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Never-ending mission to tell Bosnian story fromhone

Bal an Moses

THERE was a tine when Bosni a- Her zegovi na was on nost |ips around the
country with Ml aysi ans vying with one another to help the war-torn nation
bei ng ripped apart by genoci de.

It was just after former Prinme Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad had
taken the world to task for ignoring the plight of the Bosnian Muslins who
were being killed at will by the Serbs.

Not a day went by wi thout statenents in the Ml aysi an nmedi a about the
atrocities beinginflicted on a defencel ess comunity by nore powerful and
hegenoni ous forces bent on ethnic cl eansing.

There was pal pabl e sadness worl dwi de, nore so in Muslimnations |ike
Mal aysi a which had been at the forefront of the international effort to
give the Bosnians the right to |ive honourably and with respect.

But the wel | spring of sorrow appears to have dried up in Ml aysi a si nce,
with di spl ays of enption and action fewand far between save for efforts
by the Governnent here and sel ected busi nessnen wi th an i nvest nent agenda.

It is this paradox that has befuddl ed Haj rudi n Sarmun, the outgoi ng
anbassador of Bosni a- Herzegovi na to Mal aysi a, whose refreshi ng warnth and
affability may | ead sone to think this man unusual ly strong for one whose
horel and was al nost deci mat ed not too | ong ago.

The truth is, however, far fromthis: he is deeply disturbed by the
sudden drop in interest for Bosni a- Her zegovi na anong t he aver age
Mal aysi an.

"l have travelled to many parts of Ml aysia and one tine, | asked people
whom! net if they knew about Bosnia and many admitted that they only had
a faint recollection of the nane of the country," he says with resignation
about how easily many the world over have forgotten his country.

" Al t hough t he Mal aysi an and Bosni an Governnents are cl ose, many
Mal aysi ans are conpl et el y unawar e of contenporary Bosni a. W shoul d know
each other," he added in a recent interviewat his enbassy housed at a
spaci ous col oni al building bearing a JKR address al ong Jal an Bel | any
sonewher e behi nd | stana Negara

H's office, atreat to the eyes after the nonotony of concrete
structures inthe city, is courtesy of the Ml aysi an Gover nnment and
testimony of the close bilateral ties between both nations.

"I'n Bosnia, we feel a greater closeness to Mal aysi a than Mal aysi ans have
for Bosnia. It is nore apparent there,"” he says addi ng that the Ml aysi an
anbassador to Bosni a, Zakaria Sul ong, was one of the nost popul ar envoys
ever there.

This is because of the Mal aysian effort to reconstruct Bosnia with
school s, npbsques and roads being built to such an extent that "you can
feel the fraternal ties in concrete ways as opposed to here where it is
still at the enotional |evel".

As Somun, who | eaves for home and retirement in March after twoyears
here, continues on this train of thought, it becones apparent that heis
not inthe least critical of Ml aysi an support or enpathy for his people.

"I amthankful for all the physical and nortal support that Ml aysi ans
have gi ven to the Bosni an cause over the years," he says to the quiet
strains of nusic in the background.

Taki ng care to enphasi se that this would be a chapter in Bosnian-

Mal aysi a rel ations that woul d never be forgotten, he is particularly
thankful to Dr Mahathir for alerting the world to what was happening in



t he Bal kan nati on.

Hi story will never forget the inpassioned manner in which Dr Mahathir,
and ot her Ml aysi an | eaders, took the Bosnian dil ema to vari ous
international fora.

Sonun's parting wish is for future Bosni an anbassadors to help translate
these enotional links into concrete economc, cultural and socia
programes for nutual benefit.

It is already in nmotion with many Bosni ans here to attend courses at
institutions of higher |earning, he enthuses in his slightly-fractured but
qguai nt English used effectively to stress points.

He al so points to the 100-odd Bosnians at the International Islamc
Uni versity who are attracti ng nore Bosni ans here due to their
“sal eability' back honme where they easily obtain well-paying jobs.

On the Bosni an conmunity here, he said there were about 200 peopl e here
i ncludi ng the students and a snmal | group Bosni an refugees who work here.

Such is their affinity to Malaysia that sone 60 applied for and were
grant ed pernmanent resi dence status | ast year.

"There are al so a few cases of intermarriage with Mal aysi ans," he says,
addi ng that he woul d not be surprised if there were nore in future.

