
Letter  from Marta 

I was privileged to attend the 
long-awaited Women’s Court held 
in Sarajevo on May 7-10. Five years 
in the making, it took the efforts 
of more than a dozen women’s 
organizations, many of them Heart 
and Hand partners, that traveled 
around the Balkans educating 
women about the purposes of the 
court: to make public the crimes 
against women, to prevent the 
revision of history, to introduce 
women’s approach to justice, and 
to document the violence against 
women in the Balkans in the 1990s.

The Court looked at four kinds 
of violence: ethnic, militaristic, 
gender- based, and economic.

The Court formally opened with a 
huge march across Sarajevo and a 

warm welcome from the city. 
People in the streets and from 
balconies waved and cheered us 
on as we made our way to the 
Bosnian Cultural Center, where 
the Court was held. Inside, the 
atmosphere was somber. Five 
hundred women from the region, 
Western Europe, and the US 
attended. Over the following four 
days, we heard testimony from 35 
women who had been coached by 
a Spanish storyteller on presenting 
their painful stories in 15 minutes. 
Many women referenced that it was 
exactly 20 years ago that their lives 
changed radically.

Gut-wrenching stories of husbands 
and sons shot, of former neighbors 
and friends becoming their 
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executioners, and the trauma of 
sexual assault. One woman 
recalled hiding in the forest for 
three months, another described 
her town without grass because 
starving residents had eaten all of 
it, and a Kosova woman, beaten 
and raped by neighbors, who can 
no longer sleep with the lights off.  
Another, whose husband and 
two sons were killed said, “I’m 
all alone, my relatives and 
grandchildren all killed. The war 
is over, but we all live with its 
consequence.”

The Women’s Court has no legal 
authority to punish perpetrators, 

but the five judges, two local 
activists and three international, 
who sat through the entire 
proceedings will give their 
verdicts on the political and civic 
responsibility of the perpetrators. 
Women in Black-Belgrade, which 
has coordinated the project since 
its inception, has published a book: 
Women’s Court: About the 
Process. www.zenskisud.org/en/ 
2015.html

Attending the court was one of 
the most emotional and moving 
experiences of my life. I left feeling 
such compassion for the suffering 
these women endured and 
admiration for their bravery in 
testifying publicly in front of 
strangers. I also felt such gratitude 
to the hundreds of activists, 
many of whom I know, for their 
dedication and determination in 
making the Court a reality.  
I along with everyone who 
attended learned so much 
about the devastating effects of 
war that continue 20 years later.

Women’s Court: Feminists March for Justice

Marta, along with Nora Cortinas, co-founder of Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, with Croatian and 
Serbian Activists

Women’s Brod 
Group, Slavonski 
Brod, Croatia 
Women’s Brod, a counseling and 
shelter program for women and 
children victims of domestic 
violence, is located in rural 
Croatia near the Serbian border. 
Women in the shelter receive 
psychosocial treatment, 
education on legal rights, 
and occupational training, and 
their children learn non-violent, 
problem-solving methods that 
encourage collaboration. This 
past year, the group provided 
shelter for 58 women and 

children and free legal aid to 360 
individuals. That’s an impressive 
record in this very conservative 
Catholic area where, as an 
example, Women’s Brod 
confronts doctors’ reluctance 
to prescribe morning-after pills 
and pharmacists’ frequent 
refusals to fill the prescriptions.

Croatian activists at lunch with Women’s Brod Staff
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Women in Black activist with Syrian refugees in Belgrade

During the first half of 2015, more 
than150,000 applicants from the 
Balkans requested asylum in 
Germany. That’s on top of the 
hundreds of thousands who fled 
there during and after the Balkans 
war in the 1990s. Now, in the face 
of the constant influx of desperate 
refugees from war-ravaged 
countries like Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Syria into Europe, Germany 
has been forced to alter its asylum 
policy. Despite their high rates 
of unemployment, poverty, and 
racism, it now considers the 
Balkan states safe and their 
citizens ineligible for asylum.

