Remarksof Mr. Bertan Selim
Tothe 55" Annual DPI/NGO Conference
11 September 2002

My parentsoncetold me: ‘Your lifeisyour time! You have a
right to it and you shall liveit asyou seefit’. Thisright tolife
has been acknowledged by the United Nations and ratified by
countriesaround theworld.

Unfortunately, however, conflicts continue to be thereality of
many children and familiesthroughout the world, inflicting
trauma and sufferingin their lives.

Thisistheimage| have seen throughout my life, especially
during thecrisisin my native Macedonia aswell asin the
Kosovar refugee campsin Macedonia and K osovo when |

wor ked towar ds over coming conflict, reconciling and finding
new hopefor thefuture. It isa struggle engendered by one's
identity, beit race, religion, ethnicity or language. An ongoing
struggle | myself fought in Macedonia because of my Albanian
and Turkish ethnicity. | am heretoday to sharewith you my

experiences and views on issues which concern young people



like me, who live in post-conflict environments where ethnic
and religioustensions prevail: How do we bring people from
post- conflict societiestogether? How do we reconcile
neighbor s who have become enemies? And why isthere
resistancetoit?

Working in the Kosovar refugee campsin Macedonia as well
aslocal and international non-gover nmental organizationsin
national reconciliation proved to be a demanding job. Namely,
dealing with familiesthat lost loved ones, people who were
withesses to massacr es, to victims of torture and rape — making
reconciliation profoundly more difficult.

To achievereconciliation one must initially work on rebuilding
trust — something that can be and eventually was achieved
with great effort, communication and patience. We could not
help them for get though —we merely helped them under stand
the past, learn from the present so asto give shapetothe

future.



| recognized that traumatized people have no choice, no
opportunities, no resolution to change. They maintain an
identity within a culturethat breedshate. Thisistheir reality
and they are unable to see beyond it. When people are exposed
to diversity, they feel threatened and unsafe. Therefore they
ghettoizein order to protect themselves from the unknown.
Thisthreat leadsto fear that stemsfrom alack of knowledge.
And of course, thisfear leadsto hate. And hateiswhat ignites
conflicts,

The educational system isan important factor that needsto be
addressed. Namely, the outdated and obsolete curriculum
taught in schoolsin Kosovo and M acedonia, wherethe
emphasis on patriotism turnsinto radical nationalism.

M oreover, schools are of one ethnicity or onereligion dueto
thisapartheid. Newcomer s ar e often openly discriminated by
peer s and school authorities. Furthermore, children are taught
to be amenable not self- critical. Knowledge is served to them

without a chance of introspection or question. On top of this,



physical punishment isstill encouraged in most schools and by
some parents. Abuseisat avery high level. Thus children
think victory isachieved through the use of physical

power .

We succeeded in reconciling a group of young people of
different descentsin alocal NGO | wasinvolved in, in

M acedonia. We achieved concurrence through empower ment
and utility of self-critical methods.

Initially, it wasvery hard for them to open up amongst one
another. In thisfashion, people wer e very emotional about
certain topics. Joint activities such as debates, parliament
simulations and trust games wer e introduced so asto view the
situation from a different point of view. Thus people of
different races, religions and ethnicity got to know each other —
under standing was at a much deeper level. We established that
people did not know enough about each other’s culturesand

backgrounds, that peopletake for granted what major



stereotypes dictate, which leads to misunder standings and
conflicts. Oncefear and prejudice are dealt with, reconciliation
Ispossible.

Thisisnot to say that everything proceeded smoothly; there
wer e problems. Some people were smply unableto
communicate despite our efforts. Thiswas not dueto peoples’
heritages, but solely subject to differencein character.
However, self-critical methods are not alwaysrealistically
applicableto everyonein post-conflict societies. One must
always bear in mind that thereisa difference between personal
healing and reconciliation. | learned that the peoplein such
post-conflict societies are demoralized, angry and ready to
avenge. One must find a common ground when attemptingto
heal these people — something that all can appreciate and
under stand because it gives people a sense of comfort,
confidenceand understanding. In cases like thiswe must teach
compromise! After having experienced conflict most people

are not awarethat there existsanother side tothestory.



