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This book is dedicated to the memory of Major William Foxton, MBE OBE who died tragically on 10 February 2009 in Southampton, England. Bill was a vastly experienced professional soldier and one of the world’s true humanitarians all rolled into one, and without his daily, and oft times cryptic reports from Bihac in spring 1995, the European Community Monitor Mission would have remained completely blind to the reality of the situation on the ground. Bill’s courage, bravery and tenacity enabled those of us tasked with making assessments of the crisis to differentiate between the truth, and the ever increasing volume of ‘spin’ applied to the facts by all parties to the conflict. In later years Bill continued his humanitarian work in Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan and all who came across him never failed to be amazed at his breadth of knowledge on the one hand and his stark humility on the other, all coupled with a fantastic sense of humour. Bill Foxton was one of the good guys and I was privileged to know him, and to work with him for a time. Rest in Peace Bill. Take it easy and go fishing if you can. See you on the next mission – wherever that takes us!
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Foreword


One dark winter’s evening in early 1995, I watched the Serbs vainly trying to defend the town of Velika Kladusa from the Bosnian army. It was a miserable day, the trees and hedgerows rimed with frost, the Serb soldiers hollow-cheeked with hunger and tiredness. A dead dog sat at the roadside, staring at my car as I skidded slowly down the broken laneways. It must have sat down to rest one afternoon and simply frozen to death.I was to see it many times on that road, always watching, dead eyes open, as the rabble of Serb soldiery pulled their field guns down to Fikret Abdic’s great fortress.


Its battlements that day were shrouded in a grey mist as the thump of explosions shook the ground. Beside the roadway, Abdic’s Muslim troops and their Serb allies – explaining these crazed alliances to newspaper readers in 800 words was always a nightmare – were harnessing nags to the guns. The Abdic Muslims wore armbands to distinguish them from the pitiful Muslim prisoners from the Bosnian army’s 5th Corps who were being marched up the icy road under the guard of men in Partisan hats. Some of the horses tried to bolt. It was a scene from the First World War. So were the local atrocities.


At a prison camp half a mile away, the Serbs showed us their latest captives; they were being forced to dig for mines with their bare hands. ‘We are treating them according to the rules of war,’ a blue-uniformed Serb policeman announced to me, pointing to a warm barn which he claimed was their prisoners’ hut. I suspected it belonged to the camp guards. And while I walked past these cowed, fearful men, all pawing the ice-hard ground with their hands, the Serb gun batteries in the surrounding forests banged away into the fog. When I watched carefully, I could see a big, golden fire flicker behind the winter trees, their branches showing up for a millisecond like the veins in a corpse. Then the fog would cover them as the gun crew reloaded.


For a journalist, these battles and their attendant horrors were always accompanied by the awkward feeling that, even if the physical shape of war was explicable, the politics of the Bosnian conflict was impenetrable to readers. We often saw the men from the European Community Monitoring Mission in their white shirts and trousers – spacemen, we called them – hovering around the battlefields, observers of a grisly game whose participants were often happy to meet them or try to use them or lie to them and, on rare and terrible occasions, to kill them. From time to time, I would be given the opportunity of reading their carefully prepared, often grim, occasionally very eloquent reports. One day, I thought, they should write down their own experiences and use this wealth of documents to ensure that the base nature of this particular war was placed on the historical record. Brendan O’Shea’s book is one of the first to do that.


The Bihac Pocket was one of those odd crises thrown up by larger wars, conflicts in microcosm which deserve their own account long after television pictures have briefly helped the world to realise – and then to forget – their brutality. Fikret Abdic was (and still is) a Bosnian Muslim businessman who ran much of Bihac, in the north-west of Bosnia, bordering Croatia, as a personal fiefdom, appropriately administered from his forbidding castle in Velika Kladusa. Employing thousands of local Muslims in his multimillion-dollar agro-commercial enterprises, he was a little king with attendant lords who decided – for reasons made clear in Brendan O’Shea’s book – to ally himself with the Serbs rather than the Bosnian government in Sarajevo.


When the Bosnian Muslim army in Bihac, encircled with its starving civilian population, took the offensive against Abdic’s men and the Serbs, another of Bosnia’s great population shifts got underway, a tide of Muslim refugees – Abdic’s refugees – seeking sanctuary among the Serbs and Croats. I came across 30,000 of these Muslims, camped out in one of Abdic’s abandoned chicken farms, a place of thick mud and leaking corrugated iron roofs and perpetual cold. Walk into their stinking huts or tents, and the visitor would be met by the stench of excreta and suppurating wounds. It was in this world – cynical, cruel, preposterous, incredible as it was – that O’Shea and the European monitors moved.


