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Bosni a- Her zegovi na needs funds for reconstruction

Ahmad A Talib

A CERTAI N affinity exists between Mal aysi a and Bosni a- Her zegovi na. That
affinity is today mani sfested in many ways - the building of a school, the
reconstruction of a nosque that is al nost 500 years old, the building of
roads and bridges, the creation of jobs, and the invol vement of its police
and arnmed forces personnel under the United Nations flag.

Bl atant "ethnic cleansing” in the early 1990s saw hundreds of thousands
of Bosni ans, nostly Muslinms, slaughtered while the world' s powerful
nations stood in silence. Powered by the machi ne-guns and arnoury of the
former Yugoslav army, Serbian mlitia massacred Bosnians in a crine that
has yet to see justice.

Intervention only cane nuch | ater, which resulted in the break-up of
Yugosl avia and the creati on of new republics.

Bosni a- Herzegovina is one of them and its survival would | argely depend
on howits people could forgive and forget the crinmes they conmtted
agai nst each ot her.

Mal aysia's affinity with Bosni a- Herzegovina was triggered by Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who gave t he genoci de a hi gh
profile with his consistent and frequent criticisns of the slaughter.

Hal fway round the gl obe, a | one voice in Asia kept hitting out at the
m ndl ess killings, torture and nmassi ve destructi on.

Wth every opportunity he had, Dr Mahathir |anented at the | ack of
intervention fromthe world's superpowers. Since the superpowers had
little or no vested interest in the country, action cane very late. The
war finally ended in 1995, but the | oss of lives, properties and dignity
were too nuch to bear.

Dr Mahathir's vocal support culnmnated inavisit to Sarajevo in 1996,
where he was conferred the country's hi ghest award, the Dragon of Bosnia
Award. The award is conferred to foreign heads of governments for
"strengthening friendly rel ationshi ps" between Bosni a- Her zegovi na and
ot her countri es.

On that trip, the Prine Mnister made courtesy calls on Bosni an | eaders,
vi sited a nosque damaged by repeated nortar shellings, alibrary that was
burnt down and t he books conpl etely destroyed, a school for young children
and a graveyard known as the Cenetery of the Martyrs.

On Wednesday, Dr Mahathir made a return visit to Sarajevo to renew his
friendship with the republic.

"Avisit of two old friends,"” said Bosnian Prime M nister Edhem Bi cakcic
when descri bi ng the stopover.

Acconpani ed by his wife, Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasnah Mohd Ali, Dr
Mahat hir, staying only for half a day, spent quality time by visiting an
ol d nosque and a school, gave a |l ecture at the University of Sarajevo, and
were i ntervi ewed by the national television station and a newspaper.

Thi ngs have changed considerably in Sarajevo. The roads are busy, the
peopl e can wal k about wi th nuch | ess fear of snipers lurking in sone dark
corners, theoldcity is bustling with social and econom c activities, the
ni ght cl ubs echo with nusic and taxi s are doi ng roaring business. But the
country's woes are far fromover.

Bosni a- Herzegovina is in dire need of foreign investnents. |nvestnents
are wel conedininfrastructural projects, education, tel ecomunications,
housi ng and job-creating enterprises. One needs only to take a short ride
through the city to see that much work i s needed to restore its beauty and



glory.

Econom ¢ growth has been encouraging in the | ast four years. In fact,

t he average gross donestic product in the |last four years was 21 per cent,
Bi cakci k said, but the Government was grappling with nmounting

unenpl oynment. The national treasury is under alot of stress as it also
supports 100, 000 di sabl ed war veterans and their famlies.

Bi cakcic estimated his country needs nore than DMB billion (RVb. 1
billion) for reconstruction purposes, hoping that nei ghbouri ng Eur opean
countries would participate in the on-going privatisation projects. Heis
al so hopeful that West Asian countries would join the rebuil di ng exerci se.

The Bosni an | eadershi p was quick to point out that there was nuch to
learn fromthe way Mal aysia, through the policies initiated by Dr
Mahat hi r, handl ed the econonm c crisis after the currency attack of 1997.
Bi cakci k, who said Dr Mahathir's book, A New Deal for Asia, had been
translated into the Bosni an | anguage, was sure that the Ml aysi an
experience coul d hel p his country face the future with nore confi dence.

But this will largely depend on the country's donestic harnmony. The
ani nosity between Bosni ans and Serbs nay have been buried tenporarily but
t he ghost may still haunt the |living. Econom c prosperity, it becones
clear, would remainonly if the ruling coalition Government coul d sustain
their political will and push for a more enduring ethnic rel ationshi p.

The Bosni an | eadership nust cone to grips with this, rather than all ow
itself be caught in inter and intra-party rivalries. The Stranka
Denokr at ske Akcije, the main coalition party, hinted at attenpts to
"divide and rule" the main political players in the country.

It is not clear who i s behind the "divide and rul e" ganme pl an, but sone
fingers are pointing at external el ements bent on wanting to see a weak
Bosni a- Her zegovina. |If this is not curbed, said the party's secretary-
general, Mrsad Cenan, the country's future woul d hang in the bal ance.

There has al so been criticisnms agai nst the hidden agenda of powerf ul
entities in the Bal kan conflict. A strong and progressive Miusli mnation at
t he heart of Europe would be a sore thunb to many.

Mal aysi a's support of the Bosnian republic has not wavered. During his
meeting with President Alija lzetbegovic, Dr Mahathir handed over a cheque
of DM20O, 000 as part of the Governnment's pl edge to hel p the rebuil ding of
Bosni a- Her zegovi na. This tinme, the funds are neant to help finance sone of
t he needs of the displaced persons in the country.

Dr Mahat hir al so handed over a | etter of donation fromthe peopl e of
Mal aysi a anpbunting to US$67, 700 (RM257, 260) for the reconstruction of Bey
Mosque, a nosque built in the 16th century. The nmoney cane fromthe
Bari san Bertindak Bosnia, a non-governmental organisation |ed by the
country's | eadi ng newspapers, the Majlis Belia Ml aysia and ot her
associ ati ons.

It is recalledthat the BBB had handed over US$782,013 to the Gover nrent
of Bosni a- Herzegovi na i n 1994 to hel p fund educational, health and soci al
programes. The noney was handed t hrough t he then Forei gn M ni st er Dat uk
Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi i n New York. The BBB, taking the cue fromthe
Prime Mnister's stand on the issue, was largely responsi ble for creating
a high |l evel of awareness of the Bosnian problemw th its nationw de
rallies and RML camnpai gn.

Dr Mahathir's visit to Sarajevo serves as a reni nder to Mal aysians. H s
| ecture at the University of Sarajevo stressed the need for ethnic and
religious tolerance, a matter of common and equal concern in Bosni a-

Her zegovi na and Mal aysi a. For Bosnia, this is a challenge the country nust
overcone, a failure of which can | ead to npre bl oodshed and want on
destruction.
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