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The Obstacles to Return
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There seem to be a variety of obstacles to return of refugees in the countries that emerged through the breakup of the former Yugoslavia.  It is often difficult to determine which ones are the most important – such a distinction often depends on the particular point of view or area of professional or other concern.  What follows is a list of major obstacles identified by the Coalition for Work With Psychotrauma and Peace (CWWPP) in Vukovar, based on 5 years of field experience in the region:

1. Obstruction by the Central Government:

For a variety of reasons, the central governments in the region have been highly obstructive with regard to return of minorities.  Albeit, exceptions to this general rule seem to be gradually emerging.  One such notable exception can be identified in the statements of the new government of Croatia, which have been very encouraging.  President Stiepan Mesic's proposal for the return of 16 400 Serbs to Croatia this year, and the agreement between Croatia's Foreign Minister Tonino Picula and the Republika Srpska Prime Minister Milorad Dodik for the two-way return of a total of 4 000 persons, brokered by the US Foreign Secretary, Madeline Albright, are some concrete proposals voiced in the period since the Croatian Presidential elections in January 2000.  Yet, these statements need to be affirmed by concrete actions and results.

Furthermore, even if there is willingness to proceed – as in Republika Srpska entity of Bosnia and Herzegovina, there seems to be a general lack of experience and practical knowledge on all levels as to how to deal with these issues concretely.  Thus the governments are in need of assistance in “getting their bearings” and putting their promises and apparent desires into practice.

Nevertheless, it has to be kept in mind that the governments are under the constraint of the fact that return is a very sensitive and emotive issue in the post-war environment. Therefore, the governments need to tread lightly and extremely cautiously when dealing with policies and actions on return.  The International Community needs to be acutely aware of these constraints when encouraging central governments in the region to develop and implement return policies.

For these reasons, and for prevention of possible violence, it is our recommendation that the return process be multi-directional.

2. Obstruction by Local Government: 

Most levels of local government have, until now, been composed of nationalist party members.  Today, local government is still run by such parties, even in Croatia.  This situation may not change even when local government elections take place (expected in Bosnia and Croatia this year).  The danger remains that the elections will not substantially alter the actual party composition of local government. 

Until now, there has been a strong influence of central government policy on local government actions.  As yet, even in Croatia – where the only effective government change in the region of the former Yugoslavia has occurred, the influence of the new central government has not made itself felt.

3. Opposition to return by the “receiving” community – has, in many cases, been fanned by the central government, the local government (where held by the radical elements), and the state media.
The media have incited hatred in the past and do not seem to be changing their stance at a fast enough pace to make a positive influence at a critical moment – even when pressured by International Organizations (such as is the case in Bosnia).

The opposition to return by the receiving community is also influenced, among other factors, by loss and by psychotraumatization (see below: point 13).

4. Reconstruction:

· The slow pace of reconstruction has been a notable problem everywhere.  The reduction of the portion of the budget dedicated to reconstruction in the new budget of the central government in Croatia, is already causing a negative public opinion response.  Furthermore, the International Organizations are rapidly reducing their own budgets devoted to reconstruction.  Such measures will almost certainly prove to be counterproductive and will, in no coherent manner, be compatible with the political statements by both national and international leaders encouraging sustainable return.

· Inadequate facilities – that is, few and inadequate loan systems exist to provide for adequate completion of the reconstructed houses, no less for the subsequent furnishing of them.  Bare concrete floors and brick walls provide very little homely warmth and feeling of safety in winter, even if the people have the gratifying feeling of finally being back at their "own hearth".

In relation to the inadequate facilities, the returning owners often complain about the general lack of quality workmanship used in the reconstruction.  There certainly are examples of conscientious craftsmanship both by the masons and the funders, but they are alarmingly rare in a situation where returnees have very scarce resources of their own with which to mend the omissions and make the homes truly livable.

5. Lack of Infrastructure: that is, the slow pace of rebuilding infrastructure – electricity, water, sewage, telephone, shortage and sometimes complete lack of adequate means of transport in some areas, etc.
It is often the case that returnees – who have been refugees in organized collective centers, or even towns and cities – find it very difficult to go back to living in the country without the vital commodities such as electricity and running water, much less without the means of transport to commute to and from any jobs they may be lucky enough to find.  Many of these facilities that have existed before, have been destroyed during the war.