It is curious, reading through this book’s usually dispassionate but sometimes angry pages, to see how many times the ECMM men and the journalists reached the same conclusions – without necessarily discussing the events we separately witnessed. Take the case of the Croatian Serbs living in the region of Krajina, a part of Croatia, but a district populated by Serb families since the sixteenth century. The Serbs there had staged a putsch against the Croatian authorities on the break up of Yugoslavia and the Croat argument in recapturing the land was that the Serbs did not really belong to the Krajina – that they were strangers, aliens, that they had never really lived there. It was a lie. But flying into Zagreb one afternoon on Croatian Airlines, I noticed in the in-flight magazine an interview with Peter Galbraith, the US ambassador to Croatia, in which he referred to the occupants of Krajina as ‘the so-called local Serbs’. Could there be a more obvious way of signalling America’s support for the Croatian lie?


So it is with some satisfaction that I note how often the sinister figure of Galbraith was observed by Brendan O’Shea, creeping to the edge of battlefields to smile or offer strange, dangerous advice to refugees or local political leaders. European monitors knew all too well what was happening in the later stages of the Bosnian war when they noticed more and more American officials – defence attachés, former US generals, ‘training’ officers, CIA operatives and FBI men – leaving Croatian and Bosnian military headquarters.


US Special Forces ‘on active’ duty were turning up by January of 1995 to support first the Croats and then the Bosnian Muslims. The United States was flying pilotless ‘drone’ photo-reconnaissance aircraft over the Serb lines from Brac while local residents there reported dozens of American C-130 military cargo flights. Were the Americans gun running? When O’Shea’s colleagues from the monitoring mission tried to investigate Brac airport, they were intercepted by a group of Croatian ‘special police’ forces. What makes this book so valuable is that it combines detail of the local Balkan struggle with a clinical – and cynical – understanding of the role the major world powers chose for themselves towards the end of the Bosnian war. Those ECMM reports which I used to read, and sometimes quote from, to the chagrin of their authors, are here in all their clarity as well as their humour. What a wonderful dispatch I could have sent to my paper, the Independent, if I had got my hands on this imperishable report from the ECMM’s Team Bihac in March of 1995:





Team patrolled to Grabez, left our vehicle, and patrolled on foot to collect wild flowers. Team patrolled as far as WK744644 and began to attract the unwelcome attentions of BSA (Bosnian Serb Army). However, 5 Corps immediately retaliated with mortars and we were able to return to our vehicle at walking pace, after some undignified running.





European monitors were, of course, deliberately misled or – worse – manipulated by all sides in the Bosnian war. O’Shea records a sharp rebuke from a senior official who had to remind his men that they had to uphold international humanitarian law for prisoners. I recall another incident, in an area far from O’Shea’s area of operations, when European monitors who should have been supervising a body exchange were discovered scoffing calamari with white wine in a local restaurant. And there were times when these men could no longer hide their disgust at the bestialities which they were forced to witness. One of O’Shea’s Irish monitor colleagues told me of a Croatian-Serb body exchange which he was forced to supervise near the Bosnian town of Mostar. ‘Each side took the bodies out of the bags to identify them,’ he told me. ‘Several of them had had their heads chopped off. So, to annoy the Croats, the Serbs started playing football with two Croat heads. I took off my European monitor’s badge and walked up to the Serbs and told them they made me ashamed to be a soldier.’


O’Shea recounts an equal act of savagery which occurred after two Serb prisoners were handed over to a Croatian officer called Santic, a close chum of President Franjo Tudjman:





He (General Santic) took them to HQ . . . and tortured them and shot one in front of the other to make the other one talk. The Serb who saw his friend shot to death said “I will never tell you anything”. Santic immediately shot him dead.





O’Shea includes a chilling verbatim account of the European monitors’ attempts to find out from Bosnian General Dudakovic what had happened to Santic:





Q:    Do you know where General Santic is?


A:    Yes.


Q:    Did you have him arrested?


A:    No.


Q:    Is he safe?


A:    No.





In fact, Santic was resting forever in that place where Croatian generals go when they have been murdered.


