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Is reconciliation necessary – and possible – in BiH?





Graham Blewitt from Australia is the deputy of Carla del Ponte, chief prosecutor in the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, ICTY. On one of his visits to Sarajevo he told a group of diplomats that a driving force for him in continuing his work for the Tribunal was recollections from discussions with ex-Yugoslavs in Australia before the last Balkan wars. He heard them say that they would send their sons to take revenge for happenings during the Second World War if and when a conflict broke out again. According to Mr. Blewitt, the most scaring thing was not that the fathers said this, but that their sons actually went! 





 After every conflict there is a real risk for a repeat if nothing is done to stop it. The Coal and Steel Union and eventually the European Community, later European Union, were created to make sure that one of the causes of repeated and devastating conflicts in Europe would be removed: the competition over strategic resources. Raw materials necessary for steel production are straddling the border between France and Germany. French Alsace, in German Elsass, had changed hands repeatedly after devastating conflicts. Many other things were done to foster co-operation and understanding between the former enemies. There are still today many think-tanks and seminar and research centres built after WW II to bring politicians, bureaucrats, researchers and students from the former antagonists together. Student and youth exchanges are supported. Intermarriages are a reality. War is almost unthinkable. Germans and French people can afford to enjoy and even to joke about cultural differences. 





Is the former Yugoslavia an exception where, as many politicians say, it is better to finish as soon as possible with the justice procedures and then try to look forward and not backwards. The problem with this argument in the case of Bosnia and Hercegovina is that "nothing is forgotten, just as nothing is forgiven". If it remains so, the country risks a repeat of the conflict. Already one can observe that divisions along the dividing lines of the last wars come to the fore at the least provocation. This is true about political matters, but also of cultural and religious matters, education policy, defence … to name but a few. 





It is easy to say that it would be better to forget, but you cant tell a mother or other close relative of the still 17.000 missing since the war in BiH that. A mother will, as someone told me, always look out through the kitchen window hoping to see a loved one coming back. Maybe he lost his memory or emigrated and didn't find his way back before. Why are so many still missing? The main reason according to those who work with the lists and with identifying the remains of those found in mass graves is that nobody is telling what they know. 





It is a known fact that not only the victims but also the perpetrators of violence suffer psychologically from their memories. This was made quite clear during the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa. The Commission showed another thing: the power to forgive. The victims wanted to hear the confessions, they wanted above all to know what happened to their missed loved ones. Given that the perpetrators, as was often the case, showed remorse and asked for forgiveness, the victims and their families were willing to forgive. They were then often less interested in monetary or other compensation or even the length of the punishment meted out to the perpetrator. Only the most serious cases had to go to the courts after closure was achieved in the Commission. 





There is a clear parallel to BiH here. Without the truth being exposed and the most serious offenders apprehended, tried and punished, there could hardly be closure. Already young people in parts of this country are said to grow up with the suspicion that the siege of Sarajevo is a fabrication. We have seen the gap between the perception of what happened in and around Srebrenica. 





A truth and reconciliation commission in BiH could try to close such gaps by giving the victims a platform for telling what happened to them. Hopefully it could also provide a platform for those perpetrators, from all sides, who are burdened with their memories. But why should the latter category come forward if there is no provision for forgiveness and amnesty as in South Africa? The most serious cases will shortly all be handled by ICTY in the Hague, while some less serious will be transferred to the region. Returnees are in less serious cases covered by a general amnesty provided for in the Dayton Peace Agreement, Annex 7 (article VI). A similar provision could be made for non-returnees. As an example, the person who drove the truck that moved bodies to a secondary gave after the war should in my view be able to come forward and identify the place of the mass grave under an amnesty provision. 





There is since last year a proposed law on the table of the government, suggesting the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission in BiH. The proposal is the result of work done by an Association Truth and Reconciliation led by the Jewish leader Jacob Finci and funded by Sweden. It aims to record statements as outlined above and to analyse and present these in a way that will provide a basis for a joint history of the last war. 





To establish a Truth and Reconciliation Commission in BiH will require bold and forward-looking leadership. Surely there must be Willy Brandts or Nelson Mandelas in BiH who would be prepared to take this responsibility. In the absence of such leadership and without a process for dealing with the legacy of this last war, it may indeed not be the last one. 








Anders Möllander, Ambassador of Sweden to BiH:
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