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Introduction: First impressions 
 

      Sarajevo is the city of my soul. Swooping down into the Sarajevo Butmir 

International airport, the houses in the hills and valleys look like identical, red-roofed 

dreams. I expected devastation, even from this height, but it‟s impossible to see the scars 

of a thousand-day siege from up here; perhaps I just don‟t yet know where to look. I‟m 

met at the airport by our Program Director Miki Jacevic, in-country partner Vahidin 

Omanovic, and Program Assistant Julia Dowling. As we drive away from the airport into 

this beautiful city, we pass a massive Soviet-era apartment building, painted lovely colors 

with flower boxes at nearly every window… but riddled with shell craters. Such a 

startling contrast hits me like a freight train, and it‟s then I realize that this city is 

radically unlike anywhere I‟ve ever been. It is painfully beautiful, and damaged, and 

wise. The people share a quick and dark sense of humor, and even their language bears 

the scars of the war and siege.  Even though Sarajevo seemed wary at times, like the 

whole city continued to hold its breath fourteen years after the war, I felt more at home 

there than in most cities and towns in my own country. 

 

 

 
 

 

 



Bosnia in 2009: 

 

      In 2009, nearly 15 years after the war 

officially ended with the signing of the Dayton 

Peace Accords, Bosnia is facing problems above 

and beyond those obvious issues of conflict and 

reconstruction.  Several recurring themes occur 

from our varied interactions with groups and 

individuals across the country; social and civil 

distrust, a lack of civil infrastructure and 

tradition of volunteerism, and political 

corruption hindered the work of the NGOs and 

agencies we met with. After so much violence, 

often committed by former neighbors or friends, 

Bosnians understandably still find it difficult to 

trust one another. This distrust combined with an 

absence of volunteer tradition causes many 

Bosnians to view volunteerism not as a way to 

build skills and community, but rather as a way 

for one to take advantage of the good intentions 

of another.  

      Compounding these problems is the very obvious fact that partisan nationalist politics 

are once again on the rise, with Serb, Croat, and Bosniak nationalist politicians are 

gaining strength and popularity with the public. Even without a resurgence of nationalism 

in politics, corruption is rampant and often affects funding and recognition for agencies 

and projects. There is debate in nearly all sectors of government and civil society about 

constitutional reform, and what will be required to achieve Bosnia and Herzegovina‟s 

goal of membership in the EU and NATO. These political concerns directly and 

indirectly affect the work and functioning of the NGOs we spoke with. Over the weeks 

we spent there we realized that to understand Bosnia you must try to wrap your head 

around the incredibly complex political and economic system. I confess I am still trying 

to understand the specific implications of political maneuvering and economic politics 

and policy in the country.  

      While such similar themes seemed to surface over the days and weeks we spent in 

BiH, nearly every NGO or group we visited shared something with us that we hadn‟t 

heard before. Everyone had their own story to tell and related their own struggles in a 

different way. Every representative we met with was intelligent, insightful, and willing to 

share with us as much as they could in the time allotted. They always welcomed our 

questions, and answered them as thoroughly as possible. The NGOs in general seemed as 

grateful to have us as we were for the time they spent with us. This exchange of 

information and skills, in the spirit of improving human rights both on the ground and 

globally, strikes me as the main objective of this delegation, as it has been during 

previous GYC delegations to Bosnia. The effects of this exchange have been and will be 

many. I will not be able to quantify them all in this report, however much I would like to 

try.  

 



 

Orientation and Sanski Most:  

      Our time in Bosnia was packed with events, beginning on the day after arrival. Our 

first day was devoted to orientation, and we spent the morning learning names, 

establishing ground rules for ourselves, and talking about what had brought us to Bosnia 

and what we hoped to take away from our experience. After an excellent pizza lunch we 

continued our orientation with an exercise on Bosnian history and a brief introduction to 

a framework used for basic conflict analysis. 

 

      The following morning found us on the bus to Sanski Most. On the way we stopped 

briefly in the beautiful medieval city of Travnik, home to famed novelist and Nobel 

literature laureate Ivo Andric, where we hiked to a centuries-old fortress overlooking the 

town. By afternoon, we had arrived in Sanski Most and taken a brief walking tour ending 

at the Center for Peacebuilding, our local partner organization established and run by 

Vahidin Omanovic.  Here we were further introduced to conflict resolution principles.  