There was also interference with the ECMM’s work, not only by the local armies but by the European powers as well. Although never formally acknowledged, reports from monitors in Krajina were altered, truncated and sometimes censored out of existence during Germany’s presidency of the European Union. When the ECMM recorded events unfavourable to the Croats or favourable to the Serbs, these paragraphs were simply deleted by the Germans. Germany, of course, was Croatia’s ally, the first to recognise Croatia’s independence in 1991, just as it had been, under somewhat different leadership, in 1941.


But what came over very clearly towards the end of the Bosnian war was the determination of the United States to support first Croatia and then the Bosnian government in the struggle against the Serbs. Galbraith and his colleagues knew in advance of Croatian plans to ‘liberate’ the UN’s Sector West and the Krajina. Galbraith expressed his approval of Croatia’s Operation Storm, which ethnically cleansed the 300,000 Serbs out of the Krajina. After the battle, in the company of O’Shea’s colleagues and the United Nations in Knin, I toured the area – only to find the usual atrocities. The Croats had burned whole villages to the ground, executed captured Serb soldiers and murdered elderly men and women who had chosen to stay on their land. One woman in her eighties, to whom the UN were supplying food, was dragged from her home, pushed into her battered car and shot through the head. Her brains lay on the driver’s seat for more than a week. We heard little from Mr Galbraith about these bestial acts. The Croatians applied for European aid to rebuilt the Serb villages that they themselves had razed to the ground.


O’Shea understands all too well how the burned villages of Kosovo are now replacing the shattered towns of Bihac Pocket. While Bosnia’s half-baked ‘peace’ remains ‘a time-bomb primed and ready to explode’, the absence of any provision in the Dayton agreement for the Albanian-majority Serb province of Kosovo means that Serbia itself may soon disintegrate. O’Shea talks of Kosovo ‘boiling over’. Since he wrote those words, I have been to Kosovo myself and noticed the Europeans and Americans up to their old tricks again. With their demands for a return to their regional autonomy ignored, the Albanians have begun a war of independence from Serbia; and at this very moment, the West – complete with American ambassadors and European monitors – have arrived in Kosovo to tell the Albanians they cannot have autonomy.


O’Shea must observe these events with a heavy heart. So should anyone whose heart is not made of stone. And no doubt the new European monitors in Kosovo will be recording the usual round of meetings with deceitful mayors and lying generals. They too will have the opportunity to write their books in the years to come. But Brendan O’Shea’s work is the first of the batch; it is history in the making, a textbook for future research. We journalists should carry it with us in our holdalls – until the monitors of Kosovo provide us with their own books of atrocity and political betrayal.





Robert Fisk, Middle East Correspondent of the London Independent




Introduction to the Second Edition


When this book was first published as Crisis at Bihac (Sutton Publishing) in 1998 my objective was to introduce some balance into the manner in which the wars fought in Former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 had been reported, to record the truth in so far as I could find it, and to tell the story of what happened in a place called Bihac Pocket in the north-west corner of Bosnia-Herzegovina. At no stage did I ever suggest that my particular narrative was either definitive or exclusive. Rather it was simply my assessment of what had taken place in the context of my own personal experience, the reports both oral and written of my fellow members of the European Community Monitor Mission (ECMM), my interaction with colleagues scattered throughout the region working with the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR), and the numerous observations, arguments and discussions I engaged in with individuals entrenched on every side of the numerous confrontation lines.


Later, in 2005, I elaborated on my original work in The Modern Yugoslav Conflict 1991–1995 (Frank Cass)1 and attempted to broaden the original focus in order once again to balance the myriad competing agendas reflected in the multiplicity of books and academic theses which for a time were flooding the bookshops and college libraries. Whether I succeeded to any extent in these objectives is for others to judge but I am aware that several people who subsequently went to work in the region did follow Robert Fisk’s advice and carried my book with them in their satchels and briefcases.2


One of those was EU monitor John Durnin who several years later produced a copy of my book and asked me to sign it. I distinctly remember enquiring where exactly I should do that because literally every page was covered in notes and references written in red, blue, black and green ink. The book was in tatters. It had been transformed into a manual, a historical guide book and a reference folder. But I was far from disappointed. The condition of the book, and the clear evidence that it had been used, represented the very reason we published it in the first place – to inform, to educate, to contribute to the literature and most of all to encourage debate and discussion on what had actually taken place in the hope that it would never happen again. JD’s well-worn copy, and the many favourable comments I received over the years from colleagues and fellow Balkan journeymen and women more than compensated for the occasional negative review invariably written by individuals, or for institutions still intent on pursuing their own particular agendas.


