visited shared something with us that we hadnôt 

heard before. Everyone had their own story to tell and related their own struggles in a 

different way. Every representative we met with was intelligent, insightful, and willing to 

share with us as much as they could in the time allotted. They always welcomed our 

questions, and answered them as thoroughly as possible. The NGOs in general seemed as 

grateful to have us as we were for the time they spent with us. This exchange of 

information and skills, in the spirit of improving human rights both on the ground and 

globally, strikes me as the main objective of this delegation, as it has been during 

previous GYC delegations to Bosnia. The effects of this exchange have been and will be 

many. I will not be able to quantify them all in this report, however much I would like to 

try.  

 



 

Orientation and Sanski Most:  

      Our time in Bosnia was packed with events, beginning on the day after arrival. Our 

first day was devoted to orientation, and we spent the morning learning names, 

establishing ground rules for ourselves, and talking about what had brought us to Bosnia 

and what we hoped to take away from our experience. After an excellent pizza lunch we 

continued our orientation with an exercise on Bosnian history and a brief introduction to 

a framework used for basic conflict analysis. 

 

      The following morning found us on the bus to Sanski Most. On the way we stopped 

briefly in the beautiful medieval city of Travnik, home to famed novelist and Nobel 

literature laureate Ivo Andric, where we hiked to a centuries-old fortress overlooking the 

town. By afternoon, we had arrived in Sanski Most and taken a brief walking tour ending 

at the Center for Peacebuilding, our local partner organization established and run by 

Vahidin Omanovic.  Here we were further introduced to conflict resolution principles.  

 

The next day we began our conflict resolution workshop, our primary occupation 

during our time in Sanski Most. During the workshop, we were joined by local youth 

who were involved with the Center for Peacebuilding. We began the workshop, like the 

orientation, with getting-to-know you games and cooperation exercises, such as drawing 

an emblem that symbolized ourselves and trading with another participant. During much 

of the workshop we discussed aspects of identity, security, and threat ï what they mean 

to individuals and communities, and how they relate to conflict and its resolution. We 

examined cycles of revenge and reconciliation, and where conflicts in our own lives 

might fall in that cycle. We wrote and performed skits to emphasize the differences 

between retributive and restorative justice techniques, and compared dialogue to debate. 

We watched several more films during the workshop days, some fictional and some 

documentary.  

 

Included in our visit to Sanski Most was 

a trip to Vahidinôs village, Hrustovo, where we 

visited the village memorial and cemetery and 

were treated to the best meal of the trip, cooked 

by Vahidinôs lovely wife Timka, and his mother.  

 

While in Sanski Most we also had the 

opportunity to attend a commemorative annual 

Jumma (Friday) Prayer ceremony. The majority 

of Sanski Mostôs population is Muslim, and this 

Jumma prayer brought together thousands of the 

faithful from across the region. In addition, 

during those ten days in Sanski Most, we also 

had a chance to experience local nightlife with 

our new Bosnian friends, eat amazing food, and 

explore the town and large, eclectic outdoor 

market. 



 

 

 

 

The delegation was also honored to 

attend the dedication ceremony of 

statue to memorialize concentration 

camp victims and survivors, of which 

there are many in the Sanski Most 

municipality. The commemorative 

statue was a replica of a wooden 

figurine carved by Hasan, the owner 

of our Sanski Most hotel and a baker 

before the war, while he was 

incarcerated in the Manjaca prison 

camp. Julia Dowling, our own 2009 

Program Assistant and delegation 

participant in 2008, was invited to 

give a speech which was very well-

received by the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteer Fieldwork:  

 

Our last couple of days in Sanski Most were spent on brief volunteer/internship 

projects of our choosing. There were several options, but the bulk of the participants 

worked in two main volunteer groups. One group worked on grant proposals for the 

Center for Peacebuilding and promoted the Center locally by hosting an event in the park 

for children where we played games, created art, and passed out brochures. Another 

group worked with Maida to help develop an Action Plan for the Gender Agency 

regarding new governmental resolutions (i.e., how to implement the resolutions, practical 

application of gender equality principles outlined in the bills, etc). I conducted 

preliminary research on the NGOs we would visit in Banja Luka and Sarajevo and 

gathered notes for the program report as well as participating in some of the other 

volunteer activities.  