 

The next day we began our conflict resolution workshop, our primary occupation 

during our time in Sanski Most. During the workshop, we were joined by local youth 

who were involved with the Center for Peacebuilding. We began the workshop, like the 

orientation, with getting-to-know you games and cooperation exercises, such as drawing 

an emblem that symbolized ourselves and trading with another participant. During much 

of the workshop we discussed aspects of identity, security, and threat – what they mean 

to individuals and communities, and how they relate to conflict and its resolution. We 

examined cycles of revenge and reconciliation, and where conflicts in our own lives 

might fall in that cycle. We wrote and performed skits to emphasize the differences 

between retributive and restorative justice techniques, and compared dialogue to debate. 

We watched several more films during the workshop days, some fictional and some 

documentary.  

 

Included in our visit to Sanski Most was 

a trip to Vahidin‟s village, Hrustovo, where we 

visited the village memorial and cemetery and 

were treated to the best meal of the trip, cooked 

by Vahidin‟s lovely wife Timka, and his mother.  

 

While in Sanski Most we also had the 

opportunity to attend a commemorative annual 

Jumma (Friday) Prayer ceremony. The majority 

of Sanski Most’s population is Muslim, and this 

Jumma prayer brought together thousands of the 

faithful from across the region. In addition, 

during those ten days in Sanski Most, we also 

had a chance to experience local nightlife with 

our new Bosnian friends, eat amazing food, and 

explore the town and large, eclectic outdoor 

market. 



 

 

 

 

The delegation was also honored to 

attend the dedication ceremony of 

statue to memorialize concentration 

camp victims and survivors, of which 

there are many in the Sanski Most 

municipality. The commemorative 

statue was a replica of a wooden 

figurine carved by Hasan, the owner 

of our Sanski Most hotel and a baker 

before the war, while he was 

incarcerated in the Manjaca prison 

camp. Julia Dowling, our own 2009 

Program Assistant and delegation 

participant in 2008, was invited to 

give a speech which was very well-

received by the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteer Fieldwork: 

 

Our last couple of days in Sanski Most were spent on brief volunteer/internship 

projects of our choosing. There were several options, but the bulk of the participants 

worked in two main volunteer groups. One group worked on grant proposals for the 

Center for Peacebuilding and promoted the Center locally by hosting an event in the park 

for children where we played games, created art, and passed out brochures. Another 

group worked with Maida to help develop an Action Plan for the Gender Agency 

regarding new governmental resolutions (i.e., how to implement the resolutions, practical 

application of gender equality principles outlined in the bills, etc). I conducted 

preliminary research on the NGOs we would visit in Banja Luka and Sarajevo and 

gathered notes for the program report as well as participating in some of the other 

volunteer activities.  

 

 



Sanski Most Organizaitons: 

 

Krajina Tear 
Located on a quiet street in Sanski Most, Krajina tear was founded by refugee women 

from the Northwest of Bosnia to assist and support one another. Most are widows, and 

the organization provides community and care while reaching out to help other groups.  

Currently, the organization is focused on training train local women in nursing so that 

they may provide outreach care to elderly community members. Each woman trained at 

Krajina Tear sees four elders to provide basic medical care, housekeeping assistance, and 

company. In this way, Krajina Tear both supports the elderly of the community and 

empowers the women who have been turned into weak, vulnerable victims from the war.  

The building also serves as a site of direct medical services, and operates an ambulance 

service. It provides and gathering space for elderly residents who would otherwise be 

isolated. The center also offers a psychosocial support group and one-on-one counseling. 

Despite these critical services, Krajina Tear is facing increasingly hard economic times 

because many donors are losing interest, funding sources, or both.  When we discussed 

the issues they find most pressing, aside from the lack of funding, they shared their 

worries about the bitterness and disillusionment seen among the youth, and the 

disappointment with the corruption of leaders and lack of political solutions to social 

problems. We talked about intergenerational trauma – that children of parents 

traumatized by the events of war have now come of age bearing witness to that trauma 

and are showing many of the same signs of strain and psychosocial distress. Bosnian 

culture often stigmatizes therapy, and so the women of Krajina Tear have seen a tendency 

among local women to obtain painkillers and antidepressants on the black market to 

“cover up” their pain. The center has run workshops about these medications in an effort 

to make it understood that their use should be monitored or combined with therapy. 