This book had no agenda other than to inform, and the fact that copies of it were subsequently read by officials working at the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague3 in the course of their investigations bears testament to the fact that those of us who produced the original edition did not waste our time. Neither as it turns out did the Tribunal which eventually indicted 161 people, notwithstanding a barrage of criticism over the years for the length of time it took to bring each trial to a conclusion.


However, nothing written at that time or since had any impact on the conscience of Slobodan Milosevic and before long the Serb and Albanian people of Kosovo found themselves embroiled in yet another Yugoslav conflict. From 1995 onwards the numerous agencies of the international community incrementally moved their operations to Kosovo having deliberately and negligently decided not to deal with this issue when the Bosnian peace deal was hammered out at Dayton, Ohio that November.4 In the course of those negotiations the key strategy was to appease Milosevic and keep him at the table in order that he would then order his proxies in the Bosnian Serb leadership to sign the agreement which ultimately became known as the Dayton Accords. Clearly getting Radovan Karadzic and his cronies holed up in Pale to accept this artificial solution was more important than preventing further loss of life in Kosovo – so the matter was never discussed.


Worse still, treating Milosevic like a deal maker served only to convince him that he now had the international community in his pocket and was free to pursue his own repressive policies in Kosovo where a guerrilla group called the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) had emerged and were about to commence a war of independence. Four years later it would take 78 days of NATO bombing,5 an international ground military intervention,6 the establishment of a UN protectorate7 and the commencement of a massive reconstruction programme before Kosovo would again resemble the autonomous province it had once been before Milosevic came to power.


In the interim the original UN Security Council resolution has been interpreted as promising all things to all people, the UN protectorate ultimately satisfied nobody, a road map towards independence could not be agreed8 and economic, political and social frustration eventually found expression in a unilateral declaration of independence approved in advance by some western governments and rejected by several others.9 At time of writing in 2012 86 states have recognised Kosovo10 as an independent country notwithstanding that the internal conflict is still not concluded, the country is de facto partitioned, there is no functioning economy, the black market is rife and the only prospect for the well educated young population is emigration.


That said at least the killing has stopped and the violence which continues sporadically is localised and manageable. The same is true in Bosnia where the political structures imposed by the Dayton Accords still hold the country together notwithstanding that they are under very severe strain.11 Slovenia has moved on spectacularly and now enjoys membership of both NATO and the European Union while Croatia joined NATO in 2009 and will be admitted to the EU in 2012. However, the biggest loser in Yugoslavia’s wars of dissolution has turned out to be Serbia, a prospect which was unforeseeable when it all started back in 1991.


The Greater Serbia Project has materialised all right but not as Milosevic and his inner circle ever envisaged it: Srbska Krajina in Croatia was lost and over 250,000 people sought refuge in Serbia;12 eastern Slavonia too was lost and more than 50,000 people sought refuge in Serbia;13 western Slavonia was lost and over 30,000 people sought refuge in Serbia;14 and most of Kosovo has been lost and another 250,000 people have sought refuge in Serbia.15 Serbia today is a fragile state on the verge of international political isolation as the European Union led by Germany insists it relinquish all claims to Kosovo prior to any consideration of its application for EU admission. With the internal political architecture so finely balanced this is something the pro-western government of President Boris Tadic simply cannot do and his perceived failure even to secure EU candidacy status in 2011 will probably be sufficient cause to bring him down in the longer term. This is bad news for everyone in the region because the alternative model will be hard-line, right-wing, ultra-nationalist and pro-Russian in its leanings. But very few in the West seem to care. This is Serbia’s legacy from Yugoslavia’s wars of dissolution and future generations will have to carry a very heavy burden for the crimes of former leaders.


Of those identified as the Main Protagonists in the original edition of this book, life has also changed irrevocably in the interim. Having been eventually abandoned by Milosevic, Radovan Karadzic become a fugitive from international justice in 1996 and was finally arrested on 21 July 2008 in Belgrade where he had been living under the alias Dr Dragan Dabi, a practitioner in alternative medicine and psychology. He was extradited to The Hague where his case is ongoing.


Ratko Mladi evaded capture until 26 May 2011 when he too was arrested in Vojvodina. He was then taken to Belgrade and President Tadi confirmed to the media that he would be extradited as well. Mladi had been using the name Milorad Komadi but unlike Karadzic he had made no effort to disguise his appearance. On 30 May 2011 he was extradited to The Hague where his case is also ongoing.


