
Letter  from Marta 

This past May I visited grantees in 
Serbia, Kosova, Macedonia, and 
Croatia. Wherever I went I found 
friends anguished over the increasing 
authoritarianism in the region and 
the weakening of democratic 
institutions. The deteriorating political 
and economic situation is particularly 
dramatic in Kosova, causing many 
young people to flee to Western 
Europe. A recent study of countries 
ranked Macedonia number one in high 
unemployment, with a rate of 33.8%.
Several months ago, protesters in 
Macedonia launched The Colorful 
Revolution, hurling balloons filled with 
paint at government buildings and 
monuments on a daily basis. They are 
protesting widespread corruption and 
the president’s pardons of criminals.
The unemployment rates remain 
stubbornly high in all of the Balkans, 

so you’d think that any development 
that would stimulate the economies 
and bring jobs would be welcome. 
That’s not the case in Serbia and 
Bosnia where the governments of the 
United Arab Emirates and Dubai are 
developing a luxurious resort on the 
Belgrade waterfront and a tourist city 
in the highlands of Bosnia. This past 
June, 20,000 people staged a protest 
in Belgrade against the development 
using the slogan, “Don’t drown 
Belgrade.” Protesters are furious over 
their politicians’ secretive negotiations 
for the projects and the unforeseen 
ways the developments will change 
their cultures. 
Grantees were also disillusioned 
by the International Court of Justice’s 
recent acquittals of high-ranking 
officers whose subordinates 
committed heinous crimes during 
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the Balkans war. Legal experts are 
baffled by The Hague’s decisions 
to weaken criteria for criminal 
responsibility. These days, high-
ranking politicians are more likely to 
go to prison for taking bribes than 
for ordering mass murder. Vojislav 
Seselj, a former ally of Slobodan 
Milosevic was acquitted this summer. 
The leader of the ultra-nationalist 
Radical party in Serbia, he is now 
free to participate in politics while 
the victims of the war have lost their 
chance for justice. Many activists 
worry that the acquittals will 
normalize violence in Serbia, giving 
permission to street thugs to be 
violent.

The fallout from right-wing policies 
has been a dramatic cut in funds for 
civil society, a blow to Heart and 
Hand grantees. Some could apply 
to the European Union, but as 
small nonprofits they don’t have 
the staff or time to fill out lengthy 
applications or recruit the necessary 
five grantseeking partners. 
Recognizing that they have to 
become more resourceful in raising 
funds, several grantees asked me to 
lead a workshop on fundraising while 
I was there.  I hope that all of you 
reading this will respond with gifts 
as large as you can make to support 
these hard working activists.

In one of many demonstrations in the region, twenty five thousand people gathered in Zagreb, Croatia this spring to protest 
educational cuts.

Gathering of Survivors 
and Activists After 
Women’s Court

I was fortunate to join Women in Black’s 
convening of survivors and activists who were 
involved in last year’s Women’s Court in 
Sarajevo.  We met in Banja Koviljaca, a spa 
town on the Bosnian border.  It was sobering 
to look across the River Drina and see how 
vulnerable the Bosnian villages would have 
been during the war. Thirty women were 
present for this 3 day gathering from 5 
countries—only Kosovar women were not 
present as they couldn’t easily get visas to 
travel to Serbia and there’s still a certain 
amount of fear for ethnic Albanians to enter 
Serbia. Women talked about the results of the 
Hague’s decisions and all agreed that while it 
was good that rape was called out as a war 
crime, in the end The Hague set the stage for 
the normalization of violence in all of their 
countries in addition to giving the war 
criminals a huge stage and access to media 
and all felt humiliated ultimately by the 
Hague’s final rulings.

Teatra is Creative in all 
ways imaginable!

After government hooligans in Skopje, 
Macedonia, destroyed their theater space 
Teatra chose to start giving performances in 
bars or discos.  While the space for actual 
performances was smaller, the public does 
continue to support their endeavors with over 
1,500 people attending their 3rd birthday 
celebration in the streets.  They continue to 
explore what does equality really mean and 
how does Art shape that reality.  
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Women in Black in Srebrenica

When hooligans destroyed their theater space, Teatra 
moved performances to bars and discos.

In a Belgrade, Serbia park with young refugee boys playing 
with the puppets I donated. The Center for Women War 
Victims is working these days on the issues of refugee 
children separated from their families as they travel through 
the Balkans.  It is estimated that up to 10,000 children have 
disappeared and are extremely vulnerable to trafficking.



Zoe Gudovic Awarded the 
Jelena Santic Award 

Zoe Gudovic is an arts activist 
and public relations manager for 
the Reconstruction Women’s 
Fund in Belgrade. Since 1995 she 
has worked in non-traditional 
theater forms aimed at changing 
the status quo of conscience and 
social status. She is the co-found-
er of Act Women, a lesbian 
theater group, and the activist 
group, Queer Beograd. Besides 
lecturing on Feminist Art in 
Public Spaces, she is known for 
her street performances in the 
Campaigns for 16 Days of 
Activism against Violence 
Against Women. Zoe recently 
received the Jelena Santic Prize 
for artists who spread messages 
of peace and tolerance. Jelena 
Santic was a renowned Serbian 
ballerina, peace activist and 
humanitarian. 
Since Zoe spoke out against the 
waterfront development in 

Belgrade at a huge rally, she has 
been receiving death threats and 
even had a website dedicated to 
committing violence against her.  
Until recently, the local police 
were not interested but after a 
human rights activist reported 
the threats to the EU, the police 
have agreed to offer protection.

