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Tale ved åpningen av fotoutstillingen “Abandoned at Srebrenica – 

20
th

 Commemoration”. 

 

Guri Hjeltnes, direktør ved HL-senteret 

 

Prime minister and Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Excellency, dear Zumra Sehomerovic, dear Sarajevo String 

Quartet, dear guests from Bosnia-Herzegovina, dear friends. 

 

Welcome everyone, to The Center for Studies of Holocaust and Religious 

Minorities. My name is Guri Hjeltnes, I am the director here, and the whole 

center is happy and also humble having you here today, opening a photo 

exhibition called “Abandoned at Srebrenica – 20
th
 Commemoration”. 

 

It is now ten years since the Holocaust-Center moved to this historical building 

of Villa Grande on the peninsula of Bygdøy. This building has a history strongly 

connected to two wars. During WWI, in 1917, the work started on a pompous 

building by a Norwegian industrialist. He never finished it, and new owners took 

over between the wars. During WWII, Villa Grande came to serve as the 

residence of the Norwegian collaborator and Nazi leader Vidkun Quisling. With 

the symbolic act of re-appropriation, the Holocaust-center has transformed the 

image and memory of this monumental building from a symbol of national 

socialism to a Center for the promotion of knowledge, human rights and 

tolerance.  

Today, more than 30 persons work at the Center. Last year, the Center received 

30 000 visitors: schoolchildren, university students, teachers, politicians, 

families, tourists and others. The Center has two main fields of interest: the 

Holocaust and other genocides on the one hand, and minorities, both religious 

and secular, on the other. Within these two wide fields of interest, the Center 

contributes with new research, education and information activities, conferences 

and exhibitions. 

 

It is of course a privilege then, for our Center to host the photo exhibition by 

Tarik Samarah, a Bosnian photographer who works in artistic and documentary 

photography. He spent several years compiling the project «Srebrenica - 

genocide at the heart of Europe». He has widely exhibited his works at the 
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Holocaust Museum in Washington DC and United Nations building in New 

York, in the parliament of Netherland, in Haegue. In these photographs at our 

Norwegian Holocaust-Center, Samarah documents the aftermath of this event by 

visiting places that are still imbued with the traumatic experience of the past. 

While some images show complete absence of the event, empty spaces and 

occasional belongings from the victims (or the survivors) of the bloodshed, the 

others explicitly document the present day reality, settlements of the refugees, 

grief of the survivors and excavations of mass graves.  

 

Tarik has travelled to Srebrenica year after year, documenting the grief and 

anguish of the survivors. His powerful black-and-white shots tell more than 

words about the open wound which Srebrenica still remains. Anyone who has 

witnessed the solemn vehicle procession each July 11, carrying the identified 

remains to their last resting place at Potocari would know how the people of 

Bosnia feel about the events of 20 years ago. 8,372 boys and men were executed 

in and around Srebrenica in July 1995. Vital remains of over 5,000 victims have 

been identified so far. And so the trucks draped in green will keep coming to the 

Potocari cemetery each July, and the relatives of the slain will keep grieving: A 

landscape of death and loss in a place blessed by natural beauty. Tarik 

Samarah’s photos—a small selection of which you see here today—is a lasting 

testimony to the crime and its human dimension. Our only regret is that Tarik 

Samarah himself could not make it for the opening today.  

 

Most of you are familiar with what happened at Srebrenica in the north-eastern 

part of Bosnia between July 6 and 16, 1995. In May 1993 the United Nations 

designated Srebrenica and five other cities besieged by Bosnian Serbs “safe 

areas” under protection of peacekeepers. For two years the Muslims in 

Srebrenica lived in fear and hunger, as the Serb forces blocked humanitarian 

convoys from entering the city. Frustrated by Serbs’ non-cooperation, the UN 

suggested that the enclaves should be abandoned. This emboldened the Bosnian 

Serb army to fight its way into Srebrenica, as the Dutch peacekeepers remained 

paralyzed and the Bosnian defenders decided to abandon the city to its fate. 

