A Brief History Of the Volunteers Project Pakrac

The Volunteers Project Pakrac has been working in the area since July 1993. It is a project composing of international volunteers and locals, and was initiated by Croatian peace activists from the Anti War Campaign in Croatia. The aims of the project were initially to work in a town that was divided by a cease-fire line, and to begin the peace process through activities that would start to bring normalization to the area. 
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This has meant many hours of work on reconstruction, both physical and social. Our present work spans from the reconstruction of buildings to social reconciliation through activities, seminars, workshops, the establishment of a youth club, community visits to the elderly and disadvantaged, and ongoing training for volunteers and community members in trauma healing and conflict resolution.
We are now conducting e-mail lessons, initiating a small repairs program including a Tools Library, a bi-weekly photo group, and organizing a puppet theater workshop for children and a childrens centre. The project works on both sides of the former cease-fire line to address the populations of Croatian and Serbian people divided by war. Although the normalization and peace process has not been allowed to happen at an equal rate on both sides due to the political situation, it has progressed positively and the project continues to address these issues in the area.

Due to the events of May 1st, 1995, the situation in the region changed dramatically as the Croatian army took over the Krajina and convoys of Serbian people left the area. A significant number of people from the Serbian community still remain, and many who fled are interested in eventually returning to their homes. As a result, our work in the project continues with an even stronger emphasis on the peace and reconciliation process. Although time spent on the physical reconstruction has decreased, as many private building firms are working in the area, our social reconstruction projects are expanding to address the current situation. 
Volunteer Project Pakrac
About the Pakrac Area: History and Current Situation



The town of Pakrac in Western Slavonia is now starting to rebuild following four years of war, destruction and ethnic division. The latest violent conflict, in a long history of war in this region, started in 1991. Before the war the town numbered around 9,000 inhabitants which consisted of 48% Serbs and around 35% Croats as well as Hungarian, Italian and Czechs minorities. Nowadays, Pakrac has around 4,000 inhabitants and is 70% destroyed. Most of the population fled during the fighting as the town changed hands five times. The cease-fire brought by the UN after six months meant that the town was divided by a cease-fire line. 

Civilians returned on either side, but fighting still continued sporadically across the line until May 1995 when the Croatian army overran the Serbian side. Most of the Serbian population then left. Nevertheless the Serbian community in this area is still the biggest cohesive Serbian community on the whole territory of Croatia under government control (about 1000).
The cease-fire line no longer exists, so people are able to move freely from one part of the town to another. That means that obstacles for communication between the communities are no longer so visible. Although there are no physical barriers for communication between the two communities, psychological barriers are stronger then ever. Croats feel victorious and vengeful while Serbs feel humiliated and scared. 
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Both communities live in poor economic conditions as Pakrac is a ruined town with an economy that barely functions and few resources for reviving its agricultural production. Economic troubles in combination with personal psychological traumas and the state media's war propaganda contribute a great deal to tensions between and within the communities. 



Archive file 

E-mail Project West Slavonia
October 1996 report



Pakrac, 22 Oct 96, 20:40 

Here is a short report for the month of October from the Email Project West Slavonia and Support of Zamir-PK. Coordinators and Sysops are Rafal Bociek and Burkhard Pranke. Both of us are part of Volunteer Project Pakrac: 

1. I*EARN meeting in Zagreb in Open Society Institute (28.09. I*EARN (...) is international program for students and teachers. We were talking about the future of this project in Croatia. Three schools from our Project were participating in the meeting (Secondary School Pakrac, Secondary School from III Grammar School Osijek). We are giving technical support to the Email Project East Slavonia are. Also during this time we met with Eric Bachman and Ognjen Tus. We were talking about connecting schools and NGO's in East-Slavonia. 

2. Participation APC meeting in Slovenia (4-6.10). We made there some contacts with people from other organisations. We were talking about Radio Connection for refugees camps which has got problem with phone line (East Slavonia -Gasinci) and we hope we will connect it to email in the near future. 

3. Participation ZTN meeting in Zagreb between Zamir-ZG and Zamir-PK (11-12.10). We were talking about developing email in Croatia, future of ZTN, developing email in West and East Slavonia. 

4. First Visit to Osijek (10-13.10) 

· First practical meeting with sister project from Osijek (Volunteer Project Osijek) and talking about developing email in East Slavonia. 

· During visit of Osijek we train and help local NGOs with email (Bosnian Center, Youth Action Group and Peace Center). 

· Connect and train computer science teacher from III Grammar School. 

5. Second Visit to Osijek (24-27.10) 

· meeting with Volunteer Project Osijek and arranging visits in Vukovar and Beli Manastir. 

· Connect one of the volunteer groups to email. 

· Connect one NGO to email. 

· training one more teacher and help III Grammar School with email, and talking about other schools from East Slavonia and connecting them to email 

· find local support from Osijek. This person is going to as a troublshooter for email and working as a email and Zamir-PK support for Osijek. 

6. All the time in Pakrac training and trouble shooting for West Slavonia NGO's (Women's Group, Volunteer Project Pakrac, Human Rights Office, UNOV, Civil Rights Project). 

