
The Bosnian conflict- How did it all 
begin?
Bosnia-Herzegovina was one of
the six constituent republics in
the Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia.

The multi-ethnic, multi-faith
Yugoslavia was united under by
Josep Broz Tito under the motto
‘Brotherhood and Unity’.

After Tito’s death and the fall of
Communism, political parties
sought to gain power through
stirring up nationalism, leading to
the breakup of Yugoslavia.

After Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence in June 1991,
opinion in Bosnia was divided. Most Bosnians wished to be part of an
independent, multi-ethnic country, whilst some Bosnian Serbs wanted to
remain part of a Serb dominated Yugoslavia.

Before the war, there were three main ethnic groups living in Bosnia:

Bosnian Serbs 
(Christian Orthodox)

Bosniaks 
(Muslims)

Bosnian Croats 
(Roman Catholic)

In a referendum held on 29 February 1992, over 99% of voters 
voted for an independent, multi-ethnic Bosnia



One day after the European Community recognised the independent
state of Bosnia-Herzegovina, war broke out.

Bosnian Serb politicians declared their own independent state, the
‘Republika Srpska’. Their goal was to join with Serbia to become part of a
“Greater Serbia” – one land for all Serb people.

In order to achieve their 
goal, Bosnian Serbs 
needed to force non-Serbs 
out of their homes.  

They did this through a 
brutal campaign of 
persecution, 
concentration camps, 
torture, mass murder and 
sexual violence on an 
unprecedented scale – so-
called “ethnic cleansing”. 

Over 2 million people were displaced from their homes, and mass murders 
began as early as 1992, as seen in the map above. 

Under pressure to do something, the 
UN designated the province of 
Srebrenica as a UN “Safe Zone”. 

Over 40,000 mostly Bosnian 
Muslim refugees fled to 

Srebrenica to seek refuge

The Road to Genocide
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The Final Act of Genocide – Srebrenica, July 1995

Fifty years after the world said “Never Again”, 
genocide happened again on European soil

On 11th July 1995, General Ratko
Mladić and his Bosnian Serb forces
entered the safe zone of Srebrenica.

The UN Dutch peacekeeping troops
abandoned their posts and allowed
the Bosnian Serb Army to enter the
UN base, where 25,000 refugees had
fled to seek their protection.

However, the Bosnian Serb Army pursued the men as they fled- shelling,
bombing and shooting the column of men.

Many of the fleeing men, wounded and starving, were persuaded to
surrender with promises that they would be treated according to
international law. Instead, they were taken to execution sites and
murdered.

Men and women were forcibly separated. The women and girls were
transported to the free territory controlled by the Bosnian Army. Many
were sexually assaulted during this process.

Men and boys were taken to execution sites and brutally 
murdered.

However, many men and
boys did not go to the UN
base at all. Instead, they
fled through the woods,
trying to walk the 70km
to the free territory
controlled by the Bosnian
Army.
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Denial

Bosnia is now divided into two political
entities - the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and Republika Srpska.

Republika Srpska deny that Srebrenica
was a genocide, despite the fact that two
international courts (the ICJ and the
ICTY) have ruled Srebrenica a genocide.

This is especially painful for the
survivors of the genocide, some of whom
have returned to Srebrenica.

The  best way to challenge denial is to speak up –
to break the silence 

After genocide came denial. Bosnian Serbs first tried
to deny the genocide by digging up and reburying
the victims. Bodies were damaged in this process,
which has meant that bodies are often found
incomplete, or parts of the same person are found
buried in several different mass graves.

Genocide denial also persists in Serbia. Although Serbia was not found to
be directly responsible for the genocide by the ICJ, Serbian paramilitaries
participated in the killings. Former Serbian President Slobodan Milošević,
who was behind the “Greater Serbia” policy, was the first sitting head of
state to be indicted for genocide, but he died before the verdict.

The process of finding and identifying the victims
has been challenging and painful. Over 20 years
later, many survivors are still waiting to find the
remains of their loved ones.
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Survivor Stories 
Many survivors of the conflict are still too afraid and intimidated to return
to their homes. Many still live abroad as former refugees, or live internally
displaced within Bosnia. Some of the perpetrators of war crimes,
especially rape, have never been prosecuted. Some of these perpetrators
even hold public positions in Republika Srpska, such as policemen and
politicians. Many of the 20,000-50,000 women who were raped during the
conflict face stigma and shame over what happened to them, and find it
difficult to tell their story.

However, some survivors of genocide and sexual violence have found the
strength to speak out. This exhibition is a testament to their courage,
strength, and commitment to fighting for truth and justice.

