
Letter  from Marta 
This past September I returned to Croatia 
after an absence of a year and a half. Any 
hopes I had of Croatia’s fortunes changing 
after it was admitted to the European Union 
(EU) last year were quickly dashed. Flying 
from Zagreb to Sarajevo, I could see the 
rivers overflowing the flood plains. Since 
May, Croatia and its neighbors, Bosnia and 
Serbia, have been inundated by almost 
nonstop rain--the heaviest rainfall in the past 
120 years. The flooding and landslides have 
caused billions of dollars in damages, with 
hundreds of thousands of people losing their 
homes and businesses.

The flooding exacerbated the region’s 
already high unemployment rate: Croatia 
17%, Serbia 20% and Bosnia 44%. The rate 
for youth 25 and under is even higher, 
ranging from 52% in Croatia to 60% in 
Bosnia. These economies have never 
bounced back from the devastating wars in 
the 1990s.

Natural disasters expose in their grinding 
destructiveness the weakness of institutions, 
the ineffectiveness of government, and all 
too often the indifferent and short-
sightedness of politicians and technocrats.  

But they also exposed solidarity among 
ordinary citizens over politically induced 
administrative and ethnic boundaries. 
Many Heart & Hand grantees led fund relief 
efforts and Heart & Hand made a significant 
contribution to the work in Bosnia.

The reports I heard from Heart & Hand 
grantees were equally grim. Funders like 
the Global Fund for Women and European 
women’s funds no longer make the generous 
grants in the Balkans that they had in the 
past. As a result, many of our grantees have 

had to cut the size of their staffs and the 
hours employees work. Despite its reduced 
funding, The Centre for Women’s Studies in 
Zagreb held its annual post-graduate course 
in Dubrovnik this past summer, attracting 
participants from 20 countries, including Iran 
and Iraq. KONTRA, a lesbian group in 
Zagreb, lost all of its funding, but it still has 
the office space donated by the city. 
Amazingly, with a skeleton staff of two, it 
continues to consult to groups on gay rights. 
I heard so many sad stories from women 
who, even though their salaries were cut, 
are now the sole support of families in 
which the others have all lost their jobs. 

As a counter to all of the wrenching news 
from Croatia and Bosnia, I was heartened by 
my encounters with young women on this 
trip who were so eager to learn about 
feminist history in their regions and in the 
wider world. I believe that information is 
power, and I am optimistic that these young 
women will run with what they learn. 
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Heart   &Hand 
Grantees

ACT Women
Belgrade, Serbia
www.facebook.com/
pages/ACT-Women/ 
157191677679969

Center for Women War 
Victims 
Zagreb, Croatia 
www.czzzr.hr/

Centre for Women's 
Studies 
Zagreb, Croatia 
www.zenstud.hr/

CURE
Sarajevo, Bosnia/
Herzegovina 
www.fondacijacure.org/

KONTRA
Zagreb, Croatia 
www.kontra.hr/cms/

Kosova Women’s 
Network
Pristina, Kosova 
www.womensnework.org

Lezz/4 counseling 
hotline for lesbians 
Belgrade, Serbia

OKVIR
Sarajevo, Bosnia/
Herzegovina
www.okvir.org/

Reconstruction Women’s 
Fund
Belgrade, Serbia 
www.rwfund.org/

Seka House
Island of Brac, Croatia

Theatra
Skopje, Macedonia

Women in Black
Belgrade, Serbia 
www.zeneucrnom.org/

Women's Group Brod
Slavonski Brod, Croatia 
www.udruga-brod.hr/

Zene Zenama
Sarajevo, Bosnia
Herzegovina
www.zenezenama.org/

Okvir Sarajevo, Bosnia/Herzegovina 

Roma Girls Solidarity is an educational 
program and support group organized 
by the Reconstruction Women’s Fund in 
Belgrade, Serbia. For the past three 

years, more than 40 girls from Southern 
Serbia, ages 14-21, have participated in 
Solidarity’s activities. The program was 
started to create an open space for 
learning and for using art to express 
personal experiences, feelings, and 
memories. Each year the girls are 
introduced to new artists and activists 
who encourage them to use their new 
knowledge and skills to speak publicly. In 
previous years, the girls have worked 
with a Colombian theater director and 
political activist, joined by the 
artistic-activist group ACT Women 
(another Heart & Hand grantee) from 
Belgrade, in developing performances 
based on the girls’ stories about violence 
against women, child marriages, and 
discrimination against the Roma 
minority. This year the girls worked with 
artists from Argentina and Brazil and 
their old friends, ACT Women, in 
rethinking their attitudes about their 
bodies and voices and learning to treat 
them responsibly. The workshop 
culminated in a production, Presence in 
Life, performed in several Roma 
settlements in Southern Serbia. 

