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Executive Summary
This paper uses a case study of the Vukovar Field Institute for Post-Conflict Studies/Synagogue Center (VFIPS), a project of four groups in eastern Croatia, to explore the conditions under which organizations engaged in “post-conflict recovery” and “democratization” work. The VFIPS will use the land of the former synagogue in Vukovar for a center aimed at promoting peace activities and scholarship. The Jewish Community of Osijek is working to regain the land. The Institute will also be used to preserve the memory of and revitalize the Jewish Community. The VFIPS is to include sub-centers for inter-ethnic and religious dialogue, work on trauma, civil society and non-violent conflict resolution and human rights and will include a library and a museum on ethnic conflict. The project is at an early stage.  

The aim here is exploratory and descriptive of the processes and forces influencing the formation of the VFIPS.  The hypothesis is that the process by which any project is conceived, worked upon, and implemented is an integral part of the achievement of the project’s conceptions. These processes include identification of problems, discussions on these issues, initiation and inception of the project, organizational processes of implementation, widening involvement and obstacles. The research was carried out during July and August of 2004.  It attempts to grasp as much detail as possible and to suggest future research.  The four organizations involved in the project are the Coalition for Work With Psychotrauma and Peace (CWWPP), , the Jewish Community of Osijek (JCO), Europe House Vukovar (EHVU), and the Bench We Share Association of Osijek (BWS). Observation and semi-structured interviewing were used to collect data. Interview questionnaires were generated by producing groupings of interviewees categorized according to role in relation to the VFIPS Project and/or by their role in society-which was then made specific to each individual and organization. The direction taken in the questionnaires was formulated during my initial period in Vukovar through my response to literature and observations as well as pre-existing ideas and further aims. 
Conceptions of these issues are similar among interviewees. A dominant theme was the tense divide between Serb and Croat populations in the region. This is reported as both a cause and a consequence of factors relating to mental and physical health, lack of employment and educational opportunities, violence and stressful living conditions. This situation is exacerbated by opportunistic politics, lack of data, and lack and poor design of treatment. The interviewees cite a very high level of traumatization throughout society. One comment was that people in the region regret the divisions in society but act according to these divisions. Traumatization is seen as a barrier to reconciliation. Politicians are seen as making the situation worse through opportunism and divisive rhetoric and policy. A gap between international organizations(IOs) and the population was noted. Economic problems in the region, particularly unemployment, estimated at between 40% and 80% were noted. The problem of physical health was also cited, as was the high level of addiction. During the last ten years, improvement in physical rebuilding was mentioned but social and psychological conditions were not seen as advancing. Some felt that there has been a loss of hope. The concern is that, if these problems are not addressed, the possibility of violence in the future is great. 

Cooperation between NGOs was seen as desirable for a sharing of skills, knowledge and experience and a “complimentary” approach in which the specialties of organizations are linked. Additionally, cooperation is seen to present a good impression to donors.. There was disappointment with levels of cooperation. Additionally, there have been problems with corruption. The importance of individuals as being decisive in the success of collaboration means that relationships between NGOs cannot be approached solely on the basis of organizational profiles and compatibility of activities. Feelings of competition mean that some NGOs collaborate little. Deficiencies were seen in the work of IOs. They are seen as having “political” as well as “human” interests that inhibit their willingness to take on long-term or difficult projects. It was felt that there was an unequal relationship between small NGOs and the larger IOs. Approaches to “reconciliation” by IOs were especially criticized, the primary issue being that they were often superficial and short-term. It is felt that this results from a lack of understanding of the local situation and from political interests.  There was disappointment, as IOs were seen as having the potential to take a coordinating role. Additionally, the presence of IOs is seen as attracting funding to the region. Also mentioned is the suspicion of IOs among the local population. 
Generally, the individuals and organizations involved in the VFIPS share a common conception of its goals and a shared general analysis of the situation in the region and the problems that need to be addressed.
A major aim of the Project is to facilitate the remembrance of the Jewish community that had had a significant place in society until the Second World War as well as to facilitate cultural and educational activities and strengthen Jewish identity. The JCO is concerned with the land. It is stressed that the center will be secular. It is hoped that the Jewish aspect will help the aims of inter-ethnic and inter-religious dialogue. 