7. Helping students and teachers from Secondary School Pakrac with using email. [image: image3.jpg]



8. Training new support team. 

9. Phone support for users. 

10. Orgenaising user fee from users of Zamir-PK for runing costs. 

11. Daily work with BBS Zamir-PK (undelivered, troublshooting etc.) 

12. Contacting other organisations and exchanging experience and looking for sponsor for developing email in the region. 

For Email Project West Slavonia 

Rafal Bociek and Burkhard Pranke 

Pakrac Projects
Photo project



Pakrac November 24, 1996 

History and description of the photo sub-project

The idea for a photo project originated in 1994 as a creative outlet to help children deal with the effects of the recent war and to encourage positive principles of self- motivation, inter-personal skills and self-criticism. However, the actual project did not start until July 1995, when the United Nations Office in Vienna provided us with funding via a general fund for a Youth Development Program. This money was then used to buy the necessary equipment to set up a darkroom and provide children with cameras. 

On the surface, the project was designed to teach the children of the primary school in Pakrac the techniques of black and white photography. The initial lessons covered the operation of a manual SLR camera and basic darkroom developing and printing techniques. Later lessons explained simple compositional principles, and some more advanced printing techniques such as dodging and burning, although the emphasis focused more on allowing children to express their creativity without too many preconceived notions of photography. 

On a deeper level, this project is meant to gather children together and provide them with a forum to share ideas and work on projects cooperatively, as well as providing space for personal goals and growth. Photography is used not only as a medium to teach children a skill, but to provide a creative way to deal with their tense lives in Pakrac, as well as encouraging them to work towards definite goals with others. Artistic, interpersonal and self- evaluative skills are taught indirectly through this project. 

Though this project is meant to gather both communities' children we still have not been able to reach this goal. We managed to find 15 children from Seovica, a village on the former Serbian side to take part in the photo group. In the beginning, we wanted to take photos in their area and then cross the symbolic former check-point to develop the photos in the secondary school's darkroom. But, mostly because of the parents' fears, this was not possible. So we started to develop the pictures in the bathroom of one of the children's houses, and so the magic began. 

The children participated in a four-week project that included taking and developing photographs. Though it was the first time they had ever touched a camera, the results were much more exciting than what we could have expected. The photos the children took were very pure, unhindered from preconceived ideas and a perfect arena for "happy accidents." They were so enthusiastic about the project that after four weeks they had already produced more than 1000 pictures!. At the end of this session they organised an exhibition displaying about 170 pictures. The exhibition provided an avenue for making better connections for parents and children with local society. 

The children were aged 6 to 15. They have lived in this area since they were born, and during the last four years, the parents and children from this war-torn area have tried to maintain an existence as normal as possible under abnormal circumstances brought on by war. This area was once one of the richest agricultural areas in Croatia but, as a result of the war, has been largely isolated from the rest of the world. 

After this rough period of time, the children's memory of life before the war was threatened. Some of them just couldn't remember it; some had only a few memories. For these children, the concept of normality remains an enigma. The main purpose of this project is to use their skills, their memory and their imagination to create something. We want photography to be a creative outlet to help them forget about what they have been through, and most of all, we want them to see that they are still capable of doing something good and trust themselves. 

Achievements, actual situation and future aims

Apart from the exhibition at the end of the four weeks last summer, the children, with the help of some volunteers, have realised a photo-story book. Five children wrote a story together and then took pictures to illustrate their tale. These pictures were then scanned and gathered in a book. With the exhibition, this was the biggest achievement in terms of concrete work for the project. Of course in terms of social behaviour, this project taught the children how to work together on the same ideas, in the same place and for the same goal. They learned how to work as a team. 

Since the beginning of the year, we have four new groups: most of the children are now from Pakrac itself, but we still have one class in the orphanage in Lipik (a destroyed village south of Pakrac), and one class of Serbian children. All the classes, except for the one in Lipik, take place in the darkroom of the secondary school.. Each week we hold a one-and-a-half hour class with about six or seven children. Our guidance is gentle; we don't give any specific directions of work to the children, because we think it is important for them to exercise the freedom of [image: image4.jpg]


creativity. When you see the pictures, you realise these pictures could have been taken by any children of the world. If at the very beginning the topics chosen were almost all linked to the daily life in the village, they now focus much more on pictures of themselves, friends and family. Though there is a lot of destruction in the town and in the surroundings areas, very little is shown on the children's photos. Most of the pictures feature their families, smiling or acting a little silly for the camera. 

The children from the former Serbian side also have a envisioned project on their own. They want to tell the story of a small village on the Serbian side, which has been completely destroyed by the war. The children knew a lot of people in this village, who have now been forced to flee away or have been killed. They want to create and publish a photo-essay book to show others what physically remains of the village, and the human consequences of war. 

Our most pressing goal for the coming months is to compile a book of the best photos taken by the children since the conception of the project. This book would then be distributed both internally as well as internationally, if the funding permits. In the idea of this book, we hope to present to the outside world a glimpse into the eyes and minds of children that have undergone a war, and to see that a positive force still exists within the children, despite the conditions they have endured. 

In the distant future, we also hope to find a suitable local replacement to run the photo project, as it is the goal of the entire Volunteer Project Pakrac to become self- sufficient on a local level, and not to be dependent on an international force to keep it operating. We feel it is important for locals to have input and responsibility for the social reconstruction process. 

This project can be a very valuable tool of reconciliation between the children of both sides. It is important to stimulate them, to push them towards positive change, and to move them beyond their current lives and traumas. It is also important to link them to the outside world (through an excursion or through exchanges) and to break their isolation. 

