Introduction


In spring 1992 group of citizens founded Centre for Peace, Non-violence and Human Rights in Osijek (Eastern Croatia). This civil organisation was founded as a respond to war with the wish for building civil society. Soon, the membership enlarges and consequently the number of projects.


In 1994, we could not enter the occupied territories of Barania, Eastern Slavonia and Western Sermium so we organised meetings of families, friends and colleagues separated by war. The meetings were organised in Hungary in co-operation with Association for Peace and Human Rights “Baranja” Bilje.


In summer 1996 we had a possibility to enter Barania under patronage of transitional administration of UN (UNTAES). We decided to organise visits of displaced persons, relatives, friends and colleagues in this region, and the project got the name “The Bench We Share”. The inspiration for this name comes from our custom called “divan” – evening gatherings and talks on the benches in front of village houses (in the streets). People talked in peace and tolerance about everyday issues and common work. On the benches sat people of different nationalities, religions, age and gender.


Today Barania looks as if there were no war. Houses in villages look beautiful. They are surrounded by beautiful gardens. Here and there, you can see a destroyed house. On some houses, you can see small holes in the walls that remained from shells or parts of houses that were burned down. Only Vukovar remained the same as a huge silent evidence of war destruction.


Destroyed houses. Rebuilt houses. Are we rich now? Are we happy now? If we were happy now, what would it mean? Would we be happy with our pain, fears, hurts in our soul? Anger, sadness, envies, prejudices and other sources of conflicts? Do people really live in peace and tolerance?


If you enter houses, you can see some furniture. Furniture from Red Cross or Caritas. In the houses live unemployed people. Returnees and those who stayed in occupied territory during the war became dominant groups in the conflict. The war is in the houses, inside the walls. Relations between people in families, streets and villages are destroyed.

What is peace?

2.

Problem description

During war and in early afterwar years the most dominant problem was national intolerance. Now problem between returnees and those who stayed on occupied territory during the war, regardless their nationality appears as dominant one.

At the workshop we held Baranian village Bilje, one participant Croat, hardly holding his tears told us that his villagers are not greeting him and they do not want to have anything with him. Reason for that was that he stayed in occupied village during the war. The fact that he lost his job and was beaten was not important to them.

Unemployment, discontent with relations in community, and intolerance among different groups only worsens situation. All these make people insecure, rejected and neglected. What worries us the most is fact that people started to put their problems "under the carpet". They are holding back traumas they went through during the war and after it. Everything that is "under the carpet" is potential source of new conflict, even the worst one - war.

Our experiences on the field are showing us that high level of intolerance is still present.
After workshop in one Baranian village one woman said: "I am sorry that Hitler is not alive to kill all Gypsies!"

At one workshop that we held for youth in Batina (village on the border with Yugoslavia) we gave second hand typewriter as a gift to one 16 years old girl who stayed at her home during the war. The first sentence she wrote on that typewriter was: "I don't know what life is and why people cherish it so much. My life means nothing to me because it does not cherish me."

Not so long ago some restaurants in Barania had inscriptions on their doors: "No dogs and Serbs." As far as we know there are no more inscriptions like this, but it is well known which restaurant is for Serbs and which for other ones. 

All these examples are warning us that seeds of potential conflict is still existing in everyday life.

Especially sensitive categories, with which we also work, are retired persons. After returnees came back to their villages, many of them were ignoring their neighbours, or were ignored by those who stayed in the occupied village during the war. That was very painful because most of them lived in friendly relations before the war.

3.

Programme will be implemented mostly in Barania where we have focused our work in last five years. We choose to work at this area because this part 

of Republic of Croatia was very affected by war. Today Baranian region is area of special governmental care. Considering that reconciliation is long lasting and suffering process, results of our work will be visible in relative short period. Evaluation of our work will be done at least once a year.