Despite these mounting challenges and a heavy workload, the women of Krajina Tear are 

hopeful about their work and inspiring in their dedication. We were honored that they 

were so open and forthcoming with us, and felt welcomed into their organization as if we 

had arrived at someone‟s home.   

 

Center for Peacebuilding/CIM  
Often referred to by its Bosnian initials, 

CIM was founded by GYC‟s in-country 

partner Vahidin Omanovic to promote 

nonviolence education and reconciliation. 

It conducts workshops all over Bosnia as 

well as International Peace Camps to 

teach youth the skills of nonviolence and 

empathy, and to lessen their fear of 

interacting with the “unknown other.” 

Vahidin‟s energy and wisdom are 

incredible, and his presence gave us 

confidence that CIM will be alive and 

growing for a long time to come, despite 

the obstacles they face.  



 

 
 

Banja Luka:  

      From Sanski Most we journeyed to Banja Luka, the capital of the Republika Srpska 

(majority Serb) section of Bosnia. We toured the city on foot, seeing newly rebuilt 

mosques and other important historical sites, ate more great food and visited several 

NGOs.  

 

Banja Luka organizations: 

 

      Youth Communication Center/Radio Balkan – The goal of the Youth 

Communication Center is to build a database of volunteers and a volunteer exchange with 

other organizations and cities. They are working hard to instill a sense of ownership of 

the community through encouraging volunteerism.  They were the first NGO in Bosnia to 

operate their own radio station, and remain one of the few public radio stations in Bosnia 

(most are privately funded and operated). Radio Balkan has been broadcasting nonstop 

for 5 years, and YCC uses this platform to promote youth activism and involvement. 

They coordinate with 15 other NGOs to recruit, train, and place volunteers, and are in a 

constant state of developing new programs or expanding existing ones. 

 

Helsinki Citizens Assembly – Through advocacy and lobbying, as well as educational 

events like workshops, seminars, and conferences, Helsinki Citizen‟s Assemly has 

succeeded in advancing human rights in Bosnia‟s challenging legal framework.  During 

our visit, we discussed the organization‟s current campaigns focusing on increasing 

gender equality, encouraging youth to become more visible and active, and the 

reconciliation and inclusion of minorities. Helsinki‟s hard work is actually visible in the 



Republika Srpska (RS), through increased public service programming devoted to 

minority rights in the RS, as well as a newly established quota on ballots to increase 

inclusion of minorities in the political process. Essentially the organization serves a 

watchdog function in the RS, critiquing politicians and policy. Their accomplishments 

are substantial, and though they faced initial resistance from the community their 

dedication is obvious and the perception of civil society has begun to shift favorably. 

 

 Genesis Project – Perhaps one of the coolest and most innovative NGOs we visited, 

Genesis Project uses live puppet theatre and taped puppet shows to educate children 

about a variety of subjects including conflict resolution, ecology, hygiene, inclusion of 

minorities, and landmine safety. They also engage with older children through workshops 

on these topics and as well as others including Human Trafficking prevention and 

cultural dialogue. In addition to these already lofty educational projects, Genesis Project 

works to end the segregated school system that persists in parts of Bosnia. In many 

places, despite segregated schools being technically illegal, children are still separated by 

ethnic group under a “two-schools-under-one-roof” system – whereby one group goes to 

school in the morning, with teachers, aides, and even custodians of that same ethnic 

group, while the other uses the school in the afternoon. Their constant contact with 

children and school officials allows them to shift their curriculum to what‟s important 

and timely for the kids in each school. The great work Genesis is doing has also been 

recognized through funding by UNICEF, and thanks to this funding it is one of the few 

NGOs we talked with that is looking to expand their staff.  

 

 

Youth Council of Banja Luka – A 

diverse coalition of organizations 

located in Banja Luka and focused 

on various aspects of youth services 

and involvement in the Banja Luka 

area, ranging from AIDS/TB 

awareness and education to job 

training and entrepreneurial 

opportunities to cultural events that 

promote reconciliation and 

understanding. The Youth Council 

provides a place for the 

organizations to meet with each 

other to discuss strategies and 

recruitment, plan and host events, 

and provide and share resources. We 

met with representatives of four of 

the different groups, and found them 

all to be excited and energized about 

the work they do, and happy to share 

it with us.  