Current situation of photography project (10/96)

At the moment the photo project is in a transitional state following the departure of some volunteers during the summer. Our financial situation is such that we are only able to operate a small-scale operation at the Lipik orphanage until we receive the necessary financial support to buy the chemicals, film and equipment to operate the other four projects at full speed. We regret that our time has to be spent more on fundraising than in teaching and supervising the children. Our main goal at this juncture and through the end of 1997 is to organise more exhibitions and to publish a photo-essay book by the children of Pakrac and the surrounding villages. Also, we are in contact with an organization that sponsors an international art exchange program and another group that is interested in publishing these photos on the World Wide Web. We are anxious to realise these goals but cannot do so until we are properly funded and can resume a weekly photo class with all our students. Most students we have talked to are very interested and motivated and are constantly asking when they will be able to resume their photography lessons. Although at this point we have just enough material to hold two or three sessions, we feel that we should wait for a more stable financial state so we don't have to hold classes on a "on-again, off-again" basis. The children on the Serbian side, who have their personal goals for the project, are the most anxious and most promising. 

Thus in order to resume this project and to realise our goals, we are appealing for funding from organisations who are interested in working with children from areas that have been devastated by war. We are seeking allocations for photographic materials, publishing costs, travel and office expenses. We would greatly appreciate either monetary or material aid, although the former would be easier to handle as custom duties are significant in Croatia, and this would be a heavy stress on our finances. 

puppet Theatre Project
Proposal



Pakrac November 24, 1996 

Origin and aims

A sub-project of Volunteer Project Pakrac, the Puppet Theatre Project began in Pakrac in November 1995 as a non-threatening method of reintegration and reconciliation. In particular, it seeks to address the reintegration of Serb children into the local school system. Following the military action in May of the same year, children from both sides of the town began attending the same schools in Pakrac. After four years of living in essentially separate communities, the reintegration process has been slow and difficult and remains so. In addition to this, with the exception of formalised activities such as daily school attendance, no extra curricular activities were available to children from either side of the formerly divided town. The Puppet Theatre was one of the initiatives developed to address this problem and facilitate the recovery of the war traumatised communities. It offers children a creative avenue to develop communicative and cooperative skills and to build self-confidence and esteem in a non-threatening environment. 
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The Puppet Theatre Group is designed to be entirely dependent on the children's participation. By encouraging the children to make the puppets, construct the stage and play all the roles in the performances, they learn to take initiatives, handle responsibility and work well with others. It is also an activity with flexibility, it can travel and engage children in an activity wherever they are based. 
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History

Under the direction of two international volunteers with knowledge of the local language, the Puppet Theatre has held a number of performances, including a production of "Sleeping Beauty," and "The Flint." After immense positive feedback to our initial efforts we were convinced of the value of this project and began to organize another production involving both new and experienced participants.
Two months after our first performance, our second group completed the preparation of three small skits. The children then began a tour performing in the Pakrac kindergarden, the youth club in Pakrac, the Lipik orphanage and finished their season with a show in a refugee camp in Varazdin. Attendance at all events was excellent. In addition to providing relief and entertainment to both local and refugee children, those involved showed an increase in self-esteem and confidence. The children conducted themselves as professionals, constructively criticising their performances as well as taking over some additional roles in the production. 

Future Goals and Objectives

In light of successful attendance and an on-going enthusiasm from children in the community we will continue to use the theatre to facilitate the normalisation and reconciliation processes. The project will continue to involve many children from the area, linking both youth and adults within and beyond the local community. We hope to work with other puppet theatre groups based in Zagreb sharing experiences and hopefully performing together. More puppet making, stage set designing, performances and excursions are planned. 

Through the theatre, the project aims to support the rebuilding of trust between the two communities as the parents and children from all sides of Pakrac engage in this non-threatening activity. It is our immediate goal to continue and expand our work. After being based solely in Pakrac for nearly one year, we have just recently expanded our activities to Gavrenica. In addition to puppet theatre work, we also conduct an alternative theatre with the older children from Gavrenica. Activities in this group include pantomiming and shadow theatre as well as combining elements of classical theatre. We also have started holding workshops with this group, in which the children make puppets, draw and paint, play games, dance, sing and participate in other artistic forms of expression not necessarily related to theatre. In the near future we will introduce these activities to the Pakrac group as well. Through these workshops and theatres we directly support the community in trauma healing and conflict resolution and hope in the near future to add more diverse workshops and seminars for children, educators and parents. 

It is the final goal of Volunteer Project Pakrac to find local people who will support the children in making this and other activities sustainable long after the international volunteers project is deemed necessary. Therefore, we plan to identify two local people and train them to work with children. This means providing opportunities for them to attend workshops that focus on work with children traumatised by the effects of war, issues involving conflict resolution and other peace skills training available. 

In order for this project to continue to realise its goals, we are appealing for funding both for the established part of our project and for its expansion. We are currently seeking allocations for rent and maintenance fees for a new work and performance space as well as the theatre infrastructure. We are also seeking funding for excursions and trainings. We would greatly appreciate any support you could offer for all or any part of the budget for this project. 

