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Man City’s Edin Džeko and 
Stoke City’s Asmir Begović 
on learning lessons from 
the Srebrenica genocide.A United   Stand

The Bosnian 
team are pictured 
before their 
World Cup debut 
in  2014/Sulejman 
Omerbasic/Demotix/
Demotix/Press 
Association Images.  
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What was it like growing up in 
Bosnia before the war started? 
I grew up in the neighborhood 
in Sarajevo, in a very tight-knit 
community where everyone knew 
each other. My parents have always 
cherished and kept great neighbourly 
relations with all and they have 
instilled the same values in me.  
Even now, I still live in the same 
place and nothing has changed as we 
continue to be a good neighbours to 
each other.

When the war began in Bosnia 
in 1992, I was still a child. I cannot 
say that I remember much before 
that, apart from loving to play 
football with my friends. Suddenly, 
everything changed when the 
shooting began. One minute I was 
kicking the ball around with my 
friends so carefree, and the next 
minute, I was being told I no longer 
could go out because someone 
started shooting around the city. 
As a child, I really struggled to 

understand that especially as I was 
so eager to play with my mates. I feel 
that in those years of war (1992–1995), 
my peers and I were deprived of our 
childhood right to play. Our happy, 
carefree childhood days were simply 
stolen from us.

Were you directly exposed to  
the aggression?
When the war started I was only 
six years old. My family and I were 
forced to leave our home, which 
was practically on the front line so 
we went to live in the safer part of 

Sarajevo called Otoka. The flat was 
only 40 square meters in size and 
there were 13 of us living there, 
which was really difficult. However, 
as a small child, I adapted quickly 
and learnt to simply get on and cope.

My father was a member of the 
Bosnian army and my mother was 
working throughout the war. I 
soon became aware how serious 
the situation was and that I had 
to follow the strict instructions to 
remain safe. So if my parents and 
relatives told me to stay at home 
due to shelling and shooting, I 
understood and obeyed.

How did the repercussions of the war 
impact you personally?
The consequences of the war were 
tremendous in many ways not only for 
me, but also for everyone in Bosnia—
children and adults alike. At the time, 
I did not understand much what was 
going on but Sarajevo was under the 
longest siege in the history of modern 
warfare; continuously subjected to 
shelling and sniper attacks for nearly 
four years. As a result, training 
facilities were destroyed and I could 
only train in school halls or play 
between the buildings with my friends 
when it was not too dangerous to do so. 

Man City’s Edin Džeko was six years old when the war began. 
He experienced the Siege of Sarajevo firsthand. Here he discusses 
the war and commemorating Srebrenica Memorial Day.

ABOVE
Džeko, who 
plays forward 
at Man City, 
helped Bosnia 
and Herzegovina 
make their World 
cup debut in 2014. 

BELOW
Džeko as a child, 
bottom row, fourth 
from the left.

Džeko with his 
parents following 
the Barclays 
Premier League 
match against 
QPR in 2012.
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In fact, my proper training only started 
after the 29th February 1996 when the 
siege was lifted.  

Did playing football help you 
cope with yours and your family’s 
displacement following the war?
When I first started playing football, 
I had no idea I would make it this far. 
During the war, the joy of playing 
football was often mixed with anxiety 
and stress. Every time I would go out 
with my sister to play, my parents 
would get very worried. I remember 
one day in particular how desperate I 
was to join my friends for a match but 
my mother would simply not allow it. 
Of course I got very sad and upset with 
her as it seemed very quiet outside. 
However, within minutes, a shell hit 
the exact place where I wanted to go. 
My mother’s intuition saved my life.

Did you always want to play football? 
What inspired you to pursue a 
professional career in football?
Like most kids, football was my 
favourite pastime. I have always 

enjoyed going out and playing with 
my friends. Of course I loved to watch 
football on TV too, whenever we had 
electricity in besieged Sarajevo. In 
those moments, I would imagine that 
someday I could become a professional 
player myself.

Andriy Shevchenko was my great 
inspiration, especially after he was 
signed to play for an Italian club 
and wore the AC Milan kit. I usually 
reiterate in my interviews that he was 
my idol, although there were other 
players whose style and technique of 
play I really liked. 

Do you think the team’s World Cup 
debut changed attitudes within 
Bosnia? If so, how?
When we made it to Brazil, people 
across the country were very happy. 
Some 50,000 fans gathered to greet 
us in Sarajevo. It was an incredible 
atmosphere but I do not think that 
our placement in the World Cup 
necessarily improved the situation 
in Bosnia to the extent I personally 
would have liked to see. It is true 

that more people started supporting 
our National Team.  They genuinely 
celebrated our success and wanted 
us to reach far in the competition. 
However, there were also those who 
were supporting other teams too. I 
hope that with the passing of time 
and as we continue to make great 
achievements, the entire country  
can rally behind us.