 



Srebrenica:   

After spending two nights in 

Banja Luka, we traveled by bus to 

Srebrenica for the 14
th

 annual 

commemoration and burial 

ceremony. Upon arrival, we drove 

into Srebrenica‟s town center.  The 

town was the most devastated of 

those we had seen up to that point. 

Nearly every building in town still 

bore the scars of the war, and many 

were obviously still empty. Before 

the war, Srebrenica was a bustling 

town at the center of a relatively rich 

area. Now, its drastically reduced 

population cannot find jobs and the 

town remains in large part ethnically 

„cleansed‟ – most of its former 

Bosniak inhabitants are either dead or 

have chosen not to return, and a 

region that was largely Bosniak prior 

to the war is now home to a Serb 

majority. We met briefly with a youth 

activism organization in town, then 

drove a couple miles out to the village of Potocari, between Srebrnica proper and the 

genocide memorial site, to the home of our hostess, the first Bosniak to return who 

graciously shared her home, her food, and her stories with us for two days.  

 

After a brief period of settling in we 

walked to the memorial site, acres upon acres 

of cemetery set across the road from the 

former UN headquarters. Srebrenica had been 

designated the first ever UN “safe zone,” but 

the town fell to a Serb Army advance in July 

1995, for a variety of complex reasons.  

Starting on July 11 and continuing for several 

days after, Srebrenica became the site of the 

largest  single event of genocide in Europe 

since the Holocaust. Over 8,000 people, 

mostly Muslim men and boys, were killed here 

in a matter of days. Every July 11, tens of 

thousands gather to bury the dead and 

remember the tragedy. Every year, the night 

before the burial ceremony, hundreds of 

coffins (535 this year) arrive from 

identification centers around the country and 

 

Once a house and a hotel, these abandoned buildings now look like 

much of the rest of the town of Srebrenica. 



are laid out in rows in the memorial field. This felt even more intimate, somehow, that 

the ceremony. Fewer people attend, mainly family members and friends of the dead who 

will be buried the next day. We stood and watched as the coffins were carried overhead 

in what seemed a never-ending wave. When all had been placed and a prayer offered we 

quietly trudged back to the house for rest, excellent home-cooking, and fun. A couple of 

us were lucky enough to assist the owner of the house later that night in making memorial 

wreaths, to be placed on the monument the following day. 

 

The 11
th

 dawned rainy and 

grey, which seemed quite appropriate – 

as if the entire mountain range was 

shedding tears for what happened in 

that valley in 1995. We began by 

touring the former barracks of the 

Dutch Battalion and the UN building, 

now a museum. Some 40,000 people 

had gathered in the cemetery, and 

when we arrived the names were being 

read out and the coffins passed 

overhead until they reached their 

designated resting places. Once there, 

they were buried by the male family 

members, friends, and attendees as the 

family offered prayers and attempted to 

console one another. Such a scene of 

mass mourning and bitter grief was 

outside anything in our experience. A 

description cannot prepare you for it, it 

simply must be experienced to be 

believed or understood. I know I still don‟t understand it completely, but its power could 

be felt by everyone there. We left Srebrenica on the bus that afternoon, and the ride back 

to Sarajevo was filled with reflection.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Back in Sarajevo:  

      After a free day of rest and exploring in Sarajevo, we went headlong into the busiest 

days of the delegation. We met with high-level international organizations and diplomats, 

shopped and saw the sites, took in museum exhibits and cultural events, participated in a 

meet-and-greet style happy hour with young American Foreign Service Officers stationed 

in Sarajevo, discussed what we had learned and seen, and three of us got stuck in an 

elevator (not guaranteed to be a feature of every delegation).  

 

 

Sarajevo meetings: 

Our first and perhaps most enjoyable meeting was with Raffi Gregorian, Deputy 

High Representative in Bosnia and Supervisor of the Brcko district. The Office of the 

High Representative is a unique governing body called for by the Dayton treaty itself to 

oversee the civilian aspects of implementation of the Dayton agreement. Its current focus 

is on helping Bosnia to achieve enough stability to recommend it as a member of NATO 

and the EU, and thus close the OHR for good.  Despite his impossibly busy schedule, Mr. 