6. Lack of Social Infrastructure: (or inadequate dispersal and quantity of such infrastructure in areas of potential return):
· Schools or at least curricula in the desired language and alphabet, even as supplemental classes in case of minorities.  Also, in regular classes, there is a need for a curriculum devoid of defamatory, nationalist and discriminatory references to minorities.

· Clubs – cultural, youth and other,

· Organizations – initiative groups, NGOs, and other,

· Social Services, including health services and lack of adequate medical facilities – particularly in rural areas.  This is a particular concern for the elderly, or those with elderly or frail family members.

7. Property problems:

· Insufficient, or complete lack of provision of alternative accommodation.  In cases of rightful owners returning to their property, the current occupants of which may not have an alternative place of residence, at least one of the parties needs to have such residence provided for it.  Neither party may be thrown out onto the street.  This is a very important issue influencing the relations between the returning and the receiving communities, and of both communities to the return process as a whole.

· Restitution of tenancy rights.  Tenancy rights holders have often found their rights arbitrarily taken away from them under a variety of para-legal explanations, and, in many cases, by sheer brute force.  In the meantime, their rightful property has changed hands, often several times, making it very difficult for any authorities to return such property to its original owners.  Tenancy rights are accepted as a form of private property under international law, thus an unalienable human right, and appropriate compensation needs to be found and provided.

8. Documents and other papers for the refugees – various legal aspects:
All governments have been obstructive in the granting of even the basic documents to refugees and displaced persons.  Such documents include refugee cards, basic citizenship, identity cards, birth, death and marriage certificates, diplomas, driving licenses, convalidation of old documents from the SFR Yugoslavia and different entities that existed at one time or another during the past ten years.

The lack of these documents precludes people from obtaining their basic rights as citizens, or as refugees.

9. Security: 

· Within communities where returns are expected, or have taken place, threats and insults are a common form of communication between neighbors. These frequently escalate to various types of – 

· Intimidation, which, in turn, on many occasions, results in – 

· Overt physical violence, including beatings, fire-bombings of homes and, in severe cases, use of firearms and explosives (sometimes with fatal consequences).

· Threats and actual physical violence to children in schools, and on the way to and from schools, are a particular concern for parents.  Parents are often reluctant to send their children to schools or to return to areas of origin where there is a danger of such abuse taking place.

10.  Economic factors:

· Destruction of the economic potential, facilities and infrastructure during the recent wars has led to a high level of unemployment which, in some areas, exceeds 85% of the work-force. Destruction of the economic infrastructure leads directly to scape-goating and increased hatred between ethnic groups.

· Economy in transition – the states in the region still need to transform their economies from predominantly socialist to market-oriented.  This will require privatization, transformation, management changes, and, in many cases, redundancies of even the few people still actively working – particularly in large, state-owned giants.  It appears that the situation within these economies is likely to get worse before it gets better.

The attitude and the knowledge of the issues involved in the transition of the economy – of both the returnees and the long term domicile population, needs to be altered. People need to learn to take initiative for themselves.  Furthermore, they need to learn to respond to market forces and trends, and to utilize the resources of their country to their maximum potential.  Both political and civil society will need to be behind these processes for them to succeed.

· Lack of employment opportunities (particularly for members of minority ethnic groups). The governments and the monetary institutions often put an emphasis on employing majority returnees, often at the expense of other ethnic groups, but also at the expense of majority group remainees (people who, for whatever reasons, remained in the territories under various ethnic entity administrations – and were therefore seen as collaborators), whose long-term jobs were often arbitrarily terminated.  These and similar intolerable practices, need to be discontinued if genuine sustainability in return is to be achieved.

11.  Lack of adequate political representation:

· Participatory representation is often made difficult by outdated internal organization of political parties and by the autocratic and unenlightened methods used by the party leadership. 

Poor internal organizational skills are complementary to the outdated internal organization.  This combination – compounded by poor leadership and personality characteristics, leads to nothing short of chaotic political life.  There are bright exceptions to this, but they are few and far between.  Adequate changes and improvements need to be implemented quickly throughout the region (changes taking place in Croatia may be a way forward, taking into account that even these need to be consolidated) if the downhill slide of political life is not only to be halted but constructively reversed to the benefit of the region's inhabitants.