Immediately after the capture of Srebrenica, Serb soldiers and paramilitaries 

started rounding up Bosnian men of supposed fighting age, 16 to 65. Confined at 

Srebrenica football stadium, over 8,000 Bosnian men and youth were escorted 

outside the city, executed by firing squads and buried in mass graves. Bulldozers 

were used to burry the corpses. Apart from the killings of men and boys during 
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those horrible days in july 1995, girls were raped. Many of them underaged. 

Over 50,000 known cases of sexual abuse were recorded during the Bosnian 

War from 1992 to 1995. This single act of brutality was in February 2007 

recognized by the International Court of Justice as genocide. 

 

Srebrenica is the most heinous atrocity committed during the Bosnian War. Yet 

it took another deadly mortar attack at a Sarajevo market in late August 1995 

before the NATO sprang into action. The three-week long bombing campaign 

helped to reverse the Bosnian Serb gains. The military deterrence proved enough 

to convince the Serbs to stop shelling civilians. And the rest of the story we all 

know—the imperfect Dayton agreement that put an end to the Bosnian War. The 

consequences of the war were disastrous. To put it into a perspective, here are a 

few figures. According to the report published by the Research and 

Documentation Center in Sarajevo, the total of 97,207 people were killed in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1991-95. Nearly 40,000 were civilian victims; 85% of 

them Bosniaks; ¼ of all civilians were killed in the last year of war, specifically 

at Srebrenica.    

 

Without resorting to moralizing, we may still ask if Srebrenica carries a lesson 

to the world. Could the DUTCHBAT make a difference on the ground? The 

official report released in 2002 by the Netherlands Institute for War 

Documentation in Amsterdam claimed criminal negligence on the part of the 

High Command. The Dutch contingent did not receive sufficient means and 

adequate air support to accomplish their mission, that is, protection of Muslim 

civilians at Srebrenica. The report concluded that both the UN and the 

Netherlands failed to fulfill their duty. After inaptness—one may even say 

inaction—in Rwanda and Bosnia, does the international community act 

differently now? Unfortunately, what we see is not very reassuring. The death 

toll in Syria since 2011 has surpassed that in ex-Yugoslavia. The Security 

Council remains deadlocked on Syria now, much as it was on Bosnia then. We 

do not even have to look as far as New York. Norway took 13,000 refugees 

from war-torn Bosnia; yet there is no political consensus if Norway should now 

take 10,000 refugees from war-torn Syria.     

 

The annual commemoration ceremony at Potocari memorial takes place on 11 of 

July; on July 12 local Serbian residents celebrate the “liberation” of 

Srebrenica… from Bosnian Muslim forces. Even if Bosniak and Serbian 
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children in Bosnia-Herzegovina may attend the same schools, they have 

different history curricula. It is not the same war they are learning about. The 

massacre at Srebrenica and other mass crimes committed against civilians across 

Bosnia has left a poisonous legacy. It split not only the families or the country, 

but also the world at large. The sense of guilt was tangible when the NATO 

bypassed the UN Security Council and launched air strike against advancing 

Serbian forces in Kosovo in 1999. Russia was among the countries that 

condemned that unilateral action and subsequently did not recognize Kosovo’s 

independence. Fast forward to 2014, when Russian President Vladimir Putin 

explicitly cited the Kosovo precedent in his decision to annex Crimea from 

Ukraine. As Russian paramilitaries flooded the peninsula, at least once a TV 

camera caught a site of a man with World War II Chetnik paraphernalia among 

them. The man said he travelled to Ukraine from Serbia to help the brotherly 

Russian nation. 

 

As we always do at HL-senteret, we remember and tell the others of what 

happened in Srebrenica, Sarajevo, and other places in Bosnia in the early 1990s 

not just once a year. Our website “folkemord.no” has been up and running since 

2008, and it does have a comprehensive section dedicated to ex-Yugoslavia and 

specifically Bosnia-Herzegovina. (This past Sunday, Inger Skjelsbæk of The 

Peace Research Institute Oslo gave an academic talk on Srebrenica massacre, its 

preconditions and aftermath.) On September 25 we are organizing an 

international conference, which will place Srebrenica in historical and political 

context and will examine the legacy of the Bosnian War in the larger Balkan 

region. All of you are kindly invited to attend: the conference program is 

available inside. 

 

By this I will end my welcome – and introduction – and invite the next speaker, 

prime minister and Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Denis Zvizdic, to take the floor.  

 

 