Gregorian spent nearly two hours talking with us about the current and potential future 

political situation in Bosnia, as well as his own history and the history of his office and 

program. He was funny, observant, and explained various complex concepts very clearly 

and concisely. Our time with him was one of the most informative and enjoyable portions 

of the delegation, and he made us feel quite welcome.  

 

 Organization for the Security and Cooperation of Europe (OSCE)– While the 

OSCE‟s initial mandate in the Balkans was election monitoring, human rights, and 

regional stabilization, they have since developed a number of programs to work toward 

the goals of reform, stabilization, and human rights issues including minority inclusion, 

trafficking prevention, gender equality, and justice reform. During the dialogue, the 

OSCE taught us much about their current concerns like the political structure of Bosnia, 

refugee return, census issues, and constitutional reform. 

 

We learned all kinds of concrete things, facts and figures, the Bosnian word for ice cream 

(“sladoled”), that beef-flavored potato chips exist in the world and “hvala” (“thank 

you”) can never be said too often. In some ways, however, the grander things, knowledge 

and wisdom, cannot be quantified or explained.  

 

 

 Bosniak Institute – A center of cultural and artistic preservation of Bosnian arts 

and literature, the Bosniak Center contains an art and artifacts gallery and archives of 

ancient manuscripts, genealogical information, and contemporary print resources related 

to Bosnia or Bosnians. Part of the Institute is housed in an old Turkish bath, and the view 

of the city from the roof was gorgeous. The collection itself was sublime, and I 

personally could have spent hours upon hours there. We were given our tour by the 

Director and Head Librarian who received us very warmly, and showed us genuine 

treasures of the collection such as the seventeenth-century hand drawn genealogy of 

Muhammad and a handwritten Qur‟an in 30 volumes that was absolutely stunning.  

 



       Gender Agency – This department is part of the Ministry for Human Rights and 

works for increased gender equality in all aspects of Bosnian life and government.  

Currently, they are focused on creating and implementing their Gender Action Plan that 

seeks to make sustainable recommendations for gender equality reform, and to make 

those recommendations standard practice in all government ministries. The delegation‟s 

in-country logistics whiz, Maida, works in the Gender Agency office in Sarajevo. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Jewish Community Center – During the war and siege of Sarajevo, the tight-knit Jewish 

Community was instrumental in conducting human rights and humanitarian aid programs 

in the city, organizing convoys out to other areas or countries, and advocating for peace 

and justice. Now, they still work to implement reconciliation among individuals and 

communities harmed by the conflict and operate programs for the larger community of 

Sarajevo (such as a Homecare program). The also operate a small Judaica school and a 

youth club, which strives to keep Jewish culture alive and relevant for the youth 

community. Their main goal is to highlight the benevolent role of religious communities 

of all backgrounds, and use that to bring groups together in reconciliation and resolution. 

 



 

United Nations – As with many other things during the delegation, our meeting 

with the UN representative did not go exactly according to plan. The representative we 

thought we would meet was unavailable, but the man who did meet with us discussed the 

physical and economic reconstruction within the country, and the UN role in those 

processes. He also attempted to give us a picture of how one might pursue a career with 

the UN. Our visit underlined the diverse nature of opinions within and among 

international organizations about what Bosnia‟s next steps should be: physical 

reconstruction, economic restructuring, EU membership, community-based rehabilitation, 

etc. We took away from this meeting not only a reminder of the many differing views 

expressed by international and governmental personnel in Bosnia, but also a sense of how 

working in different segments or levels of an organization might change one‟s viewpoint 

and opinions. Someone working in the streets for one-on-one reconciliation may not see 

the same “reality” as someone meeting with international players and politicians to affect 

a different kind of change. That is not to say, of course, that one is superior to the other – 

but the UN meeting helped clarify how those different views can affect policy 

recommendations and practices. 

 

Research and Documentation Center (RDC) – A personal favorite! The RDC 

was established to gather facts about the war, including an accurate death toll and number 

of missing persons. They have conducted very extensive fieldwork, including records 

research, documentation review, and interviews. Additionally, they worked on the 

Human Losses Project (to document the number of killed and missing) from 2004-2007. 

