Living together

in peace

and tolerance

in spite

of our

differences
Problem description

During war and in early after war 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. 

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

Where do we work?

Programme is 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 and suffering process, results of our work will be visible in relative short period of time.
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Introduction

 
In the spring of 1992 a 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 regained a possibility of entering Barania under patronage of the UN (UNTAES) transitional administration. 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 could talk in peace and tolerance about everyday issues and common work. On the benches sat people of different nationalities, religions, age and gender.
"The Bench We Share" association is built on the foundation of "The Bench We Share" project, which has been working for five years under umbrella of the Centre for Peace, Non-violence and Human rights Osijek. The main reason of the appearance of this civil initiative was armed conflict in the area of former Yugoslavia and Croatia.

Programme goals

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

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

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

4. Confront 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 in co-operation with local and governmental authorities.
The subject of our work is the prevention of different forms of violence and conflict, especially  war as its worst form. 

These problems exist in every society. At this area they are more present because war is still a living presence. High percent of unemployment and poverty are fertile ground for all kinds of violence and new conflicts. Feelings of personal helplessness and mistrust only worsen a situation, which already was difficult enough.

In our work we are trying to gather groups which are "reflecting" society with all its diversities in their composition. That is one of crucial characteristics of our programme. We do not work with specific target group. We work with people who are different nationalities and religion beliefs, different social backgrounds 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 applicable in any community, anyplace, and anywhere. Crucial characteristic of our programme also is that we work , with ordinary people on a grass root level 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?
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