The suitability of Vukovar for the center was emphasized because of its history as a place of many cultures, as well as the urgency to revive the town. The city has an unfortunate symbolism, whereby its destruction has become currency for political opportunism. By establishing a center dedicated to the reintegration of the community, it is hoped that Vukovar may acquire transformative symbolism. The situation of Vukovar can offer much to the understanding of a post-conflict environment. Project participants believe that there is a deficit in understanding the region and its needs. The facilitation of research is considered important in improving the means by which IGOs and NGOs function as well improving the interaction between theoretical and practical work.
The idea for the VFIPS project germinated in discussions between Dr Darko Fischer, then President of the JCO, and Dr Charles Tauber, Head of Mission of the CWWPP. The idea for an institute arose within the CWWPP in 1999. In addition to the aims stated above, the Jewish Community of Osijek has investigated the possibilities of reclaiming former Jewish property, much of which was confiscated and nationalized during World War II and under socialism. Croatian law now provides for the return of former Jewish land. The background of work and philosophy of these two individuals led to the idea of a community and academic center. The initial discussions were informal. At the end of 2000, the idea for the Center took hold. The VFIPS project was therefore the result of a “bottom-up” structure of conception.  This point is important in highlighting that organizations are composed of individuals whose spheres of interaction extend beyond the organizational level. This suggests that analysis of and policy towards “civil society” should cast a wider net over the spaces of individual and group interaction.

EHVU and BWS came into the project during 2001. The group began to have regular meetings to shape the direction and policy. In the autumn of 2002, the group came into contact with  Prof Klaus Lohrmann of the Institute for the History of Jews in Austria. This led to the formulation of a formal proposal for the VFIPS and to a brochure in Croatian and English. The question of a commercial side for the purposes of sustainability came up in these discussions.
As of August, 2004, the JCO had succeeded in reclaiming part of the property and work is continuing on recovering the remaining plots. Meanwhile, work on finding support and funding continues. Tasks are not formally outlined at present. The CWWPP is the “implementing” organization until the working group acquires specific staff and funding.. Policymaking takes place by consensus at regular meetings. Time, funding and energy are major limitations for all organizations. The project’s potential for realization is tightly bound to the condition of the CWWPP. During the summer of 2004, the CWWPP was experiencing chronic funding shortages. The potential obstacles to the progression of the VFIPS cannot be considered independently to those of the initiating organizations. The most direct concern is that of achieving funding. The interviewees do not anticipate difficulties in finding support among the population for the Center and its activities. Local authorities are perceived as a potential obstacle to the project. There is not outright opposition and blocking, but, rather, a lack of support. Every organization reports a struggle for funding. Interviewees mentioned that most funding has departed. They observe that donors look for short-term projects. The evaluative process is seen as ill-suited to the type of work being done by the organizations.. Further, resources that are set for NGOs in the region is reported as not always used effectively, causing resentment. 

At present there seem to be a number of different strategies for proceeding.  One is widening of support. General support is desired with the formalities of association to be worked out later. Academic participants could be approached with a letter of introduction and later approached with specific proposals for affiliation. It is felt that a systematic approach needs to be taken. Specific project staff were felt to be necessary. The lack of basic funding for the project means that the question of the lack of staff becomes circular. 

There is a shared desire to get on with work and a belief that donors want to see initial work prior to getting involved. Profitability is seen as beneficial in the need for funds and because it is seen as being popular with donors. A long-term and substantive approach to addressing damage to individuals and society in Croatia is deemed necessary by each of the organizations. The rationale lies in the multiple levels that need to be addressed on a range of inter-related issues. In the experience of the organizations, this approach is not conducive to finding funding. NGOs in the region need to acquire “donor skills” in order to find funding. These are not necessarily intuitive skills, but those gained through the experience that is unlikely to be found in the region. 

It seems clear from the Project that analyses using only organizations as entities or units of analysis are inadequate to explain the dynamics between organizations. Organizations are composed of individuals who interact both on personal and organizational levels. This point is easily overlooked. 
The reported deficiencies in the approach and activities of IOs to result from the political interests affecting the organizations as entities and from the lack of flexibility for individual staff members. 

Because the planned institute encompasses many different elements and spheres of work, I had thought that this would increase its chances for finding funding support.. However, reaching the point at which these structures could be approached seems to require a certain level of basic funding and staffing to carry out systematic searches for support. Thus, the project has reached something of a stalling point because funding is lacking.

