
By Katarina Subasic

The Hague-based war crimes tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia is set to
announce this week its most high-

profile verdict yet, for former Bosnian Serb
leader Radovan Karadzic.  Here are some
key points about the 1990s conflicts that
tore the Balkans apart.

Background to the wars 
Communist Yugoslavia, born at the end

of World War II,  was made up of six
republics: Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia,
Montenegro and Macedonia.  Following the
death of its autocratic leader Josip Broz Tito
in 1980, the Yugoslav federation found itself
in deep political and economic crisis, with
bickering between various ethnic groups
and the rise of nationalism.  By the time the
Berlin Wall fell in 1989, inter-ethnic relations
in Yugoslavia were at breaking point, with
nationalists mostly winning the first multi-
party elections in the republics in 1990. 

The most prosperous ones, Slovenia and
Croatia, immediately started advocating
decentralization of Yugoslavia. But the
largest republic Serbia, led by Slobodan
Milosevic, fiercely insisted on further cen-
tralization. Milosevic rallied fellow Serbs

throughout Yugoslavia with calls for “all
Serbs in one state”, seen by pro-indepen-
dence republics and the international com-
munity as a bid to create a Greater Serbia by
annexing Serb-populated parts of Croatia
and Bosnia. 

What sparked the conflicts
On June 25, 1991, the parliaments of

Slovenia and Croatia declared independ-
ence, triggering the immediate deploy-
ment of the Belgrade-controlled Yugoslav
army (JNA) towards the affected borders
and airports.  After a ten-day conflict the
JNA withdrew from ethnically homoge-
nous Slovenia. But in Croatia, Serbian
troops moved to fight on the side of
Croatia’s ethnic Serb rebels who opposed
independence, launching a four-year war.
Meanwhile in Bosnia, the most ethnically
and religiously diverse Yugoslav republic
and home to four million people, Muslims
and Croats organized an independence ref-
erendum. 

This was fiercely opposed by Belgrade-
backed Bosnian Serbs, who made up more
than 30 percent of the population. While
Serbs boycotted the referendum, 60 per-
cent of Bosnia’s citizens voted for independ-
ence and Bosnia won international recogni-

tion on April 6, 1992. Bosnian Serbs, led by
Radovan Karadzic and backed by the JNA,
immediately launched a widespread con-
flict, declaring territories under their control
to belong to a Serb entity called Republika
Srpska. Shortly afterwards, Bosnian Croats
turned against the Muslims or Bosniaks and
the three sides fought each other for anoth-
er three-and-a-half years.

What happened during war 
The conflicts in Croatia and Bosnia

claimed more than 120,000 lives. In Bosnia
alone more than half of those in the pre-
war population were forced out of their
homes, either in campaigns of ethnic
cleansing or bids to find safety.  Bosnia’s
capital Sarajevo was under siege for 44
months, during which its 350,000 residents
struggled to get basic necessities. At least
10,000 were killed by sniping and shelling
from Serbs in the surrounding mountains.
Thousands of people were held in camps
on all three sides, where many were tor-
tured, starved or executed. It is estimated
that more than 20,000 women, mostly
Muslims, were systematically raped. The
worst atrocity occurred in July 1995 when
Bosnian Serb forces overran the eastern
town of Srebrenica, slaughtering almost

8,000 Muslim men and boys in a massacre
described by two international courts as
genocide.  In Croatia, the eastern town of
Vukovar was razed to the ground by the
JNA and the medieval Adriatic town of
Dubrovnik was severely damaged.

How the conflicts ended
The atrocities eventually led NATO to

launch massive air strikes on August 30,
1995, against Bosnian Serb military posi-
tions. Following intense pressure from the
US-led international community and three
weeks of negotiations between leaders on
each side at a US military base in Ohio, the
so-called Dayton agreement was reached in
November 1995.  The deal to end the wars
divided Bosnia along ethnic lines into two
semi-autonomous entities.  But the Balkan
conflicts were not over, with war breaking
out in 1998 in Serbia’s southern province of
Kosovo between pro-independence ethnic
Albanian rebels and Serbia’s armed forces.
That war ended in 1999 after an 11-week
bombing campaign by NATO, by which
time about 13,000 lives had been lost and
hundreds of thousands had fled their
homes. Kosovo unilaterally declared inde-
pendence in 2008, a move Serbia refuses to
recognize. — AFP 
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Srebrenica, Vukovar, Sarajevo: towns and cities
indelibly scarred by a painful and shameful history
and seared forever into Europe’s collective con-

science. For 23 years, their names and the memories of
tens of thousands of victims have stalked the halls of the
UN tribunal set up to punish those behind genocide,
mass rapes and ethnic cleansing during Yugoslavia’s vio-
lent death throes.