For Puppet Theatre: 

Anna Sypniewska & Ivica Jalcova 

Archive file 

Children's Centre/Kid Space
Proposal



Pakrac November 24, 1996 

The idea for Kid Space grew from the success of the Puppet Theatre sub-project. Like the puppet theatre which began in Pakrac in November 1995, Kid Space is a non-threatening approach to reintegration and reconciliation. In particular, it seeks to address the reintegration of Serb children into the local school system. Following the military action in May 1995, children from both sides of the town began attending the same schools in Pakrac. After four years of living in essentially separate communities, the reintegration process has been slow and difficult and remains so. In addition to this, with the exception of formalised activities such as daily school attendance, no extra curricular activities were available to children from either side of the formerly divided town. Kid Space is one of the initiatives developed to address this problem and facilitate the recovery of the war traumatised communities. Volunteers have been able to work with the children of both communities, see their needs, wants and great ability to learn and embrace new ideas and options.
Time spent with these children has also led to a realisation that the effects of armed conflict, nationalism and discrimination sometimes fall hardest on the children who are the witnesses of such destruction. With the absence of a neutral and safe social meeting place and the fast approaching winter, Kid Space would provide a non- threatening environment for socialisation and relaxation. It offers children an opportunity to develop communicative and cooperative skills and to build self-confidence and esteem in a non-threatening environment open to all. 

An alternative space

Kid Space would cater for children from the ages of 6 to 12. It is envisioned that it could act as a meeting place where children could spend their free time and enjoy both structured activities and leisure time. Kid Space would also be the venue for games, workshops and special days. Volunteers would provide supervision while engaging the children to help take responsibility for their space. Together volunteers, parents and children would work to coordinate both the activities and free time within the centre. It is hoped that the responsibility given to the children will lead to a development in self-confidence and awareness and also allow them to learn new skills. 

Follow-up

In the future, we would expand Kid Space by establishing an art program, a library and a youth club.
Children who are interested in pursuing artistic outlets of expression have few options in Pakrac. In order to help provide them an avenue for expression and development, we plan to start an art program. Various mediums would be offered: dance, drawing and painting, singing, sculpture, music lessons, literary discussion groups and a writing forum.
The library facilitates in Pakrac are also unsatisfactory for children and we hope to fill that void by establishing our own. The Kid Space library would be aimed specifically at the children and contain books ranging from children's stories and novels to nonfiction educational works on the sciences, history, etc. Through this we encourage the children to explore and develop their interests on their own intitiative. In addition, we plan to offer special courses on a wide variety of topics based on the children's suggestion in order to provide another way for them to pursue interests outside school.
Finally, we would like to re-open the youth club which opened in 1994 and closed this fall. Since 1995, the project was run exclusively by a pair of teenagers and supervised by a teacher. It closed this fall because they lost a space to house the project. Being a popular and important gathering place for young Pakracani, we would like to help the youth club re-open. 

Through working with the children and allowing them to take personal control of their surroundings, it is hoped that they will begin the slow process of recovery and readjustment. The volunteers will be dealing with a variety of issues such as socialisation, recovery and normalisation. In addition, they will be depended on to aid in the development of self-esteem and confidence building within the children while ensuring a stress-free environment away from the pressures of homelife and parents. 

For Kid Space 

Anna Sypniewska and Ivica Jalcova 

Innocence and experience 
The volunteer project Pakrac, grassroots peacebuilding in Croatia, 1993 - 1997

In 1997, colleagues in the Centre for Peace Studies, Zagreb, suggested that as Nick Wilson had been active in the newly ended Volunteer Project Pakrac (VPP) he might usefully draw out the learning from it as a participant-observer. To do this, he collated a 'conglomerate view' drawing together the views of sixty of the project's participants and Pakracani. What follows is a much-simplified version of some of his findings. [Note: 'Pakrac' is pronounced 'PAKrrats'. Both As are flat, as in 'jack'. 'Pakracani', the collective noun for the inhabitants, is pronounced 'PAKRRAchaanee'.] 
Pakrac, a town of 10,000 in rural West Slavonia, was one of the first flashpoints of the war in Croatia. In spring 1991, radical Serbs among the relative Serb majority in the municipality staged an unsuccessful coup, declaring Pakrac the regional capital of a Serb autonomous enclave. Violence accelerated slowly to a peak in late 1991 when, as part of the wider Croatian war, Pakrac was heavily damaged. The defence put up by outgunned local 'Croatian' forces (actually made up of the wide range of ethnicities found in the area, including Serbs) against 'Serb' irregulars and the Yugoslav People's Army (JNA) radicalised the remainder of the population.

By January 1992, JNA resources were draining away to Bosnia. This altered the local balance of power, leaving West Slavonia divided between Croatian control and the self-declared Republic of Serbian Krajina (RSK) along a ceasefire line enforced by the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR). West Slavonia was the only area in Croatia where both zones were under the jurisdiction of the UN. Pakrac was itself divided between these zones, with no local movements between its urban, 'Croatian' part and the smaller semi-rural suburb of 'RSK Pakrac'.

Top-down peacebuilding

During 1992, the charismatic head of UN Civil Affairs in West Slavonia was able to exploit the ambiguities of his mandate and the flexibility of his UN military counterpart to push along a mid-level localised peace process. Tough weapons control and robust chairing of face to face meetings between local officials created some flexibility in what was still a fresh situation. This encouraged a UN diplomat to form an ad hoc project to attract non-UN resources into this peacebuilding 'push' under the auspices of the UN's regional office in Vienna (UNOV). This 'UNOV-Pakrac' (UNOV-P) initiative was far ahead of most UN practice at the time, taking literally Boutros Boutros Ghali's emphasis in Agenda For Peace on creative approaches to moving from peacekeeping to peacebuilding.

