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Why commemorate? – the history 

Humanity has lived through the darkest of times, but few events have stained 

our collective soul more than the Srebrenica genocide. During the Balkans 

conflict of 1992-1995, Serb nationalist forces waged a co-ordinated campaign of 

‘ethnic cleansing’ intended to create a ‘Greater Serbian’ territory. 

In July 1995, Bosnian Serb forces, led by General Ratko Mladić overran and 

captured the town of Srebrenica in Eastern Bosnia which had been declared a 

UN Safe Area in 1993. In the days following Srebrenica’s fall, more than 8,000 

Bosnian Muslim men and boys were systematically massacred and buried in 

mass graves. Thousands of women, children and elderly people were forcibly 

deported. Throughout Bosnia, between 20,000 – 50,000 women and girls 

suffered rape and sexual violence; a weapon of war used to systematically 

‘ethnically cleanse’ communities and terrorise them into fleeing. 

 

Described by the United Nations as ‘the worst crime on European soil since the 

Second World War’, the massacres at Srebrenica were classed as genocide by 

both the International Court of Justice and the International Criminal Court for 

the former Yugoslavia. Yet denial of this atrocity is widespread. 

Many in Bosnia-Herzegovina are still struggling for justice, not least the women 

who were left to pick up the pieces after their families and whole communities 

were wiped from during the genocide. The Mothers Association of Srebrenica 

were among the first to collect and document the names of those who were 

killed and they provided this information to The Hague. The campaign tirelessly 

so that the memory of their loved ones is preserved, and to ensure that such 

atrocities never happen again.   

On the 11th July, the official date of remembrance each year, we honour the 

victims and survivors of the genocide, and pledge ourselves to creating a better, 

stronger and more cohesive society in the United Kingdom.  

The lessons learned from Srebrenica are that hatred and intolerance can 

flourish if left unchallenged. Even in Bosnia-Herzegovina, where people of 

different faiths had lived peacefully together for many years, an integrated 

society disintegrated. We must all understand the consequences of leaving 

hatred and intolerance unchallenged. By doing this, we give ourselves hope of 

illuminating the darkness and creating a better, safer and stronger society for 

all. 



 

The Srebrenica Prayer 

 

We pray to almighty God, 

May grievance become hope 

May revenge become justice 

May mothers' tears become prayers 

That Srebrenica 

Never happens again 

To no one and nowhere 

 

 

 

 

 



Sara’s Story 

Sara’s extraordinary story bears witness to the 

remarkable bonds of friendship, faith, and courage 

born out of the dire circumstances of war.  

The story begins during the Second World War, 

when the Nazis invaded Yugoslavia and seized 

Sarajevo in 1941. The Gestapo opened an office in 

the city, across the street from the home of Sara 

and her parents, Zejneba and Mustafa Hardaga.  

 

Historically, Ottoman mosques, synagogues, catholic and orthodox churches, 

have stood side by side in Sarajevo. During the Nazi occupation, the Jewish 

community suffered immense persecution, the old synagogue was looted, and 

the 400-year-old Torah scrolls were burnt. Amid the brutality, Sara’s father and 

mother Mustafa and Zejneba, agreed to take in Mustafa’s friend and business 

partner Yosef Kabiljo, whose own home had been destroyed during a Nazi 

bombing raid.  

 

Yosef, his wife and daughter were Jewish. They hid behind clothes in the back of 

a walk-in closet when the Gestapo came to the Mustafa’s home to check 

documents. The Kabiljo family stayed with the Hardagas until Yosef Kabiljo was 

able to move his wife and children to Mostar, a Bosnian city that was under 

Italian occupation. Yosef stayed behind to liquidate his business but was 

eventually imprisoned and forced into hard labour. However, Sara’s mother 

Zejneba recognised Yosef on the street whilst he was being made to clear snow, 

and brought him food. When he managed to escape, he again returned to his 

hiding place in the Hardaga’s home.  

 

Those who were found to be resisting the persecution of the Jewish community 

were severely punished. Sara’s grandfather, was also helping to hide Jewish 

families and forge documents was executed by the Nazis. After the war Yosef 

and his family returned to Sarajevo. Again the Kabiljos stayed with the Hardagas 

until they could find a place of their own, before eventually emigrating to Israel.  

In the 1985, Yad Vashem recognized Sara’s grandfather and her parents, as 

Righteous Among The Nations.  

 

Although Sara’s father Mustafa passed away in twenty years after the end of the 

Second World War, the story of Sara and her mother Zejneba continued in 



Bosnia. The Siege of Sarajevo was the longest siege of a capital city in modern 

warfare, lasting 1,425 days starting from April 1992, to February 1996. From the 

outset of the Bosnian war, Serb snipers surrounded Sarajevo, and the city was 

under extreme bombardment. Chronic shortages of electricity, gas, and food, 

left families isolated and shattered. So extreme was the food shortage, that Sara 

and Zejneba were literally living off soup made from grass for weeks. “We 

watched people dying in the street outside our home, shot to death, and 

watched houses burn,” Sara said.   