Slobodan Milosevic eventually resigned as President of Yugoslavia following a disputed presidential election in September 2000. Having become an embarrassment to the vast majority of Serbs he was arrested by Yugoslav federal authorities on Saturday, 31 March 2001, on suspicion of corruption, abuse of power, and embezzlement but when it looked as if these charges might fail the then Prime Minister, Zoran Ðindic, took the momentous decision to send him to The Hague to answer his indictments before the ICTY. The date was 28 June, the most significant day in Serb History, St Vitus Day – the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo in 1389 when the invading Ottomans under Sultan Murad I were met by the Serbs under Lazar Hrebeljanovi at Gazi Mestan on the Field of the Blackbirds. The significance of this move was lost on nobody and it was clearly intended to mark the end of an era. At The Hague Milosevic insisted on conducting his own defence and for five years prevaricated with the Tribunal. His trial terminated without a verdict when he died in custody on 11 March 2006 following a heart attack.


Franjo Tudjman remained in power having been re-elected twice as President of Croatia during the post war years. He was never indicted by the ICTY although a raft of evidence emerged in the course of other trials which could potentially had justified an indictment of joint criminal enterprise, especially in relation to the ethnic cleansing of virtually the entire Serb population of the Krajina in 1995 and his long term stated objective to dismember Bosnia Herzegovina. He died in office and without charge on 10 December 1999.


Alija Izetbegovic remained president of Bosnia-Herzegovina until 1996 at which time he became president of the rotating three person Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, a position he retained until 2000. His party’s power declined thereafter and he stepped down in October 2000 at the age of 74, citing his bad health. Serbia twice petitioned the ICTY to indict him for war crimes and other charges and an investigation was eventually begun. However it terminated when he died on 19 October 2003.


Atif Dudakovic continued serving in the Bosnian Army after the war and eventually achieved the appointments of Deputy Chief of the Joint General Staff of the Army of the Federation and later Commander of Joint Command of the Army of the Federation. In September 2006, media outlets in Serbia reported that in 1995 Dudakovi had been recorded giving orders to burn Serb villages to the south of Bihac Pocket. The General responded by claiming that he was merely directing artillery fire and that the accusations were nothing more than Serb propaganda. Although under investigation for some time the ICTY did not find sufficient grounds for indictment. In 2010 he entered politics and joined the Party for Bosnia and Herzegovina led by his wartime prime minister, Haris Silajdži.


And finally, as always there is Fikret Abdic who in the immediate aftermath of the war was granted political asylum and citizenship of Croatia by his old friend and confidant President Tudjman. Living in Rijeka his position remained continuously vulnerable and an assassination attempt on his life was widely believed to have been sanctioned by elements within the Sarajevo government. Subsequently the government of Bosnia-Herzegovina officially charged him with the deaths of 121 civilians, three POWs and the wounding of 400 civilians in the Bihac area during the war, but Croatia refused to extradite him. However, when Tudjman died in 1999 Abdic lost his protection and in 2000 he was arrested and put on trial in Croatia. Two years later he was found guilty of war crimes in Bihac and sentenced to 20 years in prison. In 2005 the Supreme Court of Croatia reviewed his case on appeal and reduced the sentence to 15 years. In 2002 he contested the Bosnian presidential elections from his prison cell as an absentee candidate but secured only 4.1 per cent of the vote.


I have always maintained that the role played by Fikret Abdic in the course of the war was unique in that when he broke politically from Sarajevo he did so primarily for socio-economic reasons. He was also unafraid to broker practical deals with every party in the conflict and was held in sufficient regard by both Tudjman and Milosevic to enable him to travel throughout the region virtually unhindered. Both of them also supported him logistically with weapons, fuel and medical care, and operationally with combined joint operations and direct and indirect fire support against the 5th Corps at different times. The only place he was vulnerable was in Sarajevo where the leadership viewed him as a threat to the political status quo and this attitude still pertains today notwithstanding his incarceration.


While some would argue that he became an opportunist out of expediency the reality is he was first and foremost a confidant and advisor to President Tudjman long before the situation in Bihac necessitated secession, and both of them, albeit for different reasons, conspired to dismember Bosnia-Herzegovina. Thereafter, as in all wars, their plans did not survive first contact with their enemies and the region stumbled from one crisis to another until finally the fog of war descended on them all. The pity of it was that having won the presidential election in 1992, had Abdic stood his ground and taken control in Sarajevo his political pragmatism might well have averted much of the suffering which followed and saved those who followed him from the multitude of horrors which befell them. Of course with the benefit of hindsight this is merely informed speculation. However, one cannot help but wonder how it might all have worked out had wiser counsel prevailed.





Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to Shaun Barrington at The History Press for giving this book another opportunity to tell its unique story. I remain indebted to Renaud Theunens for his honesty and friendship; Robert Fisk continues to inspire me through the integrity and conviction of his journalism; and I am indebted to David Hebditch for taking me into his confidence and willingly sharing his painstaking research over the course of many years. His Balkan TV documentary trilogy Allies and Lies (BBC2, 2001), Sarajevo Ricochet (Flyum/Hebditch/Fenris Films, 2011) and A Town Betrayed (Flyum/Hebditch/Fenris Films, 2011) should be compulsory viewing for anyone interested in understanding this conflict, as indeed should Trusted Mole by Milos Stankovic be compulsory reading.


This book was written in the first instance to inform, to educate, to contribute to the literature and most of all to encourage debate and discussion on what had actually taken place in order that future leaders would never again inflict the same levels of needless suffering on their people. That aspiration is as valid today as it ever was two decades ago but unfortunately there are no guarantees. At the end of the day we can only live in hope!


Brendan O’Shea


Kosovo


January 2012
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Bihac Pocket


The area known as Bihac Pocket, in the north-west corner of Bosnia-Hercegovina, can claim 738 years of history, with 1260 generally being accepted as the year of the first recorded settlement in the area.1 In the late sixteenth century it came under Turkish rule and in common with several other places throughout Bosnia, the Slav population converted to Islam in order to preserve their social status and retain their property. This conversion was in most cases simply a matter of convenience, with the people retaining their secular lifestyle, habits and customs. As time went on, it became inevitable that some religious conversion would also take place and it was this adjustment which, in the longer term, would serve to differentiate between the citizens of Bihac and their Catholic/Croat and Orthodox/Serb neighbours. Austro-Hungary eventually reasserted its authority here as the Ottoman influence declined from 1521 onwards, and for a time the area became known as the ‘Cazinska Krajina’ as it linked up with the ‘Vojna Krajina’, the military frontier that had until then just surrounded it.2


With the inclusion of Bihac in the newly created ‘Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes’ in the aftermath of the First World War, the people of the region consistently supported the concept of a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society. Their ability to co-habit peacefully with both Serbs and Croats had always been a feature of the area in the past. It was because of this ethnic homogeneity that Josip Broz Tito decided to move his Partisan headquarters to Bihac in order to hold the first meeting of his Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia there on 26 November 1942.3 In the spring of 1954 all three groups banded together again in pursuit of their economic interests and revolted against Tito’s Communist regime in what would turn out to be Europe’s only post-war peasant rebellion and the severity with which this was crushed served only to unite them all even further.4 Contrary to popular mythology there was no history of ethnic hatred in this part of Bosnia but with the advent of the 1990s all this changed and the region was plunged into needless suffering and senseless bloodshed. Under threat from all sides the situation in Bihac Pocket became exacerbated by an internal power struggle within the Muslim leadership. In turn, this forced the ordinary people living there to take sides in a vicious inter-Muslim civil war in which all the main players in the overall Yugoslav conflict then began to interfere, in order, one suspects, to fight their own wars by proxy.


[image: images]


Bihac Pocket roughly conforms to that area of land locked within Bosnia by the international border with Croatia to the west and north, and by the Una river valley that cuts deep through the countryside to the east and the south. This valley is strategically important in the region because control of it facilitates both road and rail communications with Banja Luka in the north-east and Knin to the south. Failure to control it leaves the inhabitants of the area cut off from the outside world and effectively imprisoned. In 1990 local government within the Pocket was centred on the four principle towns – Velika Kladusa, Cazin, Bosanska Krupa and Bihac itself – with each surrounded by an administrative area called an Opstina. Over 250,000 people lived in this region before the recent war began, with significant numbers of both Serbs and Croats co-existing peacefully with their Muslim neighbours.5


Islamic influence was negligible save for in the small town of Buzim where a number of people appeared to follow a stricter religious routine. The majority of the area’s pre-war trade was conducted with Zagreb and Karlovac in Croatia as distinct from Sarajevo or Banja Luka, something that was continually emphasised by the Muslims to indicate their non-fundamentalist orientation.6


When the war began to spill into the Pocket in 1992 ‘the entire population appeared to be well integrated, with little ethnic friction and the civil, political, and religious leaders were firm that the community as a whole was homogenous, and facing its new adversity as a group. Neither was there any resentment towards the 1500 Serbs living there whose circumstances were essentially no better, or worse, than those of their neighbours.’7