UNOV-Pakrac in turn invited the Anti-war Campaign Croatia (ARK), a network of twenty-plus indigenous NGOs, to co-operate in the area. To ARK, the security and political umbrella which the project offered, and the chance to complement ambitious mid-level talk of re-settlement with work at the grassroots, seemed attractive. After six months exploration with Pakracani, ARK agreed to a short term experiment, offering small, self-funded groups of local activists and local and international volunteers to 'Croatian Pakrac' to do basic physical reconstruction and social assistance, ideally spreading to 'RSK Pakrac' later.

Grassroots peacebuilding

The Volunteer Project's initial aim was little more than to not be expelled from Pakrac. It consequently had a volatile internal power structure and grew in an organic way which was responsive, but also largely unplanned. Almost instantly, the fact that participants lived and worked among Pakracani in similar conditions, unlike International Government Organisation (IGO) and International Non Governmental Organisation (INGO) staff, provided a base of trust and respect among 'Croatian' Pakracani. Basic reconstruction by short term participants formed the core of the project throughout its life. Here, and in initial spontaneous social assistance, participants actively sought to compensate for their lack of 'expertise' by emphasising unstructured informal listening as a way of understanding local specificities.

The informal listening, in conjunction with the limitations of what VPP could offer, led the project to combine physical reconstruction and social assistance (and later community development / empowerment) in an 'integrated' peacebuilding approach. Operating on a small scale in a defined area, VPP was able to reintegrate these two strands of the peacebuilding process, which are often artificially separated by specialized intervening agencies.

Bearing in mind that mechanistic, linear accounts misleadingly simplify the circuitous complexity of grassroots peacebuilding, VPP's work can be summarised as the following. Spontaneous contacts were gradually extended and systematised, building a base in the 'Croatian' community founded on seemingly innocuous activities (playing with children, language lessons...). Long term volunteers then acted as catalysts in the much more difficult coalescing of a few Pakracani around particular issues and needs, in some cases in groups such as a youth club, women's group, or interests such as a school-based email project. Other activities, including a 'Small Repairs' programme, and 'Community Visits' to the vulnerable, were largely carried out by VPP, but had the same reflexive advantages of opening up contacts between different parts of the decimated and internally divided 'Croatian' community and introducing elements of difference, solidarity and friendly listening. Over the next three years these initiatives in turn became springboards for social development and a diverse set of activities and trainings aimed at 'empowering' groups and individuals.

Volunteer turnover meant that some of these activities lacked continuity, but as all depended on the unpaid involvement of Pakracani, only work appropriate to local needs survived. By 1995, mature activities were bearing fruit. Structures such as the Youth Club and Women's Group were almost fully independent, and were interacting with each other and outsiders in proactive ways that were encouraged by VPP's emphasis on developmental, not humanitarian, aid.

Unfortunately, the Bosnian war and UN office politics meant that the UN's mid-level peacebuilding 'push' in West Slavonia stalled at the very moment that VPP began. It also transpired that UNOV-P's $3 million budget was almost entirely earmarked for impossible wholesale physical reconstruction. VPP and UNOV therefore diverged, with VPP relying on a core income which never topped £4000 cash per month, raised from a shifting rainbow alliance of mostly small supporters. Despite this, UNOV-P staff were able to 'play' the UN system to supply essential documents to volunteers crossing the line, and in time, were also able to scrape together modest funds for some of VPP's activity. Yet accepting this help carried its own risks as UNOV-P, with virtually no presence on the ground, was nonetheless apt to take the credit for the project's efforts.

As for VPP's wider aims, 'reconciliation' had long since been relegated to the status of an ultimate motivating ideal, replaced by 'normalisation', 'social reconstruction' and later, 'peacebuilding'. These concepts all had limitations, but were at least easier to break down into achievable aims, and helped to express the complexity of the work. VPP hoped that 'social reconstruction' on each side might lead to pretexts for cross-entity communication and trust-building at the grassroots level. This was, however, tempered by the realities of the unresolved ceasefire situation.

VPP was only able to place a few representatives in the grim promontory of RSK Pakrac. Conditions were also so adverse as to make it impossible to initiate more than a few of the most basic activities there. However, ARK persuaded activists of Grupa MOST, of the Serbian Centre for Antiwar Action, to assist parallel work in RSK Pakrac. This work was hampered by the extreme isolation of the area even from Belgrade, but grew steadily until 1995. In particular, VPP participants undermined the 'otherness' of both 'sides' by passing hundreds of private communications between relatives and friends separated by the line.

On 1 May 1995 the Croatian army overran the West Slavonian sector of the RSK. Most Serbs fled, some being killed en route. Immediately afterwards, VPP offered direct protection to remaining Serbs and provided a way in for responses by Serbian and Croatian NGOs. VPP then sought to use its relationships with both sides to develop direct communication between them, but failed to make a convincing case for the potential of this work to its disillusioned former funders, who were increasingly attracted to Bosnia. The project consequently became more dependent on IGO and INGO funding. Combined with a reduced need for physical assistance, this tended to de-integrate the VPP's activities, risking turning it into a sub-contracted delivery vehicle for atomised social development, or woefully ill-defined 'psycho-social work', without a uniting peacebuilding agenda.