Currently they are working on a positive stories project, to document good turns done by 

members of one ethnic group for members of another during the war. Our meeting with 

them was very brief, but they packed a great deal of information into that time. The 

organization has produced an extensive website with many publications of their work. 

 

 Svetlana Broz – The granddaughter of Josip Broz Tito (former leader of 

Communist Yugoslavia), Ms. Broz was extremely gracious and welcoming to our 

delegation, and though our meeting with her was also brief I came away with the distinct 

feeling of having stood before true greatness, in the form of a most genuinely decent 

human being. Trained as a cardiologist and volunteered her medical services during the 

war, she later became a staunch advocate for civil courage and civic engagement, and has 

conducted workshops and educational programs to teach these concepts to young people 

and to shift their thinking from that of “bystanders to up-standers.” Ms. Broz has 

published several books, and was good enough to sign copies we purchased of perhaps 

her most famous book, Good People in an Evil Time. 

 

 U.S. Ambassador – We met Mr. Charles English, the United States Ambassador 

to Boania, and several members of his staff who talked more with us about the 

reconstruction process in Bosnia, the U.S. role in post-war BiH, and what his office 

viewed as key issues and important next steps for the nation. One senior staff member, 

Michael Martin, discussed the political situation and climate in Bosnia. We found this an 

informative meeting, and much appreciated that the Ambassador would take the time to 

meet with a small group of students.  



Conclusion: Get Involved 

 

 

      

 

My impulse is to try to describe everything 

that happened, but of course I simply can’t. 

There is little that can describe exactly what it 

means to experience it for yourself, make your 

own observations, ask your own questions, 

and draw your own conclusions. I can’t 

accurately speak for the group about what we 

learned, because I feel that this was a highly 

personal endeavor for each of us. I can say 

with certainty that every participant in the 

delegation took away something special from 

it, and things they will never forget and things 

that they will act upon. 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the participants are already continuing their direct involvement with Bosnia 

and with GYC. Tyler will be attending the GYC Rwanda delegation this winter and is set 

to study in Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia in the spring. Julia Dowling will be returning next 

summer as program assistant, marking her third summer in Bosnia. Other delegates are 

actively recruiting participants for next year and are involved in the alumni network. The 

extent of our impact on the people and organizations we worked with is difficult to gauge, 

but we heard a lot of sincere “thank you”s from individuals and groups, many of whom 

were simply glad we were there, to witness and to learn.  

 

Miki, Vahidin, Maida, and all of their colleagues and friends created for us an 

unforgettable experience, and one that I hope, if you are considering becoming a 

delegation participant, you’ll be fortunate enough to experience as well. 

 

If you are unable to participate, however, please learn what you can about the conflicts 

and their causes in the Balkans and elsewhere, and encourage others to do the same so 

that perhaps the people we met in Bosnia who shared their stories with us may at least in 

some small part be vindicated, and that their trauma might help prevent such tragedies in 

the future. 

 



Links and Further Information: 

 

Center for Peacebuilding: 

www.unvocim.net 

 

Youth Communication Center/Radio 

Balkan: 

www.okcbl.org (scroll to bottom of 

homepage and click on “English”) 

 

Helsinki Citizens Assembly: 

http://www.hyd.org.tr/?pid=180 (this is the 

website for Turkey, but has good basic info 

about the organization) 

 

Genesis Project: 

http://www.genesis-bl.org/eng/home.htm  

 

Office of the High Representative: 

www.ohr.int  

 

Gender Equality Agency of BiH: 

http://www.arsbih.gov.ba/  

 

Research and Documentation Center, 

Sarajevo: 

www.idc.org.ba (use Google to search, and 

click “Translate This Page” next to the 

website title) 

 

Svetlana Broz: 

www.svetlanabroz.org 

 

Organization for Security and Co-operation 

in Europe: 

www.osce.org 

 

US Embassy/Ambassador: 

sarajevo.usembassy.gov 

 

 

 

US Participant Biographies: 

 

As a second year graduate student at the Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution, 

Virginia Armstrong has plans to become “a positioning and communications analyst 

and consultant for non-profits and non-governmental organizations related to protracted 

identity-based conflicts.”  She also works as a research assistant to the Director of ICAR 

on a project concerning the role of narrative and how it affects public policy. When not 

studying, she work the youth of South Arlington through Phoenix Bikes, a local non-

profit that offers leadership and entrepreneurial opportunities to disadvantaged young 

people. She is interested in studying how identity affects conflict and its resolution and 

how narratives maintain these identities.  