Roma Girls Performances Serbia

OKVIR's knitting project

Four year old Cure activist helps with flood relief

Roma girls project of the Reconstruction 
Women's Fund

For the first time, I met with Okvir, a 
new-to-me lesbian group that has been 
working quietly for the past three years. 
Besides doing group and peer-to-peer 
counseling, they engage in artistic 
pursuits such as poetry, digital story 
telling, collage and poster making and 
a knitting project that is dear to my 
heart!  Over a 3-month time, they 
taught themselves how to knit and 
engaged the hands of their mothers 
and sisters and friends and knit long 
rainbow scarves…very long scarves up 
to 33 yards.  At the end they wrapped 
them around trees in the parks of 
Sarajevo along with 4 giant rainbow 
flags throughout the city to encourage 
all to fight homophobia in daily life.



Pitchwise workshop with Serbian graffiti artist
Women in Black enroute to Srebrenica

This past September Pitchwise presented its ninth annual festival of women’s 
art and activism. I’d been hearing reports about these jam-packed festivals 
for years, so I was especially excited to attend this year. More than 200 
participants came from all over Europe to exhibit their art work, perform, 
give workshops, show films, promote books, and lead workshops. I was 
delighted to see so many young women in the audiences. What a great 
opportunity for them to be exposed to feminist thinking and creativity. Some 
of the highlights for me were a street theater performance by a group from 
Kosova, a film by two German filmmakers about Audre Lorde’s years in 
Berlin, and the work of a Serbian graffiti artist. Exceptionally informative was 
the closing lecture and slide show by a Lebanese activist about the challeng-
es facing women in the Arab world.

My First Visit to the Pitchwise Festival 
Sarajevo, Bosnia/Herzegovina 

Congratulations Igo! 
Igballe (Igo) Rogova, Heart & Hand’s 
first partner back in 1999, is the 
executive director of the Kosova 
Women’s Network, a multiethnic 
network of 87 women’s organizations. 
Starting off as a rural activist during 
the 1990’s war in Kosova, Igo has 
become one of the most renowned 
women’s rights advocates in the Balkans. 
Adding to her accomplishments, Igo 
was recently appointed to the advisory 
group of the UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace, 
and Security in Southeast Europe.

Croatia 
Passes 
Civil Union 
Legislation 
This past July Croatia’s 
parliament passed a law 
allowing civil partnerships 
for same-sex couples. 
Under the Constitutionally 
protected “life 
partnerships,” couples 
will have equal inheritance 
rights, social benefits, and 
tax deductions, but they 
will not be allowed to 
adopt children.

Centre for 
Women’s 
Studies New 
Tax Problem 
The Centre for Women’s 
Studies in Zagreb, Croatia 
was surprised to learn that 
for the first time one of its 
donors had been denied a 
tax deduction for her gift 
to the Centre because of 
the Centre’s support for 
abortions.  The Centre 
suspects that this new 
restriction is related to 
the growing influence of 
money from the ultra 
conservative Roman 
Catholic institution, Opus 
Dei, flowing to churches in 
Croatia. The Centre is 
considering a campaign 
to protest the ruling, 
which, apparently, was 
made by the head of the 
tax department on 
”moral grounds.”

German Gay Activist Severely Beaten in Belgrade, Serbia

Women in Black 
on Bikes 
A group of activists, members of the 
Serbian group Women in Black, had 
planned a pilgrimage to ride their bikes 
from Belgrade, Serbia to Srebrenica for 
the annual memorial service for the 
thousands murdered in the genocidal 
massacre carried out by the Serbian 
government in 1995. The activists had 
planned to stay in villages along the 
way to do educational outreach. After a 
gang of more than 20 hooligans 
attacked the cyclists, they abandoned 
the political action plan as too 
dangerous. Instead, they joined with a 
bike tour from Bosnia headed to 
Srebrenica.

The September conference, The Future Belongs to 
Us: LGBT Rights on the Road to the European Union 
was briefly postponed after a German activist was 
brutally attacked on the street in downtown 
Belgrade. He suffered severe head injuries and 
required brain surgery. The event organizers -- Labris 
and Hirschfeld-Eddy Foundation--responded to the 
attack by organizing a protest march against intoler-
ance, hate crimes, and violence against minorities. It 
called for all minorities that are targets of discrimina-
tion -- LGBT, Roma, the disabled, religious groups -- 

to stand together. Further, it demanded that the 
Serbian government speak out against discrimina-
tion and punish the perpetrators of violence. This 
time the police acted quickly; they protected the 
marchers and arrested the three assailants in less 
than 24 hours. Last year the Pride parade in Belgrade 
had to be cancelled because of threats of violence by 
anti-gay extremists but this year, two weeks after this 
attack, a Pride parade was held in Belgrade with the 
protection of the government and with little 
violence.

Government Building in Pristina, Kosova lit with rainbow 
at the end of a quiet Pride March

Pitchwise participants stand in solidarity against Serbian homophobic violence


