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Problems of Children and Youth in Eastern Croatia

S. Stanivuk, BSc. Pol, IR and C.D. Tauber, M.D.

Abstract
The war in the Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia, in the “state” of Croatia started in April of 1991 in Plitvice and in Vukovar in May of 1991.  During the period from May (heavy bombing started in August) to November of that year, virtually the entire city was destroyed.  Many villages in the region suffered similar fates.  While, in the period since the Dayton/Erdut Agreements of 1995, there has been a moderate amount of physical reconstruction, little has been done on the social fabric of society.  The region is facing complex, interwoven problems.  The traumatization of the Second World War has not been dealt with.  This causes trauma additional to that of the most recent war.  While before the war the region was the home to more than 25 ethnicities and 10 religions, 13 years after the war ended people are still divided ethnically.  Even at this writing (June, 2008), schools and cafes are still segregated.  Because of the heritage of previous regimes, there is little tradition of civil society.  Precise data on unemployment in eastern Croatia, and particularly for the Vukovar area, is difficult to obtain.  Official figures put the rate in the high 30-40% bracket.  Other, more independent and less politically influenced estimates by such people as workers in non-governmental organizations put it much higher, even to the range of 80%, especially if one includes people who could be working part-time.  There is little initiative among individuals and in groups.  There are high rates of suicide and addiction.  Again, no reliable figures are available, but all non-governmental organization workers report this consistently over a long period of time.  Furthermore, there is substantial political resistance at local and national levels to reconciliation and progress of any sort.  Also, we have found a lack of understanding of this situation and similar ones at the international level among inter-governmental organizations, international NGOs and funders.  Most recently, despite Croatia being a candidate state for the European Union, the area has been forgotten by the international community and thus funding and understanding for the situation in the region are all but gone.  
Children and youth in the region have been particularly vulnerable to the consequences of the war.  There is virtually no reliable data – and certainly no recent data – on the situation of children and youth (defined by the UN General Assembly as having an upper age limit of 24 and by the Croatian government as having an upper age limit of 29) in this region.  In our interpretation, their problems are as follows.  First, there was transmission of trauma and narratives from the Second World War and previous conflicts in the region that were never satisfactorily resolved.  Second, there is direct traumatization from the most recent war in a large number of persons whose ages now range from mid-teenage to their early 30s, extending the official age of “youth”.  Third, parents and teachers have been too involved with their own traumatization to assist their offspring.  Fourth, children and youth have had difficulty passing through the developmental stages in the usual ways.  Fifth, there are exceedingly high unemployment rates in the region.  Sixth, there are few educational opportunities for young people.  Seventh, there are no adequate facilities for psychological assistance to children and youth in the region.  Eighth, the governmental institutions in the region are overburdened and there is extremely little funding for non-governmental organizations to provide adequate programs.  Unfortunately, local, national and international bodies – governments and funding organizations – have not shown the concern that we think should be devoted to these issues.  While there have been a few youth clubs present in the region (the principal author was one of the founders of two of these), they have suffered from rapidly changing membership and lack of funding.  An international organization called PRONI provided for the education in youth leadership and the establishment of a number of youth clubs.  The CWWPP has been educating youth leaders in peer counseling to a limited extent and has been treating a small number of children, youth and families.  Solution of these problems requires commitment and resources from a wide range of institutions and groups in order to assure the future of these people who, in turn, are the future of the region.  We do not see that commitment as being present currently.
Introduction and Context
The most recent war in Croatia and Bosnia took place from 1991-1995.  It started early in the region in which we work, which described below.  

While it should be obvious that children and youth would be one of the groups most vulnerable to the effects of the war and that this group will be the future of the region concerned, this has not been recognized by local, national or international “authorities” and funders, and thus no sustainable programs of psychological and other types of counseling for children and youth have been established.  We see such programs as crucial for the development of the children and youth themselves as well as for the development of the society in general.
In this paper, we describe the work that we and others have carried out and the effects that we have seen and continue to see in children and youth.  These are both predictable and disturbing.  The continued lack of action to remedy these problems is even more so.
Furthermore, the continued segregation of education, cafés and recreational activities strongly implies that the society is moving apart rather than together.  This is ominous for the future of the region.
We should note that, in the war and post-war periods, deep roots from the past in ethnic relationships were prioritized over postmodern values. Belonging to a particular religious group and ethnicity became more important than knowledge and ideas of individuals. Trust makes sense only among people of one’s own kind and therefore the polarization of the population is implied to be the normal condition. The mistrust is gaining new layers within the structure over time. We can talk about several different levels of mistrust: intra national, regional, institutional (state), globalization (integration). Each of these levels exists in all of Croatia but in the eastern part of Croatia in particular, and especially in Vukovar-Sirmium County.