Programme goals

1. Finding answers to the question: "How to live together in spite of our differences in peace and tolerance?"

2. Resolution of possible conflict by active non-violence and alternatives to violence;

3. Prevention of conflict by recognising its signs and its escalation;

4. Fighting prejudices;

5. Healing hurts caused by war;

6. Reconciliation and trust building;

7. Peace building and peacekeeping;

8. Empowerment and support of civil initiatives that work on reconciliation and non-violence;

9. Building civil society, peacekeeping and education about civil rights towards local and governmental authorities.

Subject of our work and prevention are different forms of violence and conflict, especially war as its worst form. All these problems are existing in every society. At this area they are more present because war was over only few years ago. High percent of unemployment and poverty are fertile ground for all kinds of violence and breaking out new conflicts. Feelings of personal helplessness and mistrust are worsening situation, which already is difficult enough.

In our work we are trying to gather groups which are "reflecting" society with all its differences. That is one of specific characteristics of our programme. We do not work with specific target group. We work with people who are different nationalities and religion believes, different social background and social status, different war experiences, returnees, those who stayed on occupied territory during the war, men, women, youth, children.

This way of work enables us to be actual, acceptable and usable in any community, anyplace, and anywhere. Crucial characteristic of our programme also is that we work on grass root level, with ordinary people. We are trying to find an answer for question, which is fundamental motto of the programme: 

How to live together in peace and tolerance in spite of our differences?

4.

Implementation

Programme is working on grass root level in co-operation with local authorities. On the workshops we work on healing hurts caused by war, and psychological support.

Mediations will be used for opening communications and reconciliation work. According to our financial possibilities we will organise seminars and workshops for peace workers. We will work on exchanging experiences and knowledge with other communities and countries, and on developing co-operation with other non-governmental organisations. 

Our plan on this field is also including co-operation with all levels of governmental institutions and distribution of humanitarian aid where needed.

Conclusion

"The Bench We Share" association is working on reconciliation
 and it is based on simple question: "How to live together in peace and tolerance in spite of our differences?"

After five years of work under umbrella of Centre for Peace, Non-violence and Human Rights Osijek we decided to establish independent non-profit and non-governmental association. Reasons for that are to simplify administrative work and to achieve better efficiency of our work.

In the frame of our general programme we are planing to bring to life specific projects like "Together equal" (work with Roma population), "Dr. Tooth" (youth and children), "Little gardeners" (children), and creative workshops (producing milk and cheese from soya beans, painting on silk and glass, making products from combed wool, corn leaves and other natural materials). Our work also includes administrative help for those who need it.

Expected results are to reduce tensions among different ethnic and religion groups, and among returnees and those who stayed on occupied territory during the war. Our aim is to help them to find common interest on which they will work together.

Peace And Love In Spite Of Our Differences
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	Dusanka Ilic:
	Curriculum vitae


My name is Dusanka Ilic, born 1951 in Osijek, married, no children, and teacher, lived in Osijek, Dalj, Darda and in last 20 years again in Osijek. I am non-aligned, religion belief- atheist. At the beginning of the war O became refugee from primary school Bilje (Barania) where I was working. 

When war horrors started I did not belong to any political party or association, but I wanted to do something to help people around me and myself. In 1992 I was lucky to become member of Centre for Peace, Non-violence and Human Rights Osijek, where I went through certain necessary peace education. I worked on protection of human rights, facilitated workshops for children with the aim to give psychological support to children refugees and displaced persons. I

I was leader of "Meeting house" project and in last five years I was leader of "The Bench We Share" project, which was working under umbrella of Centre for Peace, Non-violence and Human Rights Osijek. When project team decided to start "The Bench We Share" association as independent non-governmental organisation I became its chairperson.

In November 1999 I was signed in first Register of trainers and consultants (Academy for Educational Development Zagreb, Ljudevita Posavskog 2) and became verified trainer for peace work.
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� Reconciliation is focused on building relationship between antagonists. (Lederach, 1997, p.34.)