 

Unable to leave the besieged city or contact others within Bosnia, let alone 

outside the country, Sara’s family had all but lost hope when they received a 

message from an Israeli journalist covering the war. From Israel the Kabiljos had 

been tuning into the evening newscasts, and contact the journalist in an effort 

to find out if Sara and her mother were still alive. The journalist passed on a 

message to a local community organization in Sarajevo that the Kabiljo family 

was searching for Zejneba. A message was sent back to Israel that Zejneba and 

Sara were still in Sarajevo. 

 

After learning that Zejneba was still alive, the Kabiljos again contacted Yad 

Vashem and officials agreed to help organize a rescue, to the amazement of 

Sara and her mother. In early 1994, the Hardagas joined 300 other refugees on 

a convoy of six buses that left shattered streets of Sarajevo behind. 

The Hardaga family was given its choice of destinations. Sara and her mother 

picked Jerusalem. The rescue was extraordinary — one family saving another 

from genocide, only to see the favour returned half a century later. “Imagine 

that you are in such a state and need help and you get it from the same family 

your family saved 50 years earlier,” said Sara, who converted to Judaism and 

now works for Yad Vashem. “It is an amazing story.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prayer for the Victims of Srebrenica Genocide 

 

 
Master of the universe  

You created all human beings in your own image.  

 

We remember the victims of Srebrenica genocide whose murderers refused to 

see Your light in their faces.  

 

God of mercy  

We remember with sorrow the thousands of young and old men,  

Innocent lives destroyed brutally because of hatred and vengeance;  

The young dreams that never came to fruition,  

The old age that was not spent with family and friends.  

We remember with sorrow their loss to their grieving mothers, family and 

friends.  

 

God of generations  

Help us in our fight against vengeance, prejudice and hatred, 

 Strengthen us in our efforts to open benighted eyes, distorted visions through 

mistrust and misunderstanding,  

Enlighten us so there shall never be destruction of your creation again. 

 

My God  

May it be your will that the souls of the victims of Srebrenica genocide live in 

your eternal peace,  

May their families and friends be comforted in their sorrow,  

May it be your will that we learn to live together without prejudice and violence 

but respect one another as human beings.  

 

Amen  

 

- Prepared by Mehri Niknam MBE, Joseph Interfaith Foundation 



Living the Lessons Pledge 

 

As an act of commemoration, we suggest 11 candles to be lit for each pledge 

made to honour the international day of Srebrenica commemoration which 

takes place on 11 July each year. We light these candles in remembrance of the 

lives lost and destroyed by hatred: 

 

1. We pledge that when we hear the language of “us and them”, we will 

reach out and find common ground with our neighbour. 

2. We pledge that, when we hear stereotyping and scapegoating, we will 

find and share alternative positive stories.    

3. We pledge that, when we see discrimination in our schools or 

workplaces, we will challenge this and promote equal opportunities for 

all.   

4. We pledge that, when we hear dehumanising language, we will remind 

the speaker of our common humanity.  

5. We pledge that, when we see members of our community becoming 

disenfranchised, we will make an effort to engage and include them.   

6. We pledge that, when we hear divisive propaganda, we will challenge 

this effectively.  

7. We pledge that we will protect those who speak out against human 

rights abuses.  

8. We pledge that, where we see persecution, we will do everything in our 

power to protect those who are suffering.  

9. We pledge that, where we believe that extermination is taking place, we 

will call on our governments and the international community to take 

immediate action.  

10. We pledge that we will always challenge denial by believing the victims 

and sharing their stories.   

11. We pledge that we will always choose the side of those who are 

suffering over the side of the oppressor.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

  
“Keeping alive the memory of the 

 crimes committed in July 1995 is just 

 part of what is owed to the victims and 

 the communities that mourn them.  

Remembering painful truths about the  

past is the key to our shared quest for a  

better and more tolerant world” 

 

 

 
 

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 

Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew 

Congregations of the Commonwealth 

 

 

 

Remembering Srebrenica is the UK charity which aims to teach current and 

future generations about the consequences of hatred and intolerance in all 

communities through learning the lessons of Srebrenica. We are calling on all 

communities to Remember the victims and survivors of the Srebrenica 

genocide; Learn the lessons from Srebrenica, particularly that we must always 

be vigilant against hatred and intolerance in our communities and Pledge to 

take action now to build better and safer communities for all.  

 

srebrenica.org.uk 