Context of the Work

The work described in this paper has been carried out in the context of the general program of the Coalition for Work with Psychotrauma and Peace starting in June, 1995 and continuing to the present moment.  The organization originated from a diverse group of individuals in The Netherlands including but not limited to members of the Dutch branches of Amnesty International and the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War who formed a working group on the former Yugoslavia starting in 1993.  After an initial assessment, it was decided to base the work in eastern Croatia, northern Bosnia-Herzegovina and northern Serbia (Vojvodina).  The organization was registered as a Stichting, that is, as a foundation, in The Netherlands (this is the most common form of registering non-profit non-governmental organizations there) in 1997 and is registered in Croatia as an international organization.
Background and Description of the Region
Background
The war in the Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia, in the “state” of Croatia started in April of 1991 in Plitvice and in Vukovar in May of 1991.  During the period from May (heavy bombing started in August) to November of that year, virtually the entire city was destroyed.  Many villages in the region suffered similar fates.  While, in the period since the Dayton/Erdut Agreements of 1995, there has been a moderate amount of physical reconstruction, little has been done on the social fabric of society.  The region is facing complex, interwoven problems.  The traumatization of the Second World War has not been dealt with.  This causes trauma additional to that of the most recent war.  While before the war the region was the home to more than 25 ethnicities and 10 religions, 13 years after the war ended people are still divided ethnically.  Even at this writing (June, 2008), schools and cafes are still segregated.  Because of the heritage of previous regimes, there is little tradition of civil society.  Precise data on unemployment in eastern Croatia, and particularly the Vukovar area, is difficult to obtain.  Official figures put the rate in the high 30-40% bracket.  Other, more independent and less politically influenced estimates by such people as workers in non-governmental organizations put it much higher, even to the range of 80%, especially if one includes people who could be working part-time.  There is little initiative among individuals and in groups.  There are high rates of suicide and addiction.  Again, no reliable figures are available, but all non-governmental organization workers report this consistently over a long period of time.  Furthermore, there is substantial political resistance at local and national levels to reconciliation and progress of any sort.  Also, we have found a lack of understanding of this situation and similar ones at the international level among inter-governmental organizations, international NGOs and funders.  Most recently, despite Croatia being a candidate state for the European Union, the area has been forgotten by the international community and thus funding and understanding for the situation in the region are all but gone.  The CWWPP has been in the region since 1995.  We have been working from the bottom up to give people the knowledge, skills and attitudes to enable them to take their lives and their societies further.  We have also been carrying out mentoring with regard to psychological issues, civil society and non-violent conflict transformation.  We believe in a long-term interdisciplinary bottom up approach with good documentation and research.  We are now working to put our experience into online format in the form of our “Core Course” in field work.  Hopefully, this will allow people in similar areas to exchange experience in practical peacebuilding.  Our plans are to expand this to other courses, to be offered at affordable costs.  Further plans include work on an online BA/MA program that emphasizes the connection between theory and practice and that will have as its target group people working in the field, those who intend to work there and those in positions of making policy.  Our facility in Vukovar also serves as the European Center for InterChange, a worldwide network of grassroots peacebuilders based at the OISE/University of Toronto.

A more complete description of the problems of the region is given in another paper on the general work of the CWWPP by CD Tauber, S Stanivuk and S Marić that is being presented at this conference.
Description of the Region

The region consists of the two easternmost provinces of Croatia and the adjoining areas of Serbia (Vojvodina) to the east and Bosnia-Herzegovina to the south.

The region has an ancient culture, with some Neolithic artifacts dating back 6,000 years.  The first calendar in Europe, the so-called Vučedol Orion, was found some 7 km east of Vukovar.  At one point, the border of the Roman Empire was the River Danube.  The region has been the meeting point of many cultures including but not limited to Serbs, Croats, various other Slavs, Franks, Turks, Jews, Austrians, Hungarians and Ruthenians.  It is estimated that, before the most recent war, there were representatives of more than 25 ethnic groups and more than 10 religions living in the region.

Most of the region is flat, the so-called Panonian Plain.  This is very rich land, and was known as the bread basket of the former Yugoslavia.

The first substantial encounter of the 1991-1995 War of the Balkans occurred in Borovo Selo, some 7 km to the northwest of Vukovar and in Vukovar itself in May, 1991.  By November of that year, when the region definitively came under the control of the Serbian Republic of the Krajina, the entire city and many villages and other cities and towns in the region had been almost completely destroyed.  