 

 



Sanski Most Organizaitons: 

 

Krajina Tear  
Located on a quiet street in Sanski Most, Krajina tear was founded by refugee women 

from the Northwest of Bosnia to assist and support one another. Most are widows, and 

the organization provides community and care while reaching out to help other groups.  

Currently, the organization is focused on training train local women in nursing so that 

they may provide outreach care to elderly community members. Each woman trained at 

Krajina Tear sees four elders to provide basic medical care, housekeeping assistance, and 

company. In this way, Krajina Tear both supports the elderly of the community and 

empowers the women who have been turned into weak, vulnerable victims from the war.  

The building also serves as a site of direct medical services, and operates an ambulance 

service. It provides and gathering space for elderly residents who would otherwise be 

isolated. The center also offers a psychosocial support group and one-on-one counseling. 

Despite these critical services, Krajina Tear is facing increasingly hard economic times 

because many donors are losing interest, funding sources, or both.  When we discussed 

the issues they find most pressing, aside from the lack of funding, they shared their 

worries about the bitterness and disillusionment seen among the youth, and the 

disappointment with the corruption of leaders and lack of political solutions to social 

problems. We talked about intergenerational trauma ï that children of parents 

traumatized by the events of war have now come of age bearing witness to that trauma 

and are showing many of the same signs of strain and psychosocial distress. Bosnian 

culture often stigmatizes therapy, and so the women of Krajina Tear have seen a tendency 

among local women to obtain painkillers and antidepressants on the black market to 

ñcover upò their pain. The center has run workshops about these medications in an effort 

to make it understood that their use should be monitored or combined with therapy. 

Despite these mounting challenges and a heavy workload, the women of Krajina Tear are 

hopeful about their work and inspiring in their dedication. We were honored that they 

were so open and forthcoming with us, and felt welcomed into their organization as if we 

had arrived at someoneôs home.   

 

Center for Peacebuilding/CIM  
Often referred to by its Bosnian initials, 

CIM was founded by GYCôs in-country 

partner Vahidin Omanovic to promote 

nonviolence education and reconciliation. 

It conducts workshops all over Bosnia as 

well as International Peace Camps to 

teach youth the skills of nonviolence and 

empathy, and to lessen their fear of 

interacting with the ñunknown other.ò 

Vahidinôs energy and wisdom are 

incredible, and his presence gave us 

confidence that CIM will be alive and 

growing for a long time to come, despite 

the obstacles they face.  



 

 
 

Banja Luka:   

      From Sanski Most we journeyed to Banja Luka, the capital of the Republika Srpska 

(majority Serb) section of Bosnia. We toured the city on foot, seeing newly rebuilt 

mosques and other important historical sites, ate more great food and visited several 

NGOs.  

 

Banja Luka organizations: 

 

      Youth Communication Center/Radio Balkan ï The goal of the Youth 

Communication Center is to build a database of volunteers and a volunteer exchange with 

other organizations and cities. They are working hard to instill a sense of ownership of 

the community through encouraging volunteerism.  They were the first NGO in Bosnia to 

operate their own radio station, and remain one of the few public radio stations in Bosnia 

(most are privately funded and operated). Radio Balkan has been broadcasting nonstop 

for 5 years, and YCC uses this platform to promote youth activism and involvement. 

They coordinate with 15 other NGOs to recruit, train, and place volunteers, and are in a 

constant state of developing new programs or expanding existing ones. 

 

Helsinki Citizens Assembly ï Through advocacy and lobbying, as well as educational 

events like workshops, seminars, and conferences, Helsinki Citizenôs Assemly has 

succeeded in advancing human rights in Bosniaôs challenging legal framework.  During 

our visit, we discussed the organizationôs current campaigns focusing on increasing 

gender equality, encouraging youth to become more visible and active, and the 

reconciliation and inclusion of minorities. Helsinkiôs hard work is actually visible in the 