VPP nevertheless continued to develop its activity on both sides of the line, concentrating on the sustainability of its local 'seed' initiatives. Although the project closed in March 1997, support by ARK has allowed several of these to continue, with other developments now appearing based on links and 'empowerment' traceable to VPP.

Lessons

The political, military and economic conditions in Pakrac were obviously hostile to grassroots peacebuilding. We might conclude that VPP took place 'too early', or even question the premise of building 'peace in a pocket' in the context of an ongoing war. Yet events were by no means bound to unfold in the way they did.

VPP was ultimately too isolated at the grassroots to greatly influence the hardening situation which arose after the hopeful 'push' of 1992. As an experiment in the mobilising of myriad local, semi-local and international civilians and a wide 'international constituency' of supporters, VPP had much success. Yet the project also shows that, unless grassroots peacebuilding is also 'vertically integrated', with co-operation by intervenors and local actors operating at different levels of the conflict, advances at the grassroots will be held back by political, military, economic and institutional blockages.

To create an area-based peacebuilding 'push' at multiple 'levels' after the unravelling of the initial mid-level UN effort would have required more humility from all concerned. IGOs and INGOs in particular needed to move away from seeing local NGOs like VPP as 'filling in' for the big boys, local populations as beneficiaries, and international populations as donors served by 'expert' professionals. As things were, VPP was at constant risk of having a merely palliative role, or inadvertently assisting the forcible 'reintegration' of the RSK by 'pacifying' Serbs.

Nonetheless, by developing communication, openness, and a self-organising capacity, VPP increased the options for the Pacracani despite the intractability of the wider situation. Based on informal listening to the expression of local needs rather than the 'implementation' of alien models, these inputs were generally well conceived. In this sense VPP's efforts tended towards improving in the long term the capacity of West Slavonians to deal with conflict creatively.

Participants, their eyes on another goal, are apt to forget the approximately 1.5 Million Deutschmarks of help-in-kind that VPP attracted. The achievements of volunteers working with commitment, intuition and minimal resources raise the question: who is competent to carry out interdisciplinary, cross-cutting peacebuilding at the grassroots? Key activists also stress the value of the co-operation of the resistance/peace movements of Croatia and Serbia in Pakrac as a foundation for later joint action.

VPP did, however, suffer from problems common in voluntary initiatives. Participants were often acting at the edge of their competence - though at least they did acknowledge this. High aims, (dis-)organisation, unreliable funding and a lack of parallel experiences caused chronic burnout among all long term participants. Moreover VPP was so well attuned to the ceasefire situation that it was unable to adapt when conditions changed, leading it to perpetuate some elements beyond their usefulness. Sensitive guidance from executive structures with parallel experiences might have helped.

VPP was cheap. But it demonstrates that such work needs to be long term to be effective, carries hidden costs, and requires funding cycles attuned to building trust and supporting qualitative change rather than aiming to achieve short term quantifiable 'results'.

Perhaps most difficult for self-critical participants to accept is VPP's value as a peacebuilding 'primary school' for almost 300 indigenous and foreign participants and myriad organizations. The influence of this 'diaspora', imbued with bottom-up peacebuilding skills, in different capacities at many 'levels', both in the region and elsewhere, is uncertain. But several grassroots peacebuilding initiatives in the region are the identifiable descendants of VPP.

The most insightful of my informants constantly qualified their statements: this work does not lend itself to the false certainties peddled by governments and heavyweight INGOs. However, the repetition of some of VPP's mistakes elsewhere indicates the need to penetrate beyond the surface features of such experiences, draw out the complex learning, and express it in ways which truly engage with the messiness of peacebuilding at the grassroots.

This article draws from Between Dreams and Reality: The Volunteer Project Pakrac - Grassroots Peacebuilding in Croatia by Nick Wilson (forthcoming), the research for which was funded by the Department for International Development, Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, WA Cadbury Charitable Trust, W F Southall Trust, Polden Puckham Charitable Foundation, Westcroft Trust, Lansbury House Trust Fund and CCTS.

 Pakrac Peace

[image: image7.png]


The war in Croatia is over, but a young volunteer finds that the absence of armies doesn't mean that peace has truly arrived.
By Nathan Hegedus '95

The mood is one of constant static coming out of a broken radio. A white noise of stress, hatred, and depression that provides background to life. Destruction is everywhere: houses without roofs and cars overturned on the side of a street. Stick close to the road, muddy and potholed, as land mines lurk in fields, woods, and ruins. Every house has bullet holes sweeping across its plaster, testimony to real person-to-person gun battles. Out in the villages, many houses have no bullet holes. Instead they are burnt-out shells. During the three-year standoff, soldiers blew everything up with grenades and gasoline. It is early November, the middle of a cold snap-my first day in Pakrac.

About 70 miles east of the Croatian capital, Zagreb, and 50 miles north of the Bosnian border, in a region known as Western Slavonia, Pakrac is a former Habsburg outpost, once the center of a quiet yet comfortable region of rolling hills known for thermal baths, beautiful churches, Lippizaner stallions, and superb rakija, a Balkan liqueur. Before the disintegration of Yugoslavia, it was also one of the more ethnically mixed areas of Croatia, claiming a population of 28,000, about half Serb, half Croat, with a few Yugoslavs, Hungarians, Czechs, and Italians. In the countryside Serbs and Croats tended to live in separate villages. In Pakrac they lived as next-door neighbors, friends, even spouses.