The war had a substantial effect on all aspects of life in the region.  In material terms, much of the industrial capacity of the region was destroyed.  Furthermore, much of the region was infected with landmines.  These mines are still an enormous problem in 2008, some 13 years after the end of the war.  Official figures by the Croatian Mine Action Center (http://www.hcr.hr/en/minskaSituacija.asp) give the number of mines left in Croatia as 240,000 “with an unknown amount of unexploded ordinance”.  By contrast, the UN Cyberschoolbus (http://www.un.org/cyberschoolbus/banmines/resources/affected.asp) reports some three million landmines in the country.  According to Vukovar-Sirmium County data there is approximately 127 km2 of suspicious area. Of that area only 23, 6% has checked/cleaned.  If the process of demining continues with this speed it will take more than 30 years to clean the entire suspicious area in Vukovar-Sirmium County.  According to UNICEF (http://www.unicef.org/bih/media_6394.html), there are at least one million landmines in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the UN Cyberschoolbus also reports three million.  The location of many of the minefields are still unknown, and some are still not signposted.  Thus, accidents are inevitable.  Furthermore, the mines provide a substantial barrier to the development of industry, agriculture and recreation.  This destruction of capacity and the problem of landmines have led to very high rates of unemployment.  Precise data on unemployment in eastern Croatia, and particularly the Vukovar area, is difficult to obtain.  Official figures put the rate in the high 30-40% bracket.  Other, more independent and less politically influenced estimates by such people as workers in non-governmental organizations put it much higher, even to the range of 80%, especially if one includes people who could be working part-time.  It should be noted that the lower, official figures are probably highly colored politically and will, of course, include the “black economy”.  The problem is particularly severe among minority groups because of formal or informal discrimination.

In human terms, the situation was and is much more serious.  The mixed ethnic and religious nature of the region has already been indicated above.  Although no reliable figures exist, we estimate that over 80% of people have at least one second degree relative of another ethnicity.  Thus, the polarization and the rise of nationalism led to substantial problems for the husbands, wives, children and other relatives of mixed families and, in many cases, to the splitting of those families.  Some of these problems will be discussed in detail below.

Still another problem facing the area is the so-called “triple transition”, that is, the transition from a socialist economic system to a capitalist one, from a totalitarian system to democracy and, finally, the transition from welfare, with Vukovar being the fourth richest municipality in the Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia, to the poverty of the post-war situation.

Furthermore, there are substantial problems of human rights and discrimination in legal matters, in employment, in housing, etc.
The Specifics of Youth

Unfortunately, there has been little published on the situation of children and youth in Croatia.  The only study that is substantial of which we are aware is that of Spajić-Vrkaš and Ilišin
, which was published in 2005 but was carried out in 2002.  There is virtually nothing published on the situation of children and youth in war-affected areas of the country, particularly that of eastern Croatia.  In this context, there is a study of Community Trauma in Eastern Croatia carried out by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and published on the CWWPP website
 that speaks of but does not detail the problems of children and youth.
The Spajić-Vrkaš and Ilišin study has a number of flaws.  First, it was carried out in a series of telephone interviews throughout the entire country.  This means that it will not have reached a substantial number of people in rural areas, despite the prevalence of mobile telephones in Croatia, because of the level of poverty in some such areas.  Further, it uses as a basis the 2001 Croatian census, which has been criticized by many minority groups for being highly politically influenced and methodologically flawed for those reasons.  In addition, there was no separation of the data into ethnic and geographical groups.  There are some additional methodological problems with the study, notably the lack of inclusion of prescription drugs in the questions on the use of psychoactive substances (we will deal with this issue in detail below).  Moreover, there is no information given about the psychological state of children and youth.  Also, we have a general problem that the results of study are not in accord with our general and specific impressions of the situation in this region on many issues.  Accordingly, we feel that more research needs to be carried out, particularly in the war-affected areas of Croatia, in a methodologically sound manner and by independent researchers.
The OSCE study also has its problems.  First, it is a general study that only mentions children and youth as one of many issues.  It was carried out using focus groups and does not include quantitative data.  The focus groups were held only twice.  Yet, despite these flaws, it gives what we believe to be a reasonably realistic picture of the psychological situation in the two easternmost counties of Croatia, even though the study was carried out six years before this paper is being written.  Again, our conclusion is that far more extensive research needs to be carried out.  We will give more details of that in the discussion section.
Another study on youth problems in the Osijek-Baranja County and in Vukovar-Sirmium County was conducted in 2004
. The sample consisted of 715 students from a “gymnasium” (high academic level high school), a four-year technical school, and a three-year trade school. The survey was conducted using a questionnaire emphasizing semantic differentials and a scale of attitudes.

The researchers found the existence of ethnic stereotypes, social desirability, and social deviation. It was not established that gender, type of school, or nationality/religion played significant roles in the results. It was noticed that there are certain differentiations among Orthodox Serbs, especially with respect to self-evaluation.  A critical attitude of the examinees was also evident.  A number of the examinees found it problematic to participate in the questionnaire, illustrating the difficulty in evaluating a group of people with three particular characteristics. Furthermore, it shows that they could not take a general attitude of desirability or deviation towards members of other nationalities.

Respondents showed a low awareness about risks taking legal drugs as alcohol and tobacco.  In correspondence to that, they also show higher use of tobacco and alcohol than, for example, youngsters in Sweden. The awareness about the risks of passive/second hand/environmental smoking, for nonsmokers to be in rooms where people are smoking, was also extremely low. This implicates a need for deliberate information about risks with passive smoking and drug education focusing legal drugs.

