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Uprooted in their own country

Fifteen years after the end of the Bosnian war, thousands of IDPs 
still live in emergency accommodation
Although 15 years have passed after the Bosnian war, over 7,000 displaced persons still live appallingly in Emergency Accommodation – forgotten by the politics and 
without prospects for a dignified life

Thomas Fauster, Gorazde
A bad smell catches the visitor. A mixture of moisture, mould and rottenness seems to have settled down in every inch of the room. The wooden floor provisionally covered with plastic is rotten, full of holes and dangerously gives way with each step made. Plaster is falling from the walls which are covered with holes of a fist-like size. One starts wondering, how come the rooms have not been smashed by the upper floor yet. Hatidza Saiti, 52 years old, offers us a seat on a frazzled sofa. She lives together with her 14 year old son Mirsad in this dungeon. Their home is part of a former military barrack and is located in Gorazde, eastern Bosnia, a town with a majority Bosniak (Muslim) population. 
Left alone

The single mother is one of the 7,000 people, who during the war in Bosnia (1992-1995) have been displaced and 15 years after the beginning of the war still live in so called Collective Accommodation. The miserable condition of this centre in Gorazde is not an exception. The temporary accommodation, initially meant to be emergency accommodation became permanent all over Bosnia and now over 100 of such accommodations exist and they simply deteriorate. In many such places, there is a shortage of water and electricity. However, most politicians do not care to bother with such facilities, which previously were either old schools and/or military facilities. The residents of the centres, many of them elderly, single, psychically sick, traumatized, and in need of special assistance – are left alone.  

Ms. Saiti lost her husband during the war. Also, both of her brothers were killed and her mother too. She did not even have the opportunity to bury her. The Muslim woman originates from Rogatica, a municipality located in eastern Bosnia, currently Republika Srpska, the Serb ruled entity of Bosnia. Practically all non-Serb citizens of Rogatica, who were the majority in that municipality before the war, were expelled during the war. In 1992 Saiti fled from there, too. Her odyssey led her through numerous collective centres, before she ended up in Gorazde. Saiti claims that a return to her home village would be impossible. Her house is still destroyed. In addition, no Muslims are living in her village any longer. “I would be scared for my safety if I returned there”. 

She receives a veteran’s pension of 400 KM for her late husband, which equals 270 Swiss Francs. A significant part of that amount the lady, suffering from diabetes, spends for medication, then to pay for electricity, water, heating and for food. Schoolbooks for her son, who shyly sits in the corner of the room cannot be bought from that amount. The other twenty families living in the same collective accommodation are in a similar situation. Nobody in this centre is permanently employed. Some of them are cultivating potatoes on a small piece of land located behind the building, whereas some of them are gathering scrap metals in the yard with a view to selling it. They receive no assistance whatsoever from the municipality; on the contrary they are afraid of being evicted from their accommodation. 

The Dayton Illusion

Back in 1995 in Dayton, the future seemed different. Annex 7 of the Peace Agreement regulated the return of all refugees to their home villages in detail. This goal was too ambitious, as 2.2 million people, making half of the country’s population were uprooted during the Bosnian war. Approximately 1.2 million fled abroad and around 1 million moved as Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) into other parts of the country. The goal of finding a durable solution for the displaced could not be reached. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), also responsible for the implementation of Annex 7, there are still 113,000 IDPs in Bosnia (including 7,000 persons accommodated in collective accommodation). “Time has taken its toll” says Naveed Hussain, UNHCR Representative in Bosnia. IDPs are getting more and more hesitant to return to their pre-war dwellings 15 years after the war. “A person 10 years old at the end of the war has now turned 25 years and does not want to return”. Mr. Hussain is convinced that over 70 percent of registered IDPs do not want to return to their pre-war places of origin. Many of them established new lives elsewhere. Additionally, persons who would return to places where they are minorities would have to expect discrimination, primarily when looking for jobs. In a country where hardly anyone has a job, such kind of discrimination is, however, difficult to prove. 
Mirhunisa Zukic, from the non-governmental Union for Sustainable Return and Integration in Bosnia and Herzegovina mentions additional obstacles within that process. She quickly draws the ethnic topography on a Bosnian map. “Numerous ethnically homogenous areas were created in Bosnia during the war. The politicians have no interest in (ethnically) mixing these areas.” Therefore nobody is pushing for the return of refugees or for the implementation of Annex 7 of the Dayton Agreement. This is reflected in administrative obstacles particularly during the moving process from one entity into the other. It happens very often during such moves that pension entitlements or access to the health system are lost, given also that Republika Srpska and the ten Cantons all have their own Health Ministries; a unified one on the state level does not exist, however. 