Do you think football can unite 
communities? 
To some extent, I believe football 
can unite communities. Organising 
football tournaments and friendly 
matches is a great way of bringing 
people together, especially youngsters 
as it enables them to make new 
friends, exchange knowledge 
and experience nationally and 
internationally. At the same time, 
It also enables them to learn about 
different countries, cultures and 
religions, which encourages peaceful 
coexistence and unity against racism, 
intolerance and discrimination. 

The Srebenica Memorial 
Tournament 8-3-7-2 in the UK, 
organised by Remembering Srebrenica 
and headed by our Asmir Begović is 
just an example of how football can 
bring communities of all ages together 
to learn about the valuable lessons 
behind the Srebrenica genocide.

Are other players aware of your 
experience during the war?   
Are you inspired by any other 
player’s story? 
Each one of our stories is unique and 
we mutually inspire one another. Most 
of my teammates left Bosnia in the 
90s because of the brutal war. Unlike 
myself, who spent the entire time in 
Sarajevo, some of my other teammates 
had to flee with their families after 
being forcibly expelled from their 
homes. In a way, we all had a different 
fate; Vedo Ibisevic escaped from 
Vlasenica to America, only to return 
to Bosnia as a National Team player 
or Miralem Pjanic, Asmir Begović and 
others who had their own experiences. 

BELOW
Džeko stands 
for the national 
anthem with 
the Bosnia and 
Herzegovina team 
during the Euro 
2016 qualifier 
against Israel.

ABOVE
Džeko celebrating 
a goal during 
a match.



106  Remembering Srebrenica Remembering Srebrenica  107 

A UNITED STAND A UNITED STAND

Each story is different and special 
but what remains the same is our 
love for our country, which unites us 
entirely no matter where we lived or 
spent the past years of war.

What are your future hopes for 
Bosnia? Where would you like to 
see the country in 10 or 15 years?
Through history, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has always been a 
multi-national, multi-religious 
and multi-cultural country, where 
tolerance and coexistence amongst 
its people went hand in hand 
and was much cherished. Some 
called it the ‘Jerusalem of Europe’. 

However, its recent painful war 
has undoubtedly crippled it and 
stagnated its progress towards the 
EU and NATO membership in many 
ways. However, I strongly believe 
that a better and brighter future is 
yet to come. Over the recent years, 
some progress has been made but 
now there is more and more urge to 
find the right mechanisms to ensure 
that our young and capable people 
stay in the country. There must be 
a way to give them a hope. They 
are the most important because 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is truly 
blessed to have so many smart, 
intelligent and very hard-working 

people in all spheres of society, and 
it is essential to keep them. New 
generations will ensure the further 
stability and progress of Bosnia as 
a sovereign, united country, with 
equal opportunities, a safer and 
better future for all. The youth are, 
indeed, our only future.

What does Srebrenica Memorial Day 
mean to you? How do you personally 
commemorate the 11th of July?
Last year, I attended the mass 
funeral in Srebrenica on the 11th of 
July. I cannot describe in words the 
impact this experience had on me. 

Seeing all those grieving mothers 
in tears who had lost their sons 
and husbands, children saying their 
final goodbyes to their lost fathers 
and brothers, their most beloved 
one—it made me feel numb and 
hollow as a human being. Everyone 
was heartbroken and in distress. 
This is why it is so important to 
commemorate Srebrenica Memorial 
Day, so that the world is reminded 
and shown the undeniable reality 
and the truth of what happened in 
Srebrenica; the biggest genocide  
in the heart of Europe since the 
Second World War. If we are to  
fulfil our stance of ‘never again’, 
we must not allow this genocide  
to be denied and forgotten, and we 
must do more to educate others—
particularly the younger generation—
that intolerance, hatred and 
discrimination in all its forms must 
never be tolerated, otherwise history 
will be bound to repeat itself.

In 2009, the EU Parliament passed 
the resolution recognising the 11th 
July as a Day of commemoration for 
the Srebrenica genocide and called 
on all EU countries and others of 
western Balkans to do the same. Yet 
the UK is the only country in Europe 
that is officially marking Srebrenica 
Memorial Day.

On this 20th anniversary 
of the genocide, pledging 
our determination to act to 
commemorate and prevent genocide 
in the future is needed now more 
than ever, so that Srebrenica does 
not happen to anyone or anywhere 
else in the world again. Such sadness 
grippes one’s heart when you read 
all those names inscribed in stone, 
while so many new ones are added 
each year.  Only then do you realise 
how many youths are buried here 
and how many more are seeking to 
find their final resting place.

BELOW 
Džeko, who 
is captain of 
Bosnia’s National 
Team, stands 
proudly with the 
country’s flag.