The result received showed that there is a need of organized care of young people’s free time, and the emphasis should be put on creative activities and training the young to fit easily into the community life. The examinees believe that there should be an organized system which would take care of the activities, and that the leaders of such activities should be trained. They also believe that the role of young people in making a policy for youth should be crucial and that they should take the initiative.

These results correspond with our impressions.  Again, we stress the need for further research.

The official data from the 2001 Croatian census (see the methodological remarks in the second paragraph of this subsection) for the Municipality of Vukovar are as follows
:

	Age Range
	Number of Residents

	15-19
	2 125

	20–24
	2 350

	25-29
	2 056

	Total
	6 531


The Work of the CWWPP and Other Groups

General
With the exception of the work of PRONI and the CWWPP, most of the work has been done with regard to recreation of youth.  Again, with the exception of the two groups mentioned, most of the work has been variable in time and intensity and, because of the inherent nature of youth, personnel has changed frequently.  There has been some funding available for work with youth, but it has been available for fairly short projects.  PRONI has been the exception to this, having received funding from the Swedish and Dutch governments.  The funding for the work of the CWWPP has come from its general fund, with the exception of one small grant from the Dutch Embassy in Zagreb.  At the time of writing, that is, June, 2008, funding is disappearing from Croatia.  This issue, and the needs of youth, will be discussed in more detail in the Discussion section.
It also should be noted that there has been little cooperation between the groups and between these groups and other NGOs until quite recently.  The primary reason has been a problem of competition for scarce funding.  
The Youth Peace Group Danube
The Youth Peace Group Danube was formed in 1995 by the first author and a number of his colleagues.  The mission of the organization is to “promote the development of a civil and democratic society based on non-violent culture, ethnic tolerance and respect for human rights”. Its aims are to focus on personal development of the young people, creating social networking, promoting youth work and empowerment of individualism and personal freedoms.  In the course of years, it has carried out civil education, has maintained a youth club (that is, a place where youth can come together) and has worked with other groups in Croatia (actively participating in the creation of the Croatian Youth Action Plan and, together with PRONI (see below) creating a County Action Plan) and in Southeast Europe in the Southeast Europe Youth Network and the European Voluntary Service Network.  The organization has suffered from periodic personnel problems and lack of leadership because of young people moving on and from the general drain of people leaving this region.
PRONI

PRONI (the Project for Northern Ireland) came to several Balkan countries in the mid-1990s.  The organization provided education for youth leaders in conjunction with the University of Jönköping, Sweden and with the organization Contact Between Continents from The Netherlands.  Various levels of education up to the level of the associate degree were offered.  The organization initiated youth clubs in quite a number of villages in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, Macedonia and Montenegro.  One criticism of PRONI that has been made is that the education did not include work on psychological traumatization, even in post-violent areas.
Recently, PRONI has been “localized”.  It has continued education toward youth and other non-governmental organizations in various programs.
Other Groups
Various other youth groups with various aims have formed and dissolved in the region the course of time.  The first author was the founder of one of these.  In general, these groups have served for youth to get together and have carried out various events.  Sometimes, there has been education, particularly in the area of civil society.  There has been little or no psychological counseling associated with these groups.  Funding has been extremely irregular, mostly coming from international sources, sometimes funneled through the government.  Unfortunately, funds are quickly disappearing, and these groups have not been able to maintain themselves.
VIMIO, the Vukovar Institute for Peace Research and Education, has existed in 1999.  Originally, its members were persons with different ethnic background and professions that working in relation of the organizational mission and its values.  It has been largely funded through Austrian and European Union sources.  It has carried out some clinical work with children and youth.

In Osijek, some 40 km west of Vukovar, one group, Breza, run by Dr. Zoran Vargović and his colleagues, has carried out some psychological counseling, largely on a Christian basis.  This work is continuing.  Furthermore, the Center for Peace, Nonviolence and Human Rights Osijek has consistently had a youth group in the sense of those above, namely a place where young people can come together and get a small but consistent amount of education in areas such as civil society.
As can be seen here, the sum total is quite meager and certainly inadequate to the needs of the region.
The Work of the CWWPP
The work of the CWWPP, while relatively small in amount, has provided services and programs not provided by other groups.  Since 1996, the organization has led a small number of educational groups for youth leaders.  The course given was and is the so-called “Core Course”, and includes basic knowledge, skills and attitudes of communication, psychology, the psychology of trauma, youth psychology, counseling, civil society, non-violent conflict resolution and human rights (we are grateful to the Dutch Embassy of Zagreb for funding a part of that work in 2007).  The course lasts for approximately 120 hours (the exact length of the course is dependent on the individual group) and is given for two hours per week over a period of approximately two years.  More details of the course are given in the paper by Marić and Tauber on the CWWPP education program to be presented at this conference.  Furthermore, other groups and individuals to whom we have given a similar course have told us that they have worked further with children and youth, and thus we have increased the capacity of the area to a small degree.  The aim of the course is to train trainers, and thus to have a snowball effect on capacity building.  From the course, which has included a wide variety of types of people from professionals including social workers, “pedagogues” (roughly equivalent to guidance counselors in North America), psychologists and others, to parents to NGO workers and others involved with children and youth, we have also obtained a great deal of information as needs.
Furthermore, we have worked directly in counseling with a small number of individual children and youth and with a small number of families.  This is an extremely labor-intensive activity and, as a small organization, we do not have the capacity to meet the needs that we see.  We will deal with this issue in more detail in the Discussion section of this paper.
We will summarize our findings as to the problems and needs of children and youth in the next sections.
The Problems of Children and Youth