Traumatized people feel threatened and scared. And so they
lose touch with reality. Empirically, such people should gather
under the auspices of a neutral facilitator and sharetheir
experience. It isa good idea to present a session on video with
people from the conflicting side similarly expressing their own
experiences. This can help them cometorealizethat thereare
no winnersin such conflictsrather they are all made losers.
Unfortunately, resistance to reconciliation is still omnipresent
in theworld. It isvery difficult for people who have been
emotionally involved in the conflict to forgive.

Any program must firstly give a sense of control back to the
victim. It isonly then that the traumatized victim of conflict
can see himself or herself asan individual and not an object,
with valuesworthy of respect. And it isonly then that heor
she achieves personal healing and is promoted survivor. This
mitigates theresistance allowing peopleto reintegrate, and

possibly reconcile. In many instances reconciliation is



successful only if the populationsinitiate it among themselves.
Furthermore, in order to solve a conflict and hencereconcile
the traumatized population one must first be anthropological
and then pragmatic. Anthropologic because we must study and
under stand the culture, the language and peoplethat we are
trying to help. And then, try to identify a common ground to
help the partiesin conflict; and pragmatic because one needsto
adequately utilize this knowledge on an entire nation. It is
because of thelack of anthropologic research that ad hoc
foreign intervention and foreign mediation have on countless
occasions proven unsuccessful.

L ocal and international NGOs have been credited with and
proven to alleviate trauma and reconcile the population by
managing and financing peace sustaining projects. One such
successful program | took part in wasthe Balkan Y outh
Reconciliation Seminar Series organized and facilitated

by the Friendship Ambassador s Foundation, a non-for-profit

or ganization which | am representing today. Here we worked



on ways in which to achieve friendship, thus reconciliation
through the arts which was our common ground. Through this
cultural exchange | made friendsfrom all over the Balkans.
We learned to appreciate our differences by getting acquainted
with each others' traditionsand customs, arts and dances,
languages and cuisines. We felt comfortable talking about the
terrorsthat each of ushad seen. However, not by pointing to
the other asa culprit, but by looking at the other asa friend.
We broke through stereotypes and began, some of usfor the
first time, looking at otherswithout prejudice. Initially, all we
knew about each other waswhat was served to us by the
media. Thus, clearly, the media has proven to be extremely
influential and a power ful instrument not only during the
conflict, but in post-conflict times aswell. In Macedonia, for
example, a TV serieswas created depicting thelife of children
in an ethnically and religiously mixed neighborhood in

M acedonia. The series showed children being discriminated



against, but also showed the whole neighborhood stand up

for therightsof one child, their friend, who asa minority was
discriminated against. Thuschildren formed their rolee-models
and learned to appreciate the seriesand its morals.
Consequently, some of those very children have reacted to
parents preudice and stereotypesin real life.

Likethe media, NGOstoo have helped considerably in this
field. However, gover nments of post-conflict states should also
make an honest effort and commitment to support projectslike
thisand to overcome the differencesinstead of enabling hate
and intolerance.

From my experiencein refugee campsand living in
Macedonia, | believethat the best way to mitigate and
reconcileis by employing reformsin the educational system;
reformsthat would represent and appr eciate people equally
without stereotyping or prejudice. Teachersshould betrained
to stop violence and discrimination in the classrooms and

eradicate physical punishment. AsB. F. Skinner said:



‘Education iswhat survives when what has been learned has
been forgotten’.

Reconciliation isa slow process achieved solely through
empirical techniques. Long-lasting, in-depth change can only
start at thelevel of theindividual and isimpossible to impose
from above. The International Community, gover nments and
NGOs should make a robust commitment in thisdirection,
utilizing today’s most power ful industry —the media;
Military intervention and for ceful mediation have neither
successfully improved societies nor achieved peace and
reconciliation. We must instead find a humanly common
ground and seek the answer in knowledge because today you
arethe moreyou know. At the end of the day only among
themselves can the population achieve concurrence. And

ther efore we must encourage the local population and help
those who are willing to undertake reconciliation initiatives as

well as supporting projects of the same pur pose.



| believe that the new generation has had enough conflicts —we
do not deserveto grow up in such environments becausethisis
our time, or in the spirit of my parents, thistimeisour life. It is
time to change because it is now that we have that choice. We

have people that will speak up, and | am one of them!