Interestingly, there are around 20 Bosni an refugees in Sarawak who have
Puan Sri Laila, wife of the Sarawak Chief Mnister Tan Sri Tai b Mahnud, to
thank for a livelihood.

It appears that when Taib and Laila were studying in Australia and
eventual |y decided to marry, it was a Bosnian i mamwho perforned the
cerenony "and | was told that their connection with Bosnia started with
that".

Sonun, ever aware of Malaysia' s role in giving his people a newl ease on
Iife, has been busy putting his passion for the nation and its | eaders
into print with his book entitled Mahathir: The Secret of the Ml aysi a
Success.

A best-seller locally and in Bosnia after its launch late | ast year, it
is but one of several of the journalist-turned-diplomats literary efforts.

He al so took tine off his diplomatic duties here, an arguabl e point
really as Sanun's official and private |ives have obvi ously coal esced into
one - he co-authored a book on Bosnia with Tan Sri Li m Kok W ng.

The avuncul ar Sormun is in his el ement when expl ai ni ng why he enbarked on
the project with Lim who had cone out with a book of his own back in 1995
when t he Bosni an struggle was at its height.

"The book - Bosnia - with its cover in black and red, was a narration of
the sad events of the day. But | needed to tell the world that things are
changi ng i n Bosnia today with the nation getting back into normal life,"
he adds.

The cover of the | atest book (Bosnia Today) is in pleasing green and
bl ue depicting a waterfall, inspired by Sanmun's vi sion of a devel oped and
prosperous Bosnia in the near future.

The other efforts of the forner Yugoslavi an Tanj ug news agency
correspondent i n Baghdad are Jordan, The Roots of the Iranian Revol ution
and Beirut in Poetry.

Sonmun i s, however, unhappy over the al nbst non-existent bilateral trade.

"Trade i s maybe the weakest |ink between us because of the interrup
tion in the Bosni an producti on systemcaused by t he probl embet ween t he
Serbs and Bosni an Muslinms between 1992 and 1995.

"There have been sonme attenpts to sell fruit juices here. But not nmany
other things are sold here. | amvery unhappy with this."

He is proud of the food industry in Bosnia which he feels can supply
Mal aysi a whi ch currently buys dried fruit and jui ces fromother European
nations.



In terms of Mal aysian investnent in Bosnia, he says Bosmal, a Bosni an
Mal aysi a conpany, is building the tallest tw n-buildings in Sarajevo.

The business-residential conplex, the tallest at 40-storeys in Sout h-
East Europe and costing an estimated RML90 nillion, shoul d be conpl eted by
the mddle of this year.

"It will be synbolic of Malaysia in Bosnia. It will represent Mal aysi a
inm country.”

Bum H ghway, he says, is another Ml aysian conpany with projects in
Bosni a.

"They have been there making very conplicated preparatory work for a
resort simlar at the nouth of ariver at the southern end of Sarajevo. It
is avery conplicated project to be conpl eted over the next 10 years."

Sonun says a | arge Bosni an conpany with expertise in installation of
transm ssion |lines nmay be obtaining a project in Mlaysia soon.

On culture, he says the Al Bukhary Foundati on had agreed to host an
exhibition on the Islanmic heritage of Bosnia at the Islamc Arts nuseumin
Kual a Lunpur in 2005.

It is clear that Sormun has had enough of the Iife of a diplomat after 25
years on the road.

After the travel and excitenent at the forefront of diplonmacy, he yearns
for the sinple pleasures of famly, friends and hone.

"l am home-sick much nore now. | need to be with ny famly, relatives
and friends as | want to enjoy tinme with them" says the 66-year-old in
t he frank, honest and jovial manner that has won hi mnunerous friends in
Kual a Lunpur.

"The days are passing very quickly and | want to return as soon as
possi bly to Bosnia although | | ove Mal aysi a and t he peopl e very rmuch," he
says, addi ng phil osophically that he was at an age "where | have little
life left to enjoy".

O course, being the journalist that heis, Somun will continue witing
for magazi nes and journal s.

"I have already started witing a fewarticles and amwaiting to put mny
hand to pen again," says the man who started his journalistic career as a
di pl omatic reporter with the Gsl obodj enj e newsaper i n Saraj evo.

Come what may, it appears that Somun will continue on his neverending
nmssion totell Bosnia's story.
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