As indicated above and particularly in the general paper on the work of the CWWPP, also presented at this conference, the problems of the region and particularly those of children and youth are highly complex and are interwoven with one another.  Extremely briefly summarized, they are the problems of the so-called triple transition of Croatian society (political, economic and post-war) combined with the normal problems of children and youth and the general problems of families in crisis.  In general, it is difficult in practice to disentangle these from one another.  Here, we will concentrate on the specific problems that we and others in our environment are seeing.  In the Discussion section below, we will discuss some of the solutions that we see as practicable and important.
Some of the Most Important Problems

Transmission of Trauma.  Transmission of trauma is a phenomenon that we see in virtually all of our clients, young and old.  While there is major transmission from the Second World War to children and youth through parents and grandparents, such transmission sometimes goes back much further, and we have had several clients in our group whose traumatization can be traced to at least 1850.  These observations are in accordance with the work of Prof. Vamik Volkan of the University of Virginia as well as with Dutch and Israeli work on such transmission.  The second author finds this a strong contributory cause of the most recent conflict, as it has allowed other forces to enflame already existing prejudice, anger, feelings of injustice and other psychological problems.  As there is virtually no work going on the prevention of further transmission, we find that this is an acute danger for the future.
Direct and Indirect traumatization.  A significant portion of the group that is now 17 and older in the region in which we are working underwent direct and indirect traumatic events.  This may be been as “mild” as being in shelters and seeing the shelling of Vukovar to matters a great deal more catastrophic.  Virtually no research has been done on the nature and degree of traumatization.  Certainly, the levels of traumatization and the portion of population affected are dependent on the definition of traumatic events.  Under some definitions, the post-war period would also be included and thus the first age of traumatization would be reduced to 13 or to an even younger level.  Unfortunately, existing studies do not give us many clues in these directions.  Another question that arises in this regard is the differentiation of war-related trauma and trauma otherwise caused.  Such differentiation is difficult in many cases.  We thus see an urgent need for research on these issues.
“Combined” or “Total” Traumatization.  We define “combined traumatization” here as the combination of direct traumatization, transmitted traumatization and transmission from the environment.  In our paper on the general work of the CWWPP, also presented at this conference, we define traumatization at eight levels.  Thus, we see the level of the problems of children and youth – and of adults – as multi-causal and as a combination of a wide variety of influences.  Again, much more work needs to be done on these issues.
Involvement of parents and teachers with their own problems and family problems.  The reports from our clients and within our groups are extremely numerous with regard to these issues.  Parents, in particular fathers (see our paper on the general work of the CWWPP and that on former soldiers, also presented at this conference), have large numbers of psychological problems as a result of the war and post-war periods.  Although there are no reliable figures on family violence for a variety of reasons, including cultural ones, large numbers of reports reach us documenting high levels of physical and psychological violence against children and youth.  Again, although there is little documentation of such cases, incidental reports of particularly psychological violence within the schools are consistent and constant.  We have had constant and consistent reports from teachers, parents and workers in other NGOs of teachers expressing their own problems through psychological violence – and occasionally through physical violence – toward their pupils.  While some teachers and pedagogues have requested our assistance with these problems over the course of years, the appropriate ministries have been resistant even to pilot programs designed to combat them.
Difficulties in passing through developmental stages.  This is a consistent finding among clients and, incidentally, among youth we have worked with in organizations ranging from NGOs to IGOs.  We have noticed that, depending on the age of the person at the time of traumatization, there has been skipping of some stages and/or the freezing of development at a specific point.  Again, in our view, basic research is required on this issue, which also has important implications for treatment.
Segregation of education and recreation.  In Vukovar and other locations in the region, education is segregated by ethnicity, partly for political gain and partly at the request of the parents.  Primary school children go to school in different shifts, sometimes using the same classrooms, sometimes using other classrooms, sometimes, as in the case of several kindergartens, separated by physical barriers.  Only in the 2007-2008 academic year, in one high school, have children gone to school at the same time in classrooms in the same building, albeit in separate classes.  The same applies to recreational activities inside and outside of school hours.
Limited educational opportunities.  Obviously, education is crucial for any serious development of the region.  In Vukovar –Sirmium County, in the age range 15 years plus (total number 148,713, 73% of entire population) 5% is without primary school education; 5% has incomplete elementary school; 19 % has completed only elementary school; 42% has completed secondary school; 3% has completed a college diploma; 4% has completed university degree; 0.10% has Master degree and 0.02% has a PhD
. The number of educational opportunities is severely limited.  The number of places in the region is limited, and there are academic quotas.  While a few programs exist for external and evening students, these are also limited.  The level of poverty means that many cannot afford to attend fulltime.  Further, many potential students have time limitations, as they must also work to survive.  An additional problem is the level of traumatization, meaning that potential students have neither the initiative nor the emotional energy to complete their education.  For these reasons, quite a number of people do not even complete high school.  It should be noted that secondary education will only be required in Croatia in the 2008-2009 academic year, and there are many people in the region who have completed only primary education.  It is possible to complete secondary education later, but at a (financial) price that is not always affordable.  Moreover, many people do not have the initiative or emotional energy to do so.
High unemployment rates.  Official unemployment rates by region are difficult to obtain from the Internet.  Those that we have seen give the level of unemployment in the upper 30% range.  However, many in NGO circles say that these figures are politically biased and, in reality, are far greater, with some estimates ranging up to 80%.  In our view, the reality is probably somewhere in the middle, perhaps in the mid-60% range, although no reliable numbers are available.  The problem of high unemployment is compounded by the lack qualifications noted in the previous paragraph.  Thus, many people are simply not qualified even for the jobs that are available.  As in many other similar places, this leads to the sometimes ridiculous situation that someone with a doctorate will be competing for a job as a shop assistant or a cleaner.  The other side of the coin is that it is extremely difficult to recruit people in the higher professions (doctors, psychologists, etc.) to come to the city because of its appearance and lack of culture.
Lack of facilities for assistance.  There are few facilities for the assistance of children and youth in the region in which we work.  While a few youth clubs exist in the region, the number has been drastically reduced recently due to the reduction of funding (see the next paragraph).  There has never been a drop-in center anywhere in the region that is not threatening (there are large taboos on seeking psychological assistance in these cultures, and parents are frequently informed by medical or social authorities; see the Discussion section below) where children and youth can obtain counseling on psychological, medical or social matters.  While there are a few pedagogues (roughly equivalent to guidance counselors in North America) and others who are highly dedicated to children and young people, no formal facilities run by either government or the non-profit sector exist because of the lack of political will and because of the lack of funding.  In an area such as this one, the lack of such facilities is almost criminal.
Overburdening of governmental institutions and lack of funding for governmental and NGO programs.  Governmental institutions and professionals such as social workers, physicians (the health system in all of the countries concerned is almost exclusive public although a few private clinics exist) and pedagogues have told us in private conversations that they are heavily overburdened and have told us that they have highly excessive case loads.  As examples, psychiatrists and general practitioners are seeing 75 patients per day and social workers have told us of case loads of more than 400.  Thus, with the best will in the world, it is not possible for them to work professionally with all of their clients.  A number of professionals have expressed extreme frustration at these circumstances.