ABOVE
Džeko holds off 
Ben Davies of 
Wales during 
the Euro 2016 
qualifier between 
Wales and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina 
at Cardiff City 
Stadium/CSM/
Landov.
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ABOVE 
AND BELOW
Thousands of 
children played 
football matches 
to commemorate 
the Srebrenica 
genocide as part 
of the 8-3-7-2 
tournament. 

ABOVE
Asmir Begović 
during the 
Nigeria v Bosnia 
and Herzegovina 
World Cup match 
in 2014/ Nick Potts/
EMPICS Sport.

Team sports have long been a 
unifying force, bringing people 
of different backgrounds and 
experiences together. Football has 
been at the forefront of this for 
several years, with campaigns like 
‘Show Racism the Red Card’ educating 
players and spectators alike. 

Earlier this year, Remembering 
Srebrenica along with Stoke City 
goalkeeper Asmir Begović set out 
to promote a similar message with 
the 8-3-7-2 Srebrenica Memorial 
Tournament. The premise: to educate 
young people on the Srebrenica 
genocide, and to encourage tolerance 
and respect among all faiths, cultures 
and backgrounds. 

Begović, who played goalkeeper 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
2014 World Cup debut said, “The 
Srebrenica genocide was the worst 
war crime in Europe since the Second 
World War. It happened 20 years 

ago this July, in my home country 
of Bosnia Herzegovina. I’m proud to 
support Remembering Srebrenica’s 
8-3-7-2 Tournament, which brings 
young people together through 
football to remember the victims and 
survivors. It’s a really powerful way 
to help the next generation to learn 
about the importance of tackling 
hatred and intolerance. This will help 
us to build a stronger society around 
the world.” 

The international player left 
Bosnia four years prior to the war’s 
outbreak, but he is not unaware of 
how people suffered during that 
time. “As I’ve gotten older, I’ve 
educated myself and understood 
the significance of what happened. 
You don’t want to see people in your 
homeland affected by such a tragic 
event. So it hits home  
for everybody.”

The tournament saw thousands 
of children play football matches 
to commemorate the Srebrenica 

genocide. Every match was preceded 
by a one-minute silence to remember 
the victims and survivors of the 
genocide and reflect on the lessons 
to be learned for the importance of 
tolerance and understanding here 
in the UK. The two winning teams 
got the opportunity to meet Begović 
himself, and learn firsthand about 
how the war displaced so many  
in Bosnia. 

Begović, who moved to Germany 
at a young age, reinforces the 
importance of commemorating such 

Earlier this year, Stoke City goalkeeper Asmir Begović, 
teamed up with Remembering Srebrenica to host the 
8-3-7-2 football tournament—a lesson in tolerance 
and understanding for young people everywhere. 

Team Spirit

“I’m proud to support 
Remembering 
Srebrenica’s 8-3-7-2 
Tournament, which 
brings young people 
together through 
football to 
remember...”
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School teams 
participate in the 
8-3-7-2 Srebrenica 
tournament.

Fernando Llano/AP/Press Association Images

Themba Hadebe/AP/Press Association Images

atrocities. “I think it’s great that the 
UK is embracing Srebrenica Memorial 
Day. I certainly hope it will inspire 
others to do the same. Educating 
ourselves on what happened in the 
past is so important, particularly 
to ensure no one experiences such 
horrors again. I hope the UK will 
start a trend for other countries to 
pick up on.” 

He added, “It’s a huge sign 
of respect for people who have 
gone through such a tragic event 
that others are united with them 
and attempting to understand. 
Obviously this is something that 
happened in Bosnia, which is close 
to my heart. But the tournament 

has made it about people coming 
together, regardless of their 
backgrounds.” 

Although the war ended 20 
years ago, the country continues 
to experience ethnic and political 
tension. Many Bosnians who had 
to flee their homes during the war 
still face hostility from neighbours. 

The country’s World Cup debut in 
2014 contributed a great deal to 
lessening tensions, however. The 
team, consisting of players with 
Serb, Croat and Bosnian Muslim 
backgrounds, served as a testament 
to unity. Much of the country got 
behind the team, putting their 
differences aside to champion  
their players. 

It is this vision of tolerance 
and understanding that Begović 
envisions for his country. “I hope 
for a better life for the people of 
Bosnia. It seems as time goes on, 
Bosnia is getting on its feet and 
improving every year, which is nice 
to see. It helps that people outside 
the country are investing their time 
and resources to show how beautiful 
the country is. Things have slowly 
been getting better. There are still 
problems that exist from the past. 
But I hope the more people educate 
themselves on what happened and 
learn from the past, the better 
things will become.” 

“It’s a huge sign of 
respect for people 
who have gone 
through such a 
tragic event that 
others are united 
with them and 
attempting to 
understand.”