Living in a Ruin
The Bosnian central state is quite weak and hardly has any competencies. Therefore, Republika Srpska and the Bosniak-Croat Federation have not much in common.  However, the two entities have one thing in common: the precarious situation of people living in collective accommodation. This is visible just a few minutes drive from Gorazde in the eastern Bosnia town of Foca, which unlike Gorazde, is located on the territory of Republika Srpska.  Officially, no collective accommodation exists any longer in the Serb part of the country, and the politicians in Banja Luka stress that they have closed down these centres already. Such statements have, however, nothing to do with reality. 
Savka Lucic is a single, 71 year old woman and lives in Foca in one of the allegedly non-existing collective accommodations, together with 15 other families. The building, physically divided into three facilities and located next to the Drina river, once served as an overnight shelter for workers of a local company. These buildings have been destroyed by shells during the war. The damages on the buildings are still visible. For instance, in the middle of the room which Savka calls her bathroom, a small pot of water stands forlornly by itself. The walls are mouldered, pipes burst and the wind is blowing unhindered from the outside as only holes remain where once there used to be windows. 

Savka is originally from Trbusce. She strayed from one place to another several times during the war like many others did. She has been living in Foca since the end of 1996. Her house was destroyed during the war. She asked for compensation, but nothing happened so far. She used to work in a wood processing factory and, as a result, she now receives a pension of 140 Francs per month. That has to be enough. There is no public support, no humanitarian aid. Several years ago, a representative of some humanitarian organization appeared and distributed potato seeds. However, she could not do anything with that assistance, as people living in this collective centre have no land they could cultivate.

The authorities keep their eyes closed to the miserable situation IDPs are facing. “No representative of the municipality has ever opened the door of this house”, says the lady sitting in her sparsely furnished room. People in the town have other worries. They did not let her see the Mayor when she asked to talk to with him. Savka was never married and she has no kids. She cannot count on the support of relatives. She never receives visitors, apart from mice and rats. “I only believe in myself and in god”, she says and looks onto pictures of saints put on the walls. The only assistance she gets comes from her neighbour. Old furniture, but not only that. One neighbour also installed an electricity cable in order for her to light a lamp and try to bring some light into her dark life. 

Integration instead of Return
The State Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees also speaks about a “catastrophic social situation” in collective centres. The hands of Nermina Dzepar-Ganibegovic, responsible for housing issues within that Ministry are bound, however, as Entity Ministries are competent over IDP issues and not the central state. The state official is certain that the path drafted in Dayton, in other words the return of all displaced persons to their pre-war dwellings reconstructed by the state, is not the solution to the problem. Numerous reconstructed housing units remain empty, as IDPs rarely opt to return to the places where they are considered as minorities. Building new houses will not change anything to that fact. 
The UNHCR Representative, Mr. Hussain, agrees with this analysis. However, according to him, it must be positively noted that the Bosnian Parliament after two years of debating decided to finally agree upon a new Strategy for the Implementation of Annex 7 of the Dayton Agreement. The implementation of Annex 7 for too long indulged in an illusion that all displaced people would be able to return to their pre-war places of origin; state policy therefore was limited for far too long to housing reconstruction. Now it is intended to also promote the local integration of displaced people. Accordingly, people not willing to return to the places they fled from should be granted a dignified life in the places of their displacement. Mr. Hussain speaks of a turning point: “for the first time, (the fact) that displaced persons will not return is officially acknowledged”.
On the one hand, this acknowledgment reflects a more realistic approach, in light of the huge mistrust among the ethnic groups, than hoping for the return of all displaced people. On the other hand, it clearly shows that the politics of “ethnic cleansing” carried out during the war cannot be reversed and that the displacement fulfilled its purpose. The victims of such expulsions, who up to today still reside in emergency accommodation, will, despite the adoption of the new Strategy, not become the central political interest. Issues written on paper do not necessarily need to be respected, especially not in Bosnia. This also applies to the government’s goal to solve the problem of displaced people residing in collective centres by 2014 - a goal which hardly anyone considers to be possible.          