Now as the International Criminal Tribunal for the for-
mer Yugoslavia (ICTY) prepares to deliver its final verdicts
before closing its doors in 2017 and handing over to
another mechanism, opinion on its legacy is divided.
Established by a UN mandate in May 1993, the court
based in The Hague was a trailblazer in laying down
ground-breaking jurisprudence for trying the worst of all
crimes-a decade before the creation of the International
Criminal Court.

With a judgment on Bosnian Serb leader Radovan
Kardazic due on Thursday and a verdict expected in 2017
against notorious military chief Ratko Mladic, prosecutors
say they have fulfilled a tough mission. The ICTY itself
boasts “it has irreversibly changed the landscape of inter-
national humanitarian law and provided victims an
opportunity to voice the horrors they witnessed and
experienced”. It also has an unrivalled record-all of the
161 people indicted on charges of genocide, war crimes
or crimes against humanity have been caught and
processed.

No fugitives
Even though former Serbian president Slobodan

Milosevic died in his cell in 2006 before his trial ended, 80
others have been sentenced, most of whom are still serv-
ing long jail terms. “I think that the tribunal has done
what it had to do. I can say mission accomplished,” chief
prosecutor Serge Brammertz said. In the convulsions
which tore apart Yugoslavia, national courts would not
have been able to do the same work as the ICTY, which
“can close with no fugitives at large, with all trials
processed,” he said. 

The court played an important role in investigating
atrocities on the ground-even during the height of the
fighting-amassing nine million pages of documents, leav-
ing a major legacy for historians and activists.  Brammertz
also highlights the ICTY’s outreach to national courts
established in Bosnia, Serbia and Croatia where thou-
sands of individuals are still under investigation. “National
prosecutions have shrunk the space for denial,” said for-
mer US ambassador for war crimes issues Stephen Rapp.

Prosecutions and accountability are “one of the ways
you remove the poison that affects the whole body
politic,” added Rapp, now an expert with The Hague
Institute for Global Justice. But the court’s reputation was
undeniably blemished by several high-profile acquittals,
amid unsubstantiated rumors of pressure by the United
States.  And experts caution that some of the tribunal’s
loftiest ambitions-such as its UN mission to restore and
maintain peace in the region-remain unfulfilled.  “I don’t
think that’s necessarily the fault of the tribunal,” said war
crimes expert Rachel Kerr, a senior lecturer at King’s
College, London. “It may be that the lesson that can be
taken from it, is that international criminal justice is not
actually the best tool for fostering peace and reconcilia-
tion,” she said. American Eric Stover, who was among the
first investigators on the ground and helped uncover a
mass grave containing 200 bodies in the Croatian town of
Vukovar in 1992, agrees. “Courts are backwards looking.
They look at the facts and adjudicate individual responsi-
bility. They’re not designed as social engineering institu-
tions,” said Stover, now director of the Human Rights
Center at the University of California, Berkeley.

Skewed legacy
Another problem was that, over time, the court was to

some extent “hijacked” by the political agendas of the
new Balkans nations as they jostled to join the European
Union. The narrative was presented “that people were
again sacrificing themselves for the good of Serbia by
going up to this court that ‘we don’t recognize the legiti-
macy of’... because we’re going to get EU accession,” said
Kerr. And while justice has been served for many, the
sheer scale of the barbarity means it has not been deliv-
ered to all, experts agree. Perhaps the court’s most telling
legacy are the haunting statements of those who plead-
ed guilty.  “This responsibility is mine and mine alone,”
former Bosnian Serb president Biljana Plavsic told the
court in 2002, before being sentenced to 11 years in
prison. “The knowledge that I am responsible for such
human suffering and for soiling the character of my peo-
ple will always be with me.” — AFP 
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Dora Gonzalez found her dead hus-
band’s body, but her son-like tens of
thousands of other victims in