 

As a sophomore at Wellesley College, Tyler Branscome is majoring in Political Science 

and French.  One of her major interests is community development, inspired by her own 

experience as a swim instructor and lifeguard within the close community of her 

hometown in Virginia.  Her career goals include pursuing a term with the Peace Corps or 

joining the foreign service at a French speaking embassy utilizing her multiple years of 

study in French.  She hopes that by studying the Bosnian conflict, she can learn how 

people can recreate a sense of community after violence and thus better be able to 

contribute to finding a solution to the problems of war and violence around the world.  

 

Rebecca Edmunds is a junior at Hamline University in Wisconsin where she is majoring 

in political science and global studies. She has traveled extensively including a semester 

in Spain and a short study trip to China, which when coupled with her participation in the 

model UN conference representing Slovakia, have cemented her interest in international 

concerns such as peacekeeping, the environment, and human rights.  While she does not 

http://www.unvocim.net/
http://www.okcbl.org/
http://www.hyd.org.tr/?pid=180
http://www.genesis-bl.org/eng/home.htm
http://www.ohr.int/
http://www.arsbih.gov.ba/
http://www.idc.org.ba/
http://www.svetlanabroz.org/
http://www.osce.org/


have a specific career goal, Rebecca knows she wants to work to ease human suffering 

and reduce poverty wherever she finds herself.  

 

Vilena Khazhimuratova is a native of Russia studying at the State University of New 

York at Binghamton.  She has a personal interest in the Balkans and Middle East as she is 

of a minority ethnic origin, Tatar, a Muslim group that has a history similar to that of the 

Muslims in the Balkans. She is greatly interested in issues of nationalism and how they 

affect conflict and politics.  She hopes to study more about the rights of women and 

children and how to protect them and avoid violent outbreaks.  In her future, she hopes to 

affect change in her own country through what she learns on this delegation, including 

exploring how to incorporate medicine and international relations in ways that respect the 

integrity of the human body and human life. 

 

While studying at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Erika Lopez-Fin has 

developed a great interest in cross-cultural communications and community involvement. 

She is majoring in both History and International Studies, while also serving as an ESL 

instructor at a local elementary school. She hopes that her participation in the delegation 

will help her to better understand how an NGO functions in another country, particularly 

one that is emerging from conflict and facing the rebuilding of infrastructure and 

reparation of ethnic divisions. Using her education and experiences, she hopes to pursue a 

post-graduate education in Law or Public Policy Development with which she can affect 

change in her community by facilitating problem solving, relationship building, and 

mediation. 

 

Presently, Laura Miller is a sophomore at Baylor University majoring in International 

Studies. She plans to pursue an International Law degree, and, thus, hopes this delegation 

will help her develop better cross-cultural communication skills and a greater 

understanding of how to protect human rights. She is currently exploring her options for 

after graduate school including the possibility of the Peace Corps or working with a 

human rights organization.  While she has not decided on the particular path she will 

follow, Laura has a passion for excelling and plans to do so in whatever course she takes. 

 

Rebecca Shirley (Author of the Program Report) keeps occupied through a variety of 

activities including completing her BA in Sociology at the Southern Illinois University, 

working with Americorps by tutoring and mentoring elementary age children, and 

interning for the Illinois Department of Employment Security.  Her interests that draw her 

to this program are refugee rights, social justice, and studying the differing perspectives 

on freedom and security of individuals that have faced war first-hand.  Following 

graduation, she hopes to study human rights law, justice systems, and prisoners‟ rights 

internationally.  One day, she hopes to employ those studies to work with the ACLU or 

Amnesty International to encourage restorative justice. 

 

Currently studying for her Master‟s in Human Rights Studies at Columbia University, 

Aimee Thomas is most interested in transitional justice, international criminal tribunals, 

and reconciliation issues. She has lived all over the world, having been born in New 

York, moving to London at 2 years of age, and back to California at ten.  She graduated 



from Boston University in 2007 with a BA in Philosophy and Political Science and has 

interned at the International Crisis Group. Her ultimate goal is to work in the non-profit 

humanitarian realm.  