This sleepy corner of Croatia dominated the world's headlines in June 1991, when civil war broke out between the Croatian Republic, which had recently declared its independence from Yugoslavia, and the Serb-dominated Yugoslav army. And when an uneasy cease-fire was negotiated in 1992 between the Croatian government and the occupiers of Serbian-held territory known as Serbian Krajina, four U.N.-protected zones were established. Pakrac fell within the only zone that encompassed both Croat- and Serb-held territory. Split down the middle by a cease-fire line, it was christened "Little Berlin."

Over 75 percent of Pakrac was destroyed in the 1991 fighting, and other buildings were burned during the cease-fire. Today, after brief spurts of morning activity, the town is empty by early afternoon. Still, it might be the best-policed town in the world-cops in groups of three walk down the streets, one always with a beret, others with regular hats, all with big guns.

The eerieness never dissipates. A jog down Pozega Road is never "normal." Following the cease-fire line, this road was known as the Road of Death. Mines and snipers took a constant toll on drivers who braved it as a shortcut to nearby Pozega. The snipers are a memory now, but the road still reeks of death. Not a sign of life-not anywhere. A simple line of houses, all without roofs, stretches to the horizon, a room inside one of them painted blue. To see that room exposed to the world is an invasion of a life. The forest reaches up the adjacent hills, hiding more villages. The few rebuilt Croatian houses fly the Croatian flag-a proud gesture, yet a sign of the hopelessness of true reconciliation.

Both churches in Pakrac-Roman Catholic for Croatians and Orthodox for Serbs-were gutted during the fighting. Inside the Orthodox sanctuary, some stained glass remains in the windows, hinting at the former beauty of the place, yet the windows highlight blackened chandeliers hanging from the ceiling over a floor strewn with twisted metal and broken stone. What am I doing in this place? 

In July 1995 I joined the Brethren Volunteer Service, expecting to work overseas for two years. After a few weeks' training in Chicago, I thought I would be sent to Israel, but instead spent three months working at the Franciscan Shelter in Chicago, feeding and caring for the homeless. I came to Croatia in November for a three-week work camp, then signed on as a long-term volunteer.

After the surprisingly easy Croatian victory in Operation Flash in May, 1995, the United Nations withdrew all its military units from Western Slavonia, leaving only humanitarian agencies as an international presence.

Between 1992 and 1995, volunteers from more than 20 countries, including Americans like myself, have participated in Volunteer Project Pakrac, a series of three-week-long work camps set up by Croatian organizers. Our project, for which I have served as recruitment coordinator, English teacher, work camp co-leader, and newsletter editor, seeks to aid reconstruction and reconciliation in the war-torn town.

The fate of Pakrac is solely in Croatian hands, much to the discomfort of the remaining Serbs. Denied entrance to the Croatian Republic by the government, Serbian refugees from Bosnia and Eastern Slavonia cannot apply for citizenship, as this can only be done from inside the country. Only the few Serbs who stayed behind have the dubious privilege of running the gauntlet of bureaucratic and police harassment that accompanied registration. All over the former Serbian Krajina, they suffer the indignities of unemployment, taunting, and denial of basic utility services.

And while life in Pakrac was not much affected by the arrival of the NATO troops last winter in nearby Bosnia, the NATO mission could have a serious long-term impact. Many Serbs who escaped the onslaught of the Croatian army by fleeing to Bosnia were conscripted into the Bosnia Serb army. Meanwhile Croatian refugees have moved into the Serbs' homes, setting the stage for more conflict. The Croatian Army will shrink if peace holds, and jobless ex-soldiers will swell the already large ranks of men, often traumatized by war, who fill the 30 bars in this district of 4,000 people. Some observers worry about the volatile combination of these hardened Croatian soldiers with potential Serb returnees. A Serb was murdered in town just after the New Year.

Even so, life in Pakrac has stabilized. The weekly market on Thursdays offers cheap food, large crowds, and all the cheap ripoffs of Western merchandise one could hope for in a formerly socialistic country.

Construction companies are making fortunes as the pounding of hammers has replaced the crack of gunfire. One street was closed during December so three entrepreneurs could hawk Christmas gifts, hot dogs, and rakija from booths. New businesses are springing up beside the bars, which, profiting from the trauma of war in a drinking culture, remain the dominant economic factor.

Work Camp #35 first met at a Zagreb youth hostel on a Friday night in early November. The recruitment director had planned for six volunteers but five others somehow ended up in the camp. The group consisted of two Germans-a cook and a kindergarten teacher; two Englishmen-a farmer and a student who had spent the summer picking grapes in France; two Irish women fresh off months of factory work in Holland; two Americans just out of college; a Belgian tour guide; a Dutch student; and a very unique Australian man who would almost go insane in the next six weeks. Our ages ranged from 22 to 45.

After a day-long orientation from two long-term volunteers, we began our journey into another world, transferring in Banova Jaruga to a smaller train. Someone told me it was because standard-length trains presented too great a target for Serb snipers and artillery, but I later learned that this was a myth-one of many in the war zone. The work campers were usually given a tour of town on their first day, but due to the vicious cold, ours spent the afternoon huddled in the frigid work camp house.