As if the Balkan states don’t have 
enough of their own problems, 
in recent months they have been 
grappling with tens of thousands 
of migrants entering their 

countries after Hungary installed 
wire fences to block the mostly 
Muslim migrants from passing 
through its territory. The strain 
of coping with the daily arrival of 
thousands of migrants has revived 
old enmities between Croatia and 
Serbia. Croatia closed its border 
to Serbia, and Serbia retaliated 
by banning the sale of Croatian 
goods. While the governments 
trade insults and accusations, 
many ordinary citizens have 
responded with compassionate 
to the refugees’ plight, offering 
food, water and blankets.  All of 
the activists I know in the region, 
are helping in many different 
ways—personally bringing 
supplies to the refugees, 
organizing protests and writing 
to their elected officials.

Desperate Millions Fleeing 
War and Poverty

June 16, conceptual artist 
Alketa Xhafa-Mripa, assisted 
by Heart and Hand grantee, 
Kosova Women’s Network, 
hung 5,000 dresses on clothes 
lines across a sports stadium in 
Pristina. The date was the16th 
anniversary of the entry of 
NATO forces into the city 
after a three-month bombing 
campaign. During the 1998-99 
war between ethnic Albanian 
separatists and Serbia, an 
estimated 20,000 Albanian 
women were sexually 
assaulted. The large 
installation was intended to 

convey the scale of the abuse 
and provoke a discussion of 
the sexual violence that 
occurred during and after the 
war. Xhafa-Mirpa, a native of 
Kosova and a British citizen 
since 1998, chose the dresses 
to symbolize fragility and 
purity. Most women in 
conservative cultures feel 
shame as victims of sexual 

assault. The installation puts 
a twist on the familiar 
admonition not to air dirty 
laundry in public. In this case, 
says Xhafa-Mirpa, the laundry 
is washed and cleaned, like the 
women survivors who are 
clean, pure and carry no stain.
To see photos of the 
installation, please visit
http://dailym.ai/1KO8Pou

Youth Unemployment 
in Bosnia tops 57% 
Bosnia has the dismal distinction of 
having the highest rate of youth 
unemployment in the world. With 
little hope of building a future in their 
country, more than half of young people, 
including many university graduates, 
say they want to leave Bosnia. Ethnic 
divisions, nepotism, and corruption are 
blamed for the political and economic 
stagnation of the past 20 years.

5,000 
Dresses 
Installation 
in Pristina, 
Kosova

The Guerilla Girls joined CURE for their 10th Festival of Women’s Art and Activism, 

Pitchwise, in Sarajevo. Over 360 participants attended.

5,000 dresses installation in Pristina

Welcome 
New Partner, 
Crvena, 
Sarajevo, 
Bosnia/
Herzegovina
Crvena, a women-led group of 
social change artists and 
activists, was founded by a 
group of 10 Bosnian women. 
Crvena, which means red, is a 
color used powerfully in active 
member Adela Jusic’s video, 
The Sniper. Jusic’s father was a 
sniper during the Bosnian war 
and was himself killed by a 
sniper. When she was 10, 
Jusic discovered her father’s 
notebook in which he kept a 
record of the enemy soldiers 
he had killed. The video, 
inspired by the notebook, 
begins with a hand drawing a 
red dot on a white surface 
from which an image of a 
soldier, later identified as 
her father, emerges. 
Simultaneously, viewers hear 
a voiceover of a woman 
reading entries from the diary 
as the hand continues to draw 
red dots on the images. The 
climax comes on December 3, 
1992, the date of her father’s 
death. As the red dot circles 
her father’s eye, she says, 
”My father, the sniper, was 
shot by a sniper in his right 
eye.” What makes The Sniper 
so compelling is the artistry 
with which Jusic uses her 
personal story to comment on 
the ugly realities of war. 
To read more and see the 
images, please visit
https://goo.gl/MWT7Qe

Adela Jusic: My father, the sniper, 
was shot by a sniper in the right eye.


