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Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia.

Introductory remarks by Ambassador Jan Braathu, Norwegian Embassy.

Ms Biserko, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is with gratification and interest that I welcome you to today’s workshop on the demographics of war fatalities in the countries of the Former Yugoslavia during the 1990’s. 

The workshop is also a presentation of a seminal work of research and applied scholarly writing on this topic, namely the book “Conflict in Numbers: Casualties of the 1990s Wars in the Former Yugoslavia, 1991 – 1999.” The book, published by the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, is an important contribution to regional understanding of the direct consequences of these wars and the terrible losses that were inflicted upon civilians as well as combatants.   I am pleased that the Norwegian Embassy  in Bosnia and Herzegovina has been able to support the publication of additional copies of this book in local language for dissemination here in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Why is it important to revisit issue of the war losses of the recent past? I believe the importance lies in a fundamental human need to know. This is especially pronounced among victims families, but it is also important on a broader, societal basis. Knowledge of what happened – and equally important, what didn’t – is a starting point for psychological, societal and political processes of dealing - and coming to terms – with the past. 
The past does impact the present, especially when the past has been one of suffering and widespread death and destruction. There will, under such circumstances, be an obvious danger of retribution and revenge. There will also be an element of underlying fear and anxiety, perhaps undefined and “irrational”, but nonetheless present among individuals and in communities and societies. Such elements constitute the building blocks of “political mythology”, which in the extreme can lead to manipulation of public opinion and – potentially – renewed conflict.

There is no easy way to deal with the past, especially not a past in which genocide was committed and war losses were widespread. But we are nonetheless doomed to live with the past. The question is how we attempt to reflect upon it and derive lessons from it. Our efforts in the latter regard with undoubtedly be insufficient, but we should nonetheless make the attempt. Indeed, such endeavour may be the “triumph of hope over experience”.
I believe that establishment of facts and knowledge are the building blocks for dealing with the past. The hope is that knowledge and fact can support reconciliation on a societal scale and pave the way for a better relationship for the future. I am convinced that the perpetuation of myths and fallacious assumptions about the past can only lead us into trouble in the future.

In this regard, it is important to know what happened and its extent. Norway has for some years been a supporter of the work of the Research and Documentation centre in its important work to ascertain reliable information about what occurred here in Bosnia and Herzegovina during the period 1991 – 1995. It is vital, both for the present and for the future, to establish verifiable facts that can stand the tests of sceptical scrutiny and time. I believe that the work of the RDC has improved greatly our factual knowledge and understanding. 

Statistics and estimates of war fatalities are contentious because they strike at our emotions. As a highly respected Bosnian friend has impressed upon me, we are not counting potatoes, but human beings, human lives, individual persons who have been murdered. We should never underestimate the emotional and political sensitivities involved. 
Whatever the figures, it is important to know to the best of our ability what actually took place. Only substantiated facts can provide the basis for knowledge-based reconciliation. Only this will help block the inclinations of some to use the tragedies of the past to engineer new tragedies in the future. 
And in the building of knowledge we must rely on the scientific methodologies of demographers and others to help provide the factual basis. That is why I believe that this publication is important, as a contribution to dealing with the past, understanding it and learning from it.

In closing, I would like to express my thanks to those experts who have travelled from abroad to be with us today in Sarajevo, and to the members of the audience who have taken their time to participate in today’s workshop. I would like to give a special thanks of appreciation to Sonja Biserko and the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia for her efforts that have made this workshop possible. I look forward to an interesting and thought-provoking session.

Thank you for your attention – and for your interest.
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