The house can seem like a hippie commune. The kitchen had no water and the bathroom only limited hot water. In space usually accommodating between six and 12, 15 people slept in two rooms, sharing the bathroom, living room, everything else from teacups to towels-including rampant cold viruses. Only the living room had a heater, so we broke the monotony by going to a bar, sipping tea for hours in red vinyl booths.

Then there was Sasha. "Kako ti?" is Serbo-Croatian for "How are you?" It is the familiar form of the greeting and one used all day by Sasha, the 13-year-old mentally handicapped boy who hangs out at the house. He was always happy to see us. Sasha is not washed much at home and one work camper sprayed him with Lysol one stinky day. Sasha loved it and was still imitating him months later. He looks about 7, yet has the mannerisms of an old man. The way he gets ready to leave, firmly setting his little hat on his head, is particularly endearing. With his constant, quizzical smile, Sasha is at the heart of the project.

Beyond the house and Sasha's magic spell, the physical damage in Pakrac seems almost normal. But it isn't. The eye might not consciously see the destruction, but the mind does. The subconscious knows, and can feel the hatred, see the sadness in the eyes of the war victims. Work camp days are long. I learn to stack bricks one day by watching a Croatian woman work. She stacks bricks in a distinctive pattern that takes a while for me to pick up, and after taking a break, she corrects my mistakes for an entire hour. But then stacking bricks becomes my skill, something no one else in the camp can do. Now I don't have to just stand in a line passing bricks. I can evaluate each one, place them, and build something next to the ruins. My brick towers will stand all winter and will only be demolished to build something greater.

With the two Irish women, Rosin and Maura, I visited a local woman a couple of times a week. Her name is Ljuba, and she lives in a high rise right on the former cease-fire line. There was no electricity in her building, so we drank tea in scalding metal cups by candlelight. As her cat curled up in my lap, she talked about the U.N. troops who were her only visitors for years. She had counted on snipers to spare her because she wasn't important enough to kill.

We helped demolish the house of a local bar owner, who is half Albanian and half Bosnian, so he could rebuild. We ate well on that job, and he seemed strangely good-natured during the final destruction of his home, as we took it down brick by brick.

The volunteers seem to drink more in Pakrac than they normally would. Maybe it's that a place like this only attracts those with a strong capacity to lose themselves. We were warned that the stress could lead to heavy drinking, and the culture encourages it. Much of the rakija consumed during the work camp was courtesy of residents of Sumetlica, a nearby village where we helped renovate the damaged community center. The mayor offered us rakija at 9:00 a.m. He was insistent. So we drank.

Our work in Sumetlica involved lots of scraping paint off walls and ceilings. The men of the village made us little inventions like paint brushes hammered to long sticks of wood. Then they stood around and watched us work. None of us could ever figure out what the men did all day, except to bring more rakija. They seemed to enjoy watching us drink and get drunk. The damp, bone-chilling cold was only alleviated by warming next to the fire that heated one of the village stills. It was a wonderful communal event. And lunch was consistently delicious, after we let the dust settle and ate chicken and potatoes or thick bean soup-hearty, warming meals.

The long-term volunteers have a thousand stories about innocents who come to Pakrac never having touched a drop of alcohol. Three weeks later the train to Zagreb carries away experienced drinkers of wine, rakija, and beer. Not everyone deals with Pakrac by drinking, though. Many can handle the shock or find healthier outlets for their feelings. Others are just too sick from the constant communal colds.

Life in Pakrac is hard. The language barrier, the sometimes rough living conditions, the lack of visible improvement, and the often depressingly militant mood of the town all put great stress on us. On the other hand, like some veterans of war, volunteers often have a hard time returning to the comfort and safety of Western Europe or America. After the trials of surviving in a war zone, it is everyday life back home that seems distant from reality.

Once a potential Croatian volunteer named Sasha came to Pakrac to check out the project. He ended up sleeping 20 hours on his last day in town. He was cheerful when awake and even compulsively cleaned the kitchen until it shone-not an easy task in any communal house. But mostly he lay on his bed, day and night. Martina, the project coordinator, said he was in shock. He had not been in the war and had not seen the damage. Imagine seeing your own country in ruins.

Martina asked me if I was shocked by Pakrac. Surely foreigners can't be as shocked as innocent Croatians. To us the "Balkans" denotes a faraway place familiarly associated with images of war, so I came here prepared for a tough time, but not personally connected. Yet once here I had to concentrate so hard on getting through the day and keeping warm that I focused solely on the group and on myself. I was sick for a long time. Why did it take me so long to recover? Why do people sleep round the clock? For the same reason that they drink so constantly? Even so, several volunteers in the work camp expressed gratitude that their eyes have been opened to this level of suffering in the world.

The project's long term goals are shifting as it searches for more local Croatian involvement in an effort to ensure its survival. A women's group has already become independent and even spun off a laundry run by its members. Eventually the volunteers will all go home, but we can leave a legacy in Pakrac in the community organizations built by the project and lessons learned from them. We have brought training, experience, and an outside perspective that this region sorely needs. Ultimately, though, the Croatians themselves will have to provide the momentum for reconciliation. Then maybe one day the harsh static in the heart of Pakrac will cease, and the music of a united Slavonia will ring out. 

Nathan Hegedus '95 majored in history and political science. He expects to continue his service in the former Yugoslavia for another year before attending graduate school in journalism.