Colombia’s half-century civil conflict-is still
missing. “You live your life wondering
whether he is still alive, whether they are
torturing him, whether he is eating proper-
ly,” she said. She has not seen her son
German since 1995, when he was 13. He left
to go to his aunt’s house and vanished. In
December, she found her husband Carlos
and has given up all hope of finding
German alive. “Horrible, horrible,” said Dora,
54, fighting back tears as she recalled see-
ing her husband’s remains. “I looked at his
bones. I looked at his head, where they shot
him. I saw how his bones had turned dark.
That is very hard.”

She had last seen Carlos in January 2006,
before the Colombian army captured him
while he was bathing in a river. She was told
later that he was alleged to have been killed
in combat. Army troops are accused of
killing civilians and passing them off as FARC
guerrillas to win rewards. State prosecutors
located Carlos Hernandez’s remains in a
cemetery where they were released last year
under an agreement made during peace
negotiations between the Colombian gov-
ernment and the leftist FARC rebel force. The
two sides are holding talks in Cuba and clos-
ing on a peace deal to end the conflict. They
had hoped to sign a deal this Wednesday,
but that deadline is looking uncertain.

Thousands missing 
State investigators say they have recov-

ered 6,500 bodies and handed 3,100 of
them over to the victims’ families. But tens
of thousands more are thought still to lie in
remote and hard-to-reach areas. “There is
one subject that has not been discussed:
the people whose bodies are missing in
rivers and places where it will be difficult for
us to find anything,” said Mabel Carrero, a
state prosecution official working on
exhumations. There are some 45,000 people
listed as missing due to the conflict, which
started in the 1960s with a peasant uprising
and has drawn in various armed groups.

The International Committee of the Red
Cross estimates that hundreds of thousands
of people have suffered “forced disappear-

ances” in the Colombian conflict. “The main
need the families have is to know-to know
where the person is, what happened and in
what circumstances,” said Deborah Schibler,
the committee’s representative in Colombia.
For Dora, recovering her husband’s body
helped soothe old wounds, but also raised
new questions. “It is in that moment with the
loved one, which is so painful but also so inti-
mate, that they start to ask questions about
demanding justice,” said Pablo Cala, a leader
of the non-governmental Orlando Fals Borda
group, which gives legal advice to victims’
relatives. “They want to know the truth.”

‘Bodies talk’   
That means launching new proceedings

that can last years. Victims’ groups hope

that the peace talks will succeed in setting
up new special tribunals to speed up such
investigations. “The FARC must hand over
information about victims that might show
the force was responsible, and the state
must also provide details about people
who have disappeared which might impli-
cate state agents,” said Adriana Arboleda,
leader of a grouping of victims’ organiza-
tions. 

Many families of civilian victims do not
know who took their loved ones: the army,
guerrillas such as the FARC or other militias
like the right-wing ELN. But recovering the
remains can yield crucial evidence. “Every
exhumation tells a story,” Cala said. “The
bodies talk.” Many families go on believing
for years their loved ones are still alive and

then have the shock of learning they were
killed in violence. “It is bittersweet,” said
Cala.

Sometimes the remains are found hun-
dreds of miles away from where the vic-
tims went missing. In December the first
bodies to be handed over under new
agreements made during the peace nego-
tiations were returned to the victims’ fami-
lies. They included FARC members and
civilians killed by state troops for bounties.
Some were children. Dora now hopes final-
ly to find her son and learn what happened
to him. “The best compensation is that
they find my son’s remains and give them
to me,” she said. “I don’t care about money.
I want justice. I want the people who did it
to pay.” — AFP 
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VILLAVICENCIO: Maria del Carmen Bonilla, who lost two brothers and a nephew, ‘disappeared’ during the armed conflict in
Colombia, sits beside photographs of her loved ones at her home in Villavicencio, Meta department. — AFP 