We think it’s important to hear their stories, not just to remember
what happened, but so that we can work together 

to build a future free from hatred

A future where we say ‘Never Again’, and we mean it.



After that they marched me into the woods, and I was raped. The soldier who raped
me said he was going to kill me when he was finished. But when the time came,
another soldier stopped him. They fought for at least half an hour, I cannot describe
what it was like to watch two men fight over whether they are going to kill you or
not. Eventually they decided to let me live.

As we came back to the road, all I could see was blood, blood 
everywhere. I don’t know why, but I kept thinking that it was the 

blood of my brother or my father. 

The soldiers left me at the side of the road and then they started killing the men in
front of the women and children, in front of their families. There was so much hate
towards us Muslims, they were even killing children. Some of the soldiers were
Serbian paramilitaries, but others were our own Serb neighbours.

It is important for me to talk about what happened now. When I first arrived in the
free territory after it happened, I contemplated suicide. Talking with other women
and hearing their stories has really helped me. Now I know I am not alone.

‘Fatima’

Before the war, we used to be neighbours.
We drank coffee together, Muslims at Serbs’
places, Serbs at Muslims’ places, we lived in
harmony. I remember the day that the Serb
soldiers entered our village so clearly.

Fatima was just 14 years old when the
war broke out and changed her life
forever. There remains so much stigma
around sexual violence that she has
asked us to conceal her real identity

They forced us out of our house at gunpoint and set our house on 
fire right in front of us.



After the war, many of us could not return home, because the people who
committed these crimes were still free and working in the community, some as
police officers. I founded the Women Victims of War Association, for female and
male survivors of sexual violence, and we have fought to bring many perpetrators
to justice. Now when I return to Visegrad, I hold my head high.

Bakira Hasečić
President of the Women Victims of War
Association in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Bakira is responsible for bringing
many perpetrators of wartime sexual
violence to justice.

I lived in Visegrad, and we had a good life.
But when the war began, Visegrad
became hell. One day, my neighbour
Veljko Planincic, a police officer, knocked
on my door with Serb soldiers. They were
heavily armed and demanding money. We
were all terrified, my 16 and 19 year old
daughters were at home.

I thought she would die, but we carried her to the hospital and they managed to
stitch her up. I sent my daughters to stay with my mother in Kosovo, but my
husband and I tried to stay in our home. Several times I was taken by police or
soldiers to be interrogated, and they raped me. We lived near the Drina river, and
at night time I could hear the screams of people as they were being killed, and the
splash as the soldiers dumped their bodies in the water.

They raped our eldest daughter right in front of us, then they 
slashed her head open. 

I honestly don’t know how we survived, but we did. I lost 
seventeen members of my family in the war.



They opened fire on us. I was hit in my right arm, and my stomach. I fell down

bleeding and trembling, The pain was unbearable. Line after line of people fell

down around me. I turned my head, so that I would find some small comfort

before I died, and saw someone else moving. We somehow managed to untie one

another and crawl away before the next lorry arrived, bringing more victims to be

slaughtered. After days of fear and suffering, we finally found safety.

Today I live in Srebrenica with my wife and my three little daughters. I 

was silent for a long time, but with denial increasing, I have started to 

tell my story. Our children deserve to know the truth.

Nedžad Avdić
Nedžad is one of the few survivors
of the mass executions that killed
over 8,000 men and boys in the
Srebrenica genocide.

In 1992, when I was 14 years old,
our house was burnt down by
Bosnian Serb soldiers.

We thought the UN had come to protect us, not to observe our tragedy.

When the Bosnian Serbs forces came, I joined the thousands of others who tried to

walk from Srebrenica to the free territory. We were captured - they said that if we

surrendered they would not harm us. They lied. We were loaded onto trucks and

taken to a field, where we were forced to take off our clothes, and one of the

soldiers bound our hands behind our backs.

I was just a 17-year-old boy, but I knew I was going to die. All I could 

think was that my mother would never know where I ended up. 

We took shelter in Srebrenica, because it had been declared a safe zone. We

thought we would have a better chance of surviving there. When the UN troops

arrived, we saw them as our saviours.



Hajrudin Mesić was the youngest of five
brothers. He was the only one to
survive the genocide. He was just 21
when it happened.

Hajrudin Mesić

When the Serbs first entered Srebrenica, we thought the 
international community would help, but we were wrong.

My elderly parents went to the UN base, and my brothers and I went to the woods
to join the column walking to the free territory. The whole thing was a huge mess;
it was chaotic. You had no time to see where you were going.

People were being shot at all the time – there were stampedes 
and people dying all over the place. 

I was with one of my brothers when we were attacked, he was helping to carry a
wounded person and I lost him in the chaos, it was the last time I ever saw him.