Furthermore, there has not been funding forthcoming from either government or from private sources for NGOs to work with the excess number of clients (this will be discussed in more detail in the next paragraph).  As there is little tradition of volunteering in these regions (see the paper on the general work of the CWWPP also presented at this conference for details and reasons), the NGOs are also overburdened.  This is certainly the case with the CWWPP.

Some suggestions for solutions are presented in the Discussion section.
Lack of responsiveness of government and the international community.  It is hard to believe that local and national governments are not aware of the problems discussed in this paper.  Yet, there seems to be little if any response to the situation.  During the past few years, governments and international agencies – IGOs and private foundations – have cut funding for work with children and youth.  Considering the nature and seriousness of the problems, this would seem to be short-sighted at best and dangerous at worst.
Some Specific Practical Problems
In addition to the “general” effects discussed above, a number of highly specific effects are occurring, partly as the results of the problems discussed above, partly for other reasons present within the region (for a detailed discussion of these, please see the paper on the work of the CWWPP also being presented at this conference).
Large numbers of dysfunctional families and high levels of family violence.  Again, unfortunately, no reliable figures are available from either governmental or NGO sources.  However, all professionals with whom we have spoken report large increases with respect to pre-war levels and, as indicted in the previous sub-section, being extremely overburdened.  Certainly, factors contributing to this problem are the traumatization of the war, the high unemployment levels and the loss of identity among males.  Although some have told us that levels of dysfunctionality and violence are highest in the families of war veterans, we are a bit skeptical about this claim, as we are also seeing the phenomenon in other groups.  Obviously, these high levels of dysfunctionality are contributing to high levels of symptoms in children and youth.
Addiction and intoxication.  Addiction is a problem throughout the societies here, not just in youth.  In a study by the Croatian police reported in February 2008, fully one third of drivers had some sort of intoxicant in their blood.  The problem here is not with illegal substances but rather with alcohol and prescription drugs.  The use of alcohol in these regions is a tradition, with many people being extremely proud of their home-made brandy (rakija).  Under the consequences of the traumatization during the war and post-war periods, the use of alcohol has increased considerably, especially because of the lack of facilities for dealing with feelings in other ways.  This has also occurred in youth.  
In Vukovarske Novine (Vukovar newspaper) of 8th May 2008. Kata Kresić, M.D., director of the Vukovar-Sirmium County Institute for Public Health have said about the data regarding abuse of drugs and alcohol: "we registering an increase in the number of new drug users. In our center for prevention and out-patient drug treatment, we registered 713 drug addicts.  Unfortunately the age range of the addicts is becoming lower and lower and our youngest registered drug consumer was only 13 years old. We should not forget about alcohol abuse and drinking problem among youth. However the drinking of alcohol is in certain way socially acceptable and therefore the drinking is less suspicious. That of course creates a falsely notion that nothing seems bad, and eventually creating alcohol addiction."