Equally, relations with the Serbs surrounding the Pocket remained reasonably civilised until 21 April 1992 when, in tandem with events elsewhere in Bosnia, Serb forces launched an attack across the River Una. The town of Bosanska Krupa was shelled incessantly and systematically destroyed. This senseless violence had been predictable since the early days of July 1991 when the Serb leaders in the town, Gojko Klièkovic, Miroslav Drljaèa and Miroslav Vjestica, decided to form their own assembly, which then sat in parallel to the legally elected body and began passing resolutions that established the Serb Municipality of Bosanska Krupa. Maps were drawn up that proposed to take 60 per cent of the town for the Serbs, who represented just 27 per cent of the population, and if the Muslims failed to agree to this partition it was made clear that force would be used against them. To this end all able-bodied Serb men began wearing paramilitary and police uniforms, and the plight of both Muslims and Croats quickly became untenable. This previously homogenous community had begun its descent into hell.


The last days before war finally broke out are well recorded by a European Community Monitoring Mission (ECCM) Team who went to the area in what eventually turned out to be a pointless attempt to get all sides to settle their differences peacefully. On 13 April 1992 Hugh O’Donovan (IRL), and his team-mates Michel Ducheyne (BE) and Thiery Rousseau-Dumarcet (FR), went to meet Milan Voynovic, the President of the Serb community in the town, but were unable to effect any change in the Serbs’ attitude. Instead Voynovic told the Monitors about the situation in the nearby village of Perna, a small hamlet of some sixty houses with a Serb population of about 150 people. Apparently the village had now become completely surrounded by armed Muslims who had begun digging trenches, patrolling the streets and setting up roadblocks. As if this was not bad enough, the Muslims, he said, had begun cutting down trees in the forest which were the property of Serbs and had fired shots at Serbs who had tried to stop them. For Voynovic the theft of these ‘Serb trees’ had become the last straw.


The following day the Monitor Team went to see the Muslim Mayor of Cazin and his Chief of Police who, after a while, agreed that the digging of trenches around Perna probably constituted a provocation and as a compromise they would just position wooden barriers on the roads. However, they felt that no matter what they did Bosanska Krupa was going to be attacked by the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) within a few days, in order to open up a new front line to the north-west of the country. Serb women and children had already been evacuated from Bosanska Krupa, they said, and this was in keeping with the type of preparation that had preceded attacks on other towns in eastern Bosnia. They were also adamant that the JNA had used helicopters to re-supply the citizens of Perna with mortars and anti-tank weapons, although they could produce no evidence that this had taken place. The best suggestion they could make was that the United Nations (UN) take over administrative control of the whole area and expel the JNA, but realistically there were two chances of that happening – slim and none.


As O’Donovan sat down that night to file his daily report to ECMM HQ in Zagreb he wrote in his diary, ‘I feel that our efforts [here] may be pointless’.8 The next few days would prove him right but as he hit the ‘send’ button on his Capsat9 that night he had no idea just how quickly the situation would slide into war. On 17 April the Monitors did actually manage to get all parties around a table in Bosanska Krupa but nothing tangible was achieved. Complaints were made, grievances were aired by all parties and the tension was palpable but no one was prepared to compromise lest it be interpreted as a sign of weakness. Three days later another ECMM team reported small arms fire in the Muslim village of Arapusa to the east of Bosanska Krupa10 and from here there was to be no turning back.


Senudin F. Jasarevic recalls that:





April 20, 1992 was the last market day before the war came to Bosanska Krupa. On that peaceful Monday there were a lot of people about and the selection of produce was good. The buyers were Serbs. They did not even ask the prices. Did they know or foresee anything? Grandpa Ahmet came from Pistaline. He suspected something, too. Never before has so many cattle been taken towards Grme. ‘Something ain’t right here. I smell a rat. Well, we’ll see!’ he thought out loud. The following day there were no early risers on the streets of Bosanska Krupa with its half empty buses, closed shops, and only the usual black market operating in front of the ‘Stari Grad’. Thirty Serbs left the hotel lobby and headed toward the city limits. What was going on? At one o’clock armed members of the Serb Territorial Defence surrounded the Health Centre and prevented the departure of trucks filled with equipment, medicine and sanitation materials.11