Igo Rogova Invited to Serve on 
NATO Advisory Panel

This past June, Igo Rogova, 
executive director of Kosova 
Women’s Network, was invited 
to serve on a new NATO Civil 
Society Advisory Panel on 
Women, Peace, and Security. Igo 
is recognized as a pioneer in her 
advocacy work on UNSCR 1325 
and in calling out the realities of 
implementing the measure. 
Adopted in 2000, it underscores 
the important role women play 
in preventing and resolving 
conflicts, peace negotiations, 
and post-conflict reconstruction.

FemArt Festival in Kosova 
Recognizes Bravery of Two 
Prominent Lesbians

The festival featured the 
documentary, Motrat Qiriazi 
(Qiriazi Sisters), about the work 
of the organization Igo Rogova 
and her sister Safete started to 
fight for a better life for women 
and girls. The film traces the 
sisters’ efforts to raise awareness 
of women’s rights in 1989 while 
battling Serbia’s system of 
enforced apartheid against the 
Kosovar Albanians.  Besides 
organizing entertainment to lift 
the spirits of refugees in camps, 
they started literacy programs 
for women in rural Kosova.
After the screening, Igo and 
Serbian activist, Lepa 
Mladenovic, one of the founding 
members of Women in Black, 
took to the stage. The women 
are longtime friends and 
colleagues who bridged 
the hostilities between their 
countries. The audience of 
local and international feminists 
was moved by Igo and Lepa’s 
stories of personal and emotional 
memories of courage, friendship, 
resistance and activism during 
the turbulent ‘90s. The two 
women were recognized for 
their bravery in raising their 
voices during the darkest hours 
in the region and for inspiring 
new generations of women and 
men to fight for peace and 
gender equality.

Marta with staff at Centre for Women’s StudiesZoe Gudovic 

 Igo Rogova and Lepa Mladenovic

Three Longtime Lesbian 
Activists Honored

Ana Brnabic, a lesbian, made history as the 
first openly gay minister to serve in a 
government in the Balkans. She was one 
of six ministers sworn into the Serbian 
government this past August. 

The Third Belgrade Pride Parade held this 
past August ended without violence. Around 

5,000 police officers, armored vehicles, and 
a helicopter flying overhead, encircled the 
marchers. The mayor, EU dignitaries, and a 
famous Serbian actress participated in the 
event. A Facebook post reported that after 
the parade ended, an orthodox priest was 
seen purifying the square with holy water.

Activists Relish a Relaxing 
Retreat at Seka House

Heart and Hand helped get a $10,000 Urgent 
Action Fund grant for Seka House, a retreat 
center for frontline women activists, located 
on the Island of Brac in Croatia. Besides 
paying expenses for activists who couldn’t 
afford to go to the island, the grant was 
used to hire a Serbian counselor to facilitate 
retreats of 3 different groups.  Over 83 
women used the facility this year for wellness 
retreats, including a belly dancing workshop 
and strategic planning.

Three witnesses from the Women's Court enjoy a special afternoon 
while on retreat at the Seka House on the island Brac, Croatia.

Women’s Reproductive Rights 
Endangered in Croatia
Women’s sexual and reproductive rights in 
Croatia are coming under the same threats as 
in other authoritarian, nationalistic govern-
ments in the region. The right to abortion has 
already been banned in Macedonia. On May 
21, pro-life groups organized, “Walk for Life, 
Family, and Homeland” through Zagreb. A 
consortium of women’s organizations, support-
ed by cultural workers, artists, and musicians 
organized a counter protest, “Defend the 
Right to Choice.”  Five hundred people 
attended the counter protest while 7,000 
showed up for the pro-life.

Protest for women’s rights in Zagreb, Croatia: In defense of freedom of 
choice: We will not stand aside and watch our rights been taken away    

New Leadership 
at the Centre for 
Women’s Studies 
in Croatia
Natasa Medved is the new director of the Centre 
for Women’s Studies as Rada Boric has stepped 
down to pursue her never quiet life of being a 
freelance activist of the world.  The transition has 
gone smoothly with staff and former leadership 
enthusiastically supporting the new director.  
Natasa has worked as a translator of literature, 
philosophy and critical theory for the past 9 years 
as well as an editor at a Croatian publishing 
house. The Centre is as dynamic as ever with
twice as many women applying for positions in 

the demanding women’s studies courses as are 
available.  At the same time as demand for the 
program remains constant, and The City of 
Zagreb awarded the Centre for the excellence of 
their programs, financial support from the City 
and the State have been cut drastically.  

Two Signs of Progress in Serbia