The source of the problem of prescription drugs has already been alluded to above.  Because they are overburdened, physicians are prescribing large amounts of benzodiazepines (drugs designed to relieve anxiety and as sleeping pills), anti-depressants and even anti-psychotic drugs individually and in combination for long periods of time.  A recent addition to the mix has been anti-epileptic drugs.  The combinations and the periods for which these drugs are prescribed would be highly frowned upon in other European countries and in North America.  Furthermore, despite these drugs theoretically being available only by prescription, they are readily available over the counter in many if not most pharmacies here.  We have seen quite a number of clients – particularly but certainly not exclusively among youth – who are using very high levels of such drugs and are addicted to them.  Again, there are virtually no facilities in the region to deal with such addictions and, as is evident from the Spajić-Vrkaš, and Ilišin study, the problem of prescription drugs is not even recognized in many circles.  
High levels of anxiety attacks.  We are seeing high levels of anxiety attacks among our client population.  Most of these are generalized attacks and seem to be related in some way to war experiences.  In a few cases that we have seen, these generalize to agoraphobia.  Our approach in these cases has been to deal with the underlying situation combined with desensitization.  We are not sure why this specific symptom has presented itself to the extent that it has.  We are also seeing other expected psychological symptoms of post-traumatic reactions such as depression and anger and well as high levels of somatization.  Far more research needs to be done in this regard, and we decry the fact that little epidemiological work has been done in this regard.
Behavior problems and low school performance.  These problems seem to be obvious consequences of the high levels of traumatization and the treatment of it described above.  Again, virtually no research is available on this and yet we get consistent and constant reports of it from professionals, parents and workers in other non-governmental organizations.  The level of the problem indicated in these reports is intense and the number of cases seems to be high.  Despite the consistency and the constancy of these reports, proposals for programs outlined below by ourselves and others have not yet (we use the word yet hopefully) been accepted by ministries or others.
Discussion

The problems with children and youth in this post-war region are substantial.  From our discussions with colleagues in other parts of the world we have learned that they have similar ones, the specifics varying slightly with the area concerned.
During the past year, the number of ethnically-based incidents has increased.  The process of return of the exiled population is almost finished. However the current picture of the Vukovar is indeed far away from quality and dignity of life. A series of factors such as difficult social situations (highest living expenses and the lowest wages in Croatia and a generally poor standard of living); unemployment of the adults (parents); a general crisis of social values; family destruction (parents killed during the war period, divorces) have led to the development of apathy, passivity, asocial behavior, aggression as well as a continuing increase in use of drugs and alcohol. 

The current circumstances in which youth are growing up and living support tendencies toward exclusion, isolation and separation (the existence of separate coffee bars depending of the ethnicity, separate school curricula, etc.). 

Youth confronted with the above-mentioned living conditions and in lacking adequate programs are finding exits in taking drugs (alcohol, drugs) or leaving the Vukovar in search of a better future.
Furthermore, even with regard to youth, which is a fairly popular topic under governments and funders in general, there is a danger that social programs receive only lip service.  For some reason, this applies particularly to health and even more particularly to mental health issues.  Thus, here, the kinds of programs that we offer are considered to be “peripheral” in the general scheme of things.  Obviously, we don’t agree.  We see such programs as essential in the building of the next generations.  As has been mentioned, we are all too aware of trans-generational transmission of trauma and the consequences that it can have as a barrier to reconciliation and even as a causal factor of war.  Thus, somehow, this attitude must be changed.