Given the “gaps” between NGOs and IOs, it seems necessary to examine the culture, philosophy and influences of organizations and how this relates to their interactions. This is acute in eastern Croatia, as the problems seem to be considered to be “solved”. The “ideal profiles” set by donors and those set by NGOs are therefore mismatched. NGO’s must compensate by evolving tactical approaches to donors. Organizations have favored strategies formed through experience. Part of the difficulty might be that of political interests. The Croatian government is concerned with presenting an image of a “European” state that will fit into the EU. International governments and inter-governmentals may be reluctant to examine ongoing problems. However, direct political interests do not fully explain the problems. This is more complicated when institutions are viewed as composites of individuals. 

The anthropologist Steven Sampson has called for ethnographic work on IOs and their working cultures in the Balkans to attempt to move beyond dominant constructions of the “lazy, corrupt Balkans” and the “scheming, colonizing West”:
 The intention is to trace these gaps of understanding that seem to be the result of international involvement in “democratization”. Some groups report good relationships with “individuals” within IGOs while relations between them as “organizations” are not fruitful. Ethnographical study on these IOs and those involved with them could produce a better idea of who is involved, their motivations and internal functioning and inter-organizational relationships. Such a project would need to examine organizational aims and working cultures of a wide range of organizations, in terms of internal dynamics and interaction with each other and within the society. Attention should be paid to conceiving of organizations as composites of individuals whose relationships form networks not necessarily functioning according to the profile of their institutions. The findings on the VFIPS suggest that the distinction between formal and informal, work and social relationships, is blurred in practice. In addition to examining the institutional and conceptual structures of “democratization”, “development” and “post-conflict work” in the region, and analyzing the “top-down” bureaucracy and decision-making, I am interested to research the value of a “bottom-up” approach and the means by which it could be better achieved. Given the often-reported inefficacy of top-down initiated programs in eastern Croatia which are regarded with suspicion or seen as ineffective and insubstantive by the local population and by small NGOs, I would like to explore the possibilities for a participatory process of project design and implementation. As applied to projects for “democratization”, a question might be how externally driven political and social design can build a structure of legitimacy for concerned populations. The question could also be posed in its manifestation at the local level of non-governmental projects. Therefore, I propose that an important project could examine the potential for involvement of the local population in the initiation and process of implementing social projects.  This is taken in the context of my findings that there are gaps in the conceptions and practice between IOs, government and NGOs. In discussion on this question of greater population involvement in the process of a project such as the VFIPS, the main barriers were seen as a lack of necessary skills and experience related to voluntary association and the lack of time and will in the context of severe unemployment, traumatization and general living conditions. Dr Tauber expressed the desire to include more population involvement in the project, but felt that the project was not at a point at which this could feasibly occur. I would propose that investigation into examples of civil organization in the region, along with a socially specific examination of the history of local forms of association, could add insight. While the former Yugoslavia as a socialist system is generally seen as having low levels of civic participation and thus little experience that can be built upon, a broader definition of what constitutes “civil society” could open up examples not generally included within this defined sphere. Two projects by which to approach this goal could include an examination of anti-war groups that formed prior to and during the war of the early 1990’s and an examination of a broader definition of association during communism. An ethnographic approach to both seems the most suitable. An ethnographic study of those involved in the 5th October 2000 overthrow of Milosevic in Serbia could also be an example of a project to explore means of progressive social organization. As Dr Tauber points out, societies in the former Yugoslavia will need to interact with “the West” and therefore with its particular culture of organizational interaction. He is right that a cultural relativist approach that ignores this reality is not of benefit. However, I would argue that taking account of the specific context- historical, social and cultural- of social association in the region, forming categories and relationships inductively rather than based upon a western ideal model could improve the means by which “civil society building” is approached. A call for more specific study and inclusion in programs on local forms of social association has been put forward by a number of scholars. The point is to consider that models of “civil society” derive from particular social relations and conditions so that the evolution of a civil sphere will differ accordingly. This study could take a historical and detailed view to a broad conception of social organization in the former Yugoslavia, both institutionalized and informal, taking into accounts the effects of the war. This could potentially be applied to considering approaches to defining and strengthening “civil society” today in considering means of greater participation in the policy and implementation of projects.
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