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SARAJEVO, Bosnia and Herzegovina - Jacob Finci is an
eternal optimist, the leader of Sarajevo's Jews and a
survivor of Bosnia's conflagration in the 1990's. Now, he
has set himself perhaps the hardest task in Bosnia: to form
a commission that will investigate the causes of the war
that killed 200,000 of his compatriots and displaced more
than 1 million. 

The inquiry, which Mr. Finci hopes to open within a year,
would be based loosely on that of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, which helped
heal the wounds left by apartheid. 

Mr. Finci, 60, is director of the Bosnian civil service
agency, and as a prominent Jew, he is seen as a fair
arbiter between Muslims, Serbs and Croats. 

It is far from clear that he will achieve his goal. The
task is enormous: finding and interviewing thousands of
witnesses in a still divided, mountainous country, or in
exile abroad. More difficult yet, commentators in Bosnia
say, is to gain popular support for the project. 

From the politicians who led the war - some of whom are
still in power - to the victims, perpetrators and
international officials, few seem willing as yet to see
their version of events disturbed. Some people fear that
this kind of inquiry will let off people who committed
terrible crimes in the name of reconciliation. 

Mr. Finci said all Bosnians needed to examine their role in
the war. "Everyone feels that they are victims, but no one
is able to take responsibility," he said in an interview. 

The hearings, he said, would be painful. It is better to
take a bitter pill now, he said, "than to live for 30 to 40
years in hate, and then have a new war." 

He and several other religious leaders came up with the
idea for a commission in 1997, two years after the war
ended with the signing of the Dayton peace agreement, which
has left Bosnia divided into a Serbian republic and a
Muslim-Croat Federation. 

A law to create the commission is now before Bosnia's
Parliament. Whether or not the nationalist politicians who
dominate Parliament will vote for it is a big question. 

"The truth would indicate the enormous responsibility they
had for the destruction of the country," said Branko
Todorovic, director of the Helsinki Human Rights Committee
in the Bosnian Serb republic. 

Mr. Finci believes that 80 percent of those testifying
would be victims and that the experience would serve as
"psychotherapy for the victims." Others testifying might
include minor perpetrators, decision makers in the conflict
and representatives of local news organizations whose
inflammatory role during the fighting, he said, has yet to
be put under the spotlight. Punishment of serious war
criminals will be left to the courts. 

Critics say reconciliation will be hard to achieve without
adequate punishment first. Munira Sabasic, whose son was
among the more than 7,500 Muslim men and boys killed at
Srebrenica in 1995, said she had no desire to take part in
the process. "Truth and reconciliation!" she said. "I don't
have anybody to reconcile with. I don't want to forget what
happened to me."