I was running through the woods for seventeen days. The worst moment came
when I arrived at a burnt down village, and Serb forces started shooting at me. I
fell into a trench and I was being shot at from both directions. I crawled out of the
trench, but three of my friends were trapped inside. One was just 17, he was
wounded and couldn’t get out. The second asked for a gun to kill himself, and the
third was wounded and dying. The Serb soldiers started approaching and my
dying friend created a distraction, giving me the chance to run away.

My parents couldn’t believe it when I finally made it to the free territory, they
were so happy just one of their children had survived.

I always wanted to continue studying
and be a teacher, but nobody could go to
school once the war took hold. My family
and I fled to Srebrenica with as much
food as we could carry.



When we heard that convoys were taking women and children to the free

territory, I managed to get on a truck with my two daughters. Serb soldiers

stopped the trucks several times and I was so afraid that they would think my

eldest daughter was older than she actually was. All women were afraid for

themselves and for their children. I will never forget being in Dubrave, where we

lived in tents once we had reached the safe area of Bosnia.

One young girl in the camp hung herself because she had been 

raped. We saw many bad things in Dubrave. 

When Srebrenica fell in July of 1995, I was in the free territory but all my family

were in Srebrenica; my husband, my mother, my brother. My brother was killed,

and we are still searching for his remains, hoping one day we will be able to bury

him.

My mother died without find her son’s body, without even 

knowing where or how he had died. 

After the war, I joined the fight for justice and truth, I became a member of the

Women of Srebrenica Association. Women are capable of many things, and we

have achieved a lot.

Nura Begović

I will never forget the day when the
war arrived at my doorstep. When we
heard that the Serb army was closing
in nearby, we decided to flee our
home. The Bosnian Serb army

Nura grew up in Srebrenica and
lost her brother during the
genocide, she joined the Women
of Srebrenica Association to fight
for justice.

water and electricity supply, and people were starting to die.

surrounded the town and cut off all the food, 



I had just given birth and I could hardly walk. But my husband said: “I will carry

you, but I won’t leave you”. We walked for 22 days, but finally, we reached

Srebrenica. There was a huge food crisis. When you’re in that situation, you are

just struggling to feed your children, not even thinking about yourself. We lived

like that for 3 years, until Srebrenica fell in July 1995. My husband decided to go

with the column of men trying to walk to the free territory.

He gave me a hug and said: “Look after the children, I have to go”    

I never saw him again. 

My daughter was just three years old, but she walked all the way to the UN base

with me. Her shoes were filled with blood from blisters, but she didn’t cry, she

didn’t say a word.

At the UN base, we were taken on trucks to the free territory and I went to stay

with my brother. Then, we started to hear some of the stories of what had

happened. I was begging my brother to go and seek information about my

husband: did anybody see him, what had happened to him?

It wasn’t until 2003 that they found my husband’s remains. I lost over 20 close

relatives in the war.

Kadefa Rizvanović
Kadefa was heavily pregnant when war
broke out in 1992, she had to fight to
keep her family alive through 3 years of
starvation and then the genocide.

When I went into labour in May 1992,
everywhere in my town was blockaded
and I couldn’t reach a hospital. My
mother-in-law and her mother-in-law had
to deliver my baby at home. Just 5 days
later we had to flee our town.

I begged my family to take my 
baby and leave me behind



He put his hands over his eyes and we all cried.                            

Many families were separated that day.

It was years before I found out what happened to them. My eldest son, Azmir, and

husband Abdullah were together when they were killed, but my youngest son was

all alone, he was just 18 years old.

They must have stood there in front of the firing squad,                       

a father and son, waiting to die together. 

It is impossible to imagine how it must have felt to look into the eyes of death. It

wasn’t until 2010 that I buried both my sons and my husband, and even then only

two leg bones of my older son were found. The same for my husband. My younger

son has a complete body, only his left arm is missing and half of his little finger.

They weren’t guilty of anything except their Islamic faith.

I live completely alone now, I returned to our family home but it is hard to live. We

can’t go back to the past, but we can learn from it. Every evil should be stopped at

the root. Nationalism, fascism – they grow like weeds.

Hatidža Mehmedovic’s family was wiped out in

the genocide. She has been a key figure in the

Mothers of Srebrenica.

Hatidža Mehmedović 

Before the war I was happily married with two

children. I thought my happiness would last

forever, but when the nineties came everything

changed. Serb troops invaded Srebrenica and we

had to leave our home. When it was time to part,

my youngest put his arms around me and told me

to go to the UN base. “You won’t manage to walk

through the woods.” He pushed me gently and said;

“Go, so I don’t see you leave.”