In a similar context, we see an acute need for research.  Our first priorities in this regard are the epidemiology of physical and mental health, the actual situation of young people, their observed and perceived needs and their desires.  This is acutely necessary for the development of policy and programs at local, national and regional levels and for international funding.  All too often in the past, programs have been parachuted into an area or have been thought out in Washington, Den Haag, Brussels, Vienna or elsewhere without such research or thorough assessment.  In the same context, we strongly favor good follow-up to determine the effectiveness of programs.  Again, this factor has been lacking all too often.
Furthermore, in our view, programs need to offer long-term solutions and not quick fixes, as has been done all too often in the past also.  In this sense and in the sense of the last paragraph, we have noted the superficiality of many programs and the gaps in many of those programs.  In this same context, we regretfully notice the decrease in the funding for programs for youth and the flight of such funds to the next “sexy” area that offers excitement and interesting media coverage.  In our view, such inconsistency and lack of follow-through create more problems than they solve.
The youth value system has changed when compared to the results of investigations conducted 16 years ago5. The highly appreciated values used to be freedom, honesty and friendship. Today, the only one left of the three friendship, which is now followed by money and freedom. An extreme change with negative implications has occurred when talking about trust. Youth have significantly less trust than was the case in the 1980s, their level of trust being very similar to that in the 1960s. This is always an indicator of social circumstances to a certain extent but also a prerequisite for change in the direction of further democratization.

Youth addiction can also be a sign of social crisis3. The respondents in Bognar et al.’s study were mostly nonsmokers but more that 30% of them smoke, which is more than in other Croatian regions and is more than in other European countries.  The youth underestimate the risk of passive smoking, which is the result of tolerance toward smoking in their environment. 

The data about alcohol consumption are worrying. The majority of young people are consumers of alcohol and for 30% this can turn into a serious problem. Also, the fact that 28% of respondents were somehow in contact with illicit drugs is not an optimistic finding, although their attitudes towards drug use are negative. Further, the fact that every third secondary school student consumes some kind of legal or illicit drug is a signal that requires serious social action, particularly in the schools.

Another fundamental problem is that the young people have passive attitudes to job searching and they are not prepared to launch a business on their own or to create work which the market demands. 

The young see their free time differently: the boys think that they have enough free time, girls think that they do not. Often they spend it thinking about themselves because it is the time of stormy changes in their lives. It is very important to note that the most of them feel happy and expect to feel the same in the future. They do not like reading or writing, the skills which Croatian schools emphasize; therefore, this is another argument which shows that the current educational system does not give the best results.

The work with young people in their free time should be conducted through special organizations in which the dominant role would be given to the young people themselves. Youth clubs offer a good framework which can give solutions for creating better conditions for free time activities. The youth clubs need youth leaders who need to be educated and trained for that specific job. The problem is lack of a systematic approach towards implementation of the Croatian Youth Action Plan (CYAP). The CYAP needs to be decentralized and adapted to regional specificities and needs. The process is started but is very slow. More funds needed for education of youth leaders as well as quality assurance.

Concretely, in this region, we see the following needs:
· The need for an anonymous drop-in center for children and youth open at times accessible to youth, accompanied by a hotline.  Personnel in such a center would consist of youth themselves, trained and supervised by professionals.  We have already noted the problem with volunteering in this region, and thus all personnel would have to be paid.  A byproduct of such a center would be the creation of human capacity which, in turn, would have a snowball effect.
· The need for a peer-counseling program in schools, also including programs for parents and teachers.  We have already mentioned the problems of behavior and violence in schools.  Several teachers, working on their own, have, in the distant past, carried out successful programs with parents.  Individually, a number of teachers and pedagogues have expressed their desire for such programs.  The barriers come at the levels of funding and the political structures.
· The need for parenting classes.  We are seeing all too many parents in our client groups who don’t know the basics of parenting.  In our view, this is causing part of the problem of dysfunctionality in many families.  The CWWPP is planning to begin parenting seminars in the near future on a pilot basis using funds from its general budget.  Our experience is that working with such parents individually has a positive effect.  Our assumptions are supported by private discussions that we have had with Bobbi Kendig, MSW, the founder of Cedar House, the first facility for sexually and violently mistreated children in Long Beach California, USA.
· The need for family counseling.  There is virtually no family counseling in the region in which we work despite the high number of problems within families being reported to us by local social services agencies and by other non-governmental organizations.  There is thus, in our view, a distinct need for such programs.
· Further investment in education of all sorts, that is the long-term development of human capital, which must be one of the first developmental priorities.

· Further investment in inter-sectoral (private, state, “third sector”) rather than single sector support.

· Further active political encouragement of reconciliation from local, national and international bodies.

Sadly, we must note that it is not possible for the CWWPP as a non-governmental organization with limited personnel and limited funding – or for any other non-governmental organization – to carry out the programs outlined above.  We feel that this is the responsibility of the State and that State institutions should be taking strong initiatives in these areas rather than cutting back.  As we have mentioned, simply, this is not happening.
We feel, thus, in general, that current policies with regard to children and youth at local, national and international level in the Western Balkans are dangerous with regard to future generations.  If these problems are not remedied, we fear that they will contribute to the start of future violent conflict.

What arouses hope is the optimism of young people, and their orientation to peace and coexistence in multicultural environments.
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