 

STAFF: 

 

Mirsad 'Miki' Jacevic, GYC Bosnia Program Director  
Miki is a human rights activist and peace program specialist from Sarajevo, Bosnia 

Hercegovina. He is a co-founder of Global Youth Connect where he is directing Bosnia 

program. In addition, Miki works full-time as a deputy director at the Initiative for 

Inclusive Security where he oversees policy efforts to include civil society in formal and 

informal peace processes. Before the war in Bosnia, Miki headed the UN Youth Chapter 

and was president of the local committee of AIESEC, the largest student association in 

the world. During the war, he was involved in numerous projects to ease the suffering of 

youth and the elderly. In 1994, he founded and directed Collegium Bosniacum, an 

organization of Bosnian students in Europe. Out of that work grew the initiative, 

Academic Lifeline for Bosnia Hercegovina, aimed at rebuilding the country's academic 

institutions. In 1995, Miki headed the Vienna office of the World University Service, 

dealing with education issues in troubled regions. During this time, he also lived and 

worked in South Africa, Northern Ireland, Palestine, and Central American countries. 

Miki has consulted with many conflict resolution organizations, including Search for 

Common Ground, where he led efforts to develop child soldiers programs. He has led 

several delegations of international activists and conflict resolution practitioners to 

various post-conflict settings, including the Balkans, Northern Ireland, South Africa and 

Guatemala. He has served on the Board of Directors of several organizations, including 

the KARUNA Center for Peace building, Global Youth Action, , State of the World 

Forum, and others. He has been honored with numerous awards, including the Fetzer 

Institute Fellowship, Rotary International Scholarship, Soros Foundation Scholarship, 

State of the World Forum ChangeMaker award 1999, and honorary President of the 

Bosnian Student Union. Miki is a PhD student at the Institute for Conflict Analysis and 

Resolution at George Mason University, where he received his MS in 1999. He teaches in 

the Conflict Transformation Across Cultures Program, (CONTACT) Summer Peace 

building Institute at the School for International Training in Brattleboro, Vermont, and is 

an associate faculty member for the Trauma and Conflict Program at Prescott Collage in 

Arizona. He lives with his wife Eva Morales Contreras, a human rights leader from 

Guatemala, and their two children, in Washington, DC area.  

Vahidin Omanovic, Director, Center for Peacebuilding  
Vahidin Omanovic is a founder and director of the Center for Peacebuilding, a non-

political, non-governmental organization based in Sanski Most, Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

He has worked as a liaison, trainer, and project manager for the organization whose goals 

are peacebuilding, reconciliation and the prevention of violence. Vahidin has designed 

and facilitated workshops and interpersonal dialogue groups, taught non-violent 

communication and conflict transformation, supervised personnel, created budget and 

grant proposals, and trained youth camps in Macedonia, Kosova, and all across Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. He holds a master‟s degree in International and Intercultural 



Management from the School for International Training in Vermont and a Professional 

Certificate in Intercultural Peacebuilding.  Vahidin is also an Imam, and he graduated 

from Islamic theological school with an Imam, Teacher, and Preacher Diploma in 1998. 

Before establishing the Center for Peacebuilding, he worked as a foreign language 

instructor in primary and middle schools, an administrative assistant to the Bosnian 

Army. During the war in Bosnia, while still in his teens, he served as a counselor, liaison, 

teacher and religious leader at refugee camps in Slovenia.  Vahidin has given numerous 

presentations on Bosnia and Intercultural Conflict Transformation in numerous European 

countries and the United States.  Vahidin is fluent in Bosnian, English, Arabic, and 

Slovenian, and has strong conversational skills in Spanish, Italian, Turkish, and Russian.  

 

Julia Dowling, Special Program Assistant, Global Youth Connect 

An alumni of the GYC Bosnia Delegation in 2008, Julia completed her undergraduate 

degree at Smith College in Massachusetts, studying history and international relations. 

She was actively involved in the social change community, and chair of the Student 

Global AIDS Campaign on campus and is proud to have become an educator and 

advocate for HIV/AIDS issues on campus, in the community, and nationally. Julia has 

had the opportunity to work in a New York City opera house and at the Museum of 

Jewish Heritage, in addition to being able to spend a semester at University College Cork 

in Ireland. She now works as a peer advisor in the Career Development Office at Smith.  