Certain now that the situation was spiralling out of control, O’Donovan and his team went back to Bosanska Krupa on 21 April, arriving there at about 1630 hrs. The situation had now become critical. Large-scale troop movements had been observed in the hills overlooking the town to the east and the Serb leadership had apparently disappeared. O’Donovan remembers that





When we arrived the town was deserted. We travelled to the Town Hall where the local leaders were gravely concerned about the situation. During our discussions General Spiro Nikovic (Commander 10 Corps JNA) arrived, spoke to the Mayor, and then departed to speak to the other side. The Territorial Defence (Muslim), who were positioned around the Town Hall, were now becoming increasingly excited and nervous. At 1750 hrs, without warning, continuous small arms and machine-gun fire erupted in the hills around Bosanska Krupa and began impacting in the area of the Town Hall.12





As the Monitors beat a hasty retreat all they could do was impress upon General Nikovic the absolute necessity of having the fighting stopped, but as the General was actually taking refuge in the back of an ECMM Landrover at the time, and effectively relying on the EU Monitors for his own protection, there appeared to be little prospect of him instigating any immediate solution.13 For the present there was nothing more to be done except count the shells impacting all around and plot the location of a new front line on the overall map of Bosnia. The ordinary citizens of Bosanska Krupa did not have the option to jump into a white Landrover and head for the relative safety of Bihac town. These poor souls would have to stay and deal with the hail of death that was now beginning to rain down on them.





Senudin F. Jasarevic again:





It began violently and surprisingly, and for those who had never seen something like this before, it seemed almost unreal. Just after 1700 hrs on 21 April, the first explosion from a shell fired near Vranjska was heard and was followed by rounds from machine-gun and assault riffles. A state of panic occurred and everybody fled from the right to the left bank of the Una river. In a mere hour and a half the town was drowned in a rain of shells and bullets. At the same time, from six Chetnik strongholds, fellow-workers, friends and neighbours were being fired upon. Many buildings were hit and flames engulfed the beautiful building of the Trade Centre. Irfan Kadic, a taxi driver, right by his own house, was the first civilian casualty. Terrible news of dozens of wounded and dead came from Mahala and Ustikolina. Nero Tatarevic was killed and his brother was wounded, while a piece of shrapnel hit and injured Zlatan Aliddanovic. Mujaga Mesic was badly wounded, Emin Kabiljagic was killed and Husein Sabic was massacred. Ibro Mesic was killed by his neighbour Stevo Strbac on his own doorstep. Sharp-shooters brought death from all major locations. Bosanska Krupa was continually shelled for the next few days and over 1000 Muslims who could not make it out were forced to remain in the town. On Saturday 25 April the Chetniks began the ‘cleansing’ of the town. The disobedient ones were killed on the spot while others were taken away to prison camps through Jasenica and on towards Sanski Most, Prijedor or Banja Luka. This was how the right bank was taken from its inhabitants – the Muslims. Those in other villages who did not manage to escape became easy targets for the unleashed Chetnik bands. Approximately 3000 civilians, mostly senior citizens, women and children, who were physically beaten after being interrogated at the ‘courts-martial’, were then deported to Bihac and Kamengrad from the concentration camps at Arapusa, Petar Koèic Elementary School and Jasenica. During the attack and ‘cleansing’ thirty-five civilians were killed and, according to witnesses, three prisoners at the Bosanska Krupa Jail were executed, while one young girl was raped. Other prisoners from Krupa were used for forced labour, mostly for clearing rubble and corpses, as well as for general repairs. Most of the houses were looted, burned and destroyed after the final occupation of the part of the city on the east bank of the Una river.14





As the Muslim population either fled or were herded into detention centres Bosanska Krupa became divided between the opposing Serb and Muslim forces. Both sides settled into entrenched positions with the big guns positioned high on the plateaux east of the Una valley. The Bosnian Serbs then began constructing fortified positions all along ‘their’ bank of the river, from Otoka right around to Bihac town, as sniping, indiscriminate shelling and the occasional limited offensive became the norm. To compound matters further the Muslims were barely able to defend themselves because of a deliberate policy that the JNA had implemented as they withdrew from the area earlier that month. While they handed over huge quantities of arms and equipment to both the Krajina and Bosnian Serbs, the Muslims and Croats were given nothing. From then on the local Serb militias were at liberty to use tanks, artillery, mortars, anti-aircraft guns and helicopters more or less at will, leaving the beleaguered Muslims in the unenviable position of trying to hold the line with just a handful of rusty muskets, an assortment of shooting rifles and whatever bits and pieces they had managed to pilfer from the JNA before they withdrew.
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