· Fragmentation of political parties, while broadening the political spectrum, disperses the vote in such a way that minority and opposition parties often fail to pass election thresholds thus denying adequate representation to the portions of the population.  Fragmentation, as a method of resolving internal party differences, needs to be reconsidered if minority ethnic or interest groups are to have viable political representation that meets their needs as communities.

12.  Psychological and Social issues:

· Virtually all persons within the region have been psychotraumatized to a greater or lesser degree.  This has had a variety of deleterious effects, both psychological and physical.  Among the psychological effects are depression, anxiety, anger, apathy, relational problems – particularly within the family, alcoholism and other dependencies, and problems of self-confidence.  These, in turn, lead to physical problems which include heart-attacks, strokes, stomach ulcers, muscle and joint problems, auto-immune diseases such as diabetes mellitus and even cancer.  Thus, the burden of psychotrauma and loss on the community is substantial.  Further, there is inadequate capacity within the community to deal with these problems. 

Special attention needs to be given to the problems of children and youth both because this is an especially vulnerable group and because of the potential for transmission of these problems to future generations. 

· These aspects also lead to an increased potential for violence among both the “receiving” and the “returning” communities, and pose a barrier to these communities coming back together. 

13.  Missing persons: 

There is stigma and pressure on members of the ethnic communities, who had the upper hand at one or another point during the conflict, to reveal the places of mass graves, which, in most cases, are genuinely not known to them.  The issue of missing persons is an extremely emotive one and has the potential to engender violence not only toward the returning community, but also toward domicile long-term residents.

The families of the missing persons are heavily manipulated by governments to incite ethnic intolerance.  This remains a sensitive issue, whose optimal resolution, despite the difficulty involved, may prove an important stepping stone on the road to sustainable return.
14.  Mines and De-Mining: 

Many of the areas where returns are most likely are heavily mined. The mine infestation problem is not limited only to farmland, but is also present in houses and the immediate household property in many areas.

De-mining proves to be very expensive and dangerous, and the pace at which it is being carried out is painfully slow.
15.  Regular Military Service:

Governments require all young men, even those who had served in other armies at other times, to complete military service in the Armed Forces of the respective countries or entities.

Due to fear, moral objections, religious, philosophical or other reasons, young men choose to avoid regular service in the armed forces. This is difficult to do because of various legal requirements. 

To illustrate – the moratorium on military service by young Serbs in Eastern Slavonia expired on December 31, 1999.  They now need to re-register for military service, and expect to be called up within a relatively short period.

The result of all of the above has been the splitting of families – with some young men choosing voluntary exile rather than regular army service, while other families see this as an acute barrier to return.

16. Need for a Truly Coherent and Effective Coordination of Organizations and Forces Facilitating the Return Process:

Until now, most efforts toward coordination of return have been dependent on larger political forces and on inadequate resources, despite the desire and efforts by both the refugees themselves and the organizations catering to their needs.  With the change in the political climate in the region after the elections in Croatia, it becomes increasingly likely that a truly coordinated effort to attain sustainable return will be supported by a variety of forces and groups, both nationally and internationally.  Yet, such an effort will need to have an interdisciplinary and concrete plan of action to aid it in this challenging task.  Because of the sensitivity of the issue, it is important to place great attention on the process of designing such a plan so as to derive maximum benefit from the experiences and insights available in the field throughout the region.  Such coordination is essential so that the scarce resources available are used as efficiently as possible, in order to avoid duplications and gaps in vital areas.

The above 16 points are an attempt by the CWWPP to define the major obstacles which are perceived to preclude or obstruct the return process.  We believe that these obstacles can be overcome by programs of Complex Rehabilitation and concerted, inter-disciplinary, inter-organizational approaches to Sustainable Return.  The CWWPP has been working on these for a prolonged period of time and has developed several proposals for removing these very obstacles.  

These proposals, including an approach to preparing the kind of coordination mentioned in point 16 above, are available upon request from the CWWPP office in Vukovar.

Mission to Croatia

Gundulićeva 18,

32000 Vukovar, Croatia

tel. & fax +385-32-441975, tel. only +385-32-444662

Office in The Netherlands
c/o Kupers, Ds. S. Tjadenstraat C81,

9663 RD Nieuwe Pekela, The Netherlands,

tel.+31-597-645790, fax +31-597-647029

PAGE  
2

