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Problem statement: 

Many people in former Yugoslavian countries (Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, North 
Macedonia, Montenegro, and Slovenia) still perceive each other through narratives of chauvinism and 
religious and ethnic intolerance, which was the dominant paradigm during the war. These narratives are 
perpetuated through political elites, who either engage in back-and-forth accusations about the past, or 
simply avoid any kind of mutual engagement or cooperation. 

Consequentially, public opinion polls among young Serbs and Croats consistently show mutual 
intolerance through statements of religious and ethnic hatred. Newspapers often report acts of sectarian 
violence that one side dealt to the other in retribution for the past. And history classes taught to youths 
seem to do everything they can to re-empower ideas of ancient hatred and destined conflict, even though 
such arguments have long been rejected by the scholarly community. 

Since said countries are small economies that depend on close regional ties for sustainable 
growth, such nationalist driven politics deeply hurt all parties involved. A near-complete absence of 
effective action against this issue allows the problem to run even deeper: this is evident in many youths in 
the region who adopts chauvinistic stereotypes about other nations and peoples, even though they never 
experienced the conflict themselves. 

Hence, the problem is solidifying more and more and people are growing further and further apart. 
If these trends continue, it is highly unlikely that the Balkans will achieve functional unity and will instead 
remain fragmented, divided, and fundamentally weak. In such condition, the region as a whole can 
become vulnerable to a wide range of security issues, particularly under authoritarian leaders who can 
create conflict since they are not constrained by any proper regulatory body. 

Solution: 
An important driving force behind this problem is an insufficient level of meaningful cooperation 

between former Yugoslavian countries and her people. Without cooperation, there can be no 
consciousness formed about value that can be derived from maintaining good-neighbor relations. In other 
words, I believe that if a strong, positive image about the benefits of regional cooperation (both cultural 
and economic) can be created and nurtured, then people can begin to realize that the political status quo 
needs to be reexamined so a more peaceful future can be secured. 

This argument, central to the economic interdependence peace theory, motivates my approach 
to initiating change. Namely, as the leader of the Organization of Serbian Students Abroad (OSSA) I want 
to create a regional student conference in Belgrade, Serbia, where OSSA would invite and host all of its 
regional counterparts: formal organizations including Organization of Montenegrins Studying Abroad 
(OMSA) and Organization of Croatians Studying Abroad (OCSA), as well as informal student 
organizations of students from North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Slovenia. 

Together, we will join forces and show the world that a Serb, Bosnian, Croat, Slovenian, 
Macedonian, and Montenegrin student can coexist peacefully and prosper together, and use this powerful 
image to fight against the destructive mythology of chauvinism and ethnic and religious intolerance that 
has been holding us back for decades1. 

The Plan, Phase 1: 
The conference (approx. early July) will feature peace workshops, round table discussions for 

regional cooperative projects, peace building research presentations, and general networking 
opportunities for all participants. 
                                                
1 OSSA will also use its contacts in the media to ensure strong positive publicity of the project and its 
focus on multi-ethnic cooperation and regional reconciliation. 



On day 1, our local partner NGO “Belgrade Youth Policy Institute” (BYPI) will provide peace 
workshop education to our participants. Inspired by the United Network of Young Peacebuilders (UNOY) 
and their “Youth4Peace Training Toolkit”f2, the workshops will include education on the basics of conflict 
transformation, conflict management, and peacebuilding strategies, group activities where participants get 
to complete practical exercises of the learned content such as producing peaceful and emphatic conflict 
narratives, and presentations held by BYPI that highlight youth peacebuilding initiatives in the region that 
our participants can join and contribute to. Furthermore, Day 1 will host a series of round table discussions, 
inspired by UNOY’s “Partners for Peace” framework3, between heads of all regional student organizations. 
The primary purpose of these discussions will be to commit to a common framework and a timeframe for 
creating student exchanges between students of participating countries and decide which regional student 
organization will host next year’s “Ex-Yu Youth Leadership Conference” in order to secure continuity of 
our initiative. On day 2, our local partner CIRSD (Center for International Relations and Sustainable 
Development) will hold a series of lectures and presentations concerning the importance of maintaining 
good-neighbor relations for securing sustainable economic development in the Balkans. The lectures will 
feature open discussions as an opportunity for our participants to express their views on the matter and 
connect learned content with the overall framework of regional peacebuilding acquired in the peace 
workshops. Lastly, on day 3, OSSA will host a series of networking events, where participants will get 
plenty of chances to get to know each other and their home countries, connect, and create friendships. 
Furthermore, OSSA will invite her partners from regional NGOs and the government, so participants will 
have a chance to connect with resources for their future independent peacebuilding projects. 

The Plan, Phase 2: 
After the conference, for 3 months, we will organize bi-weekly online meetings to track progress 

of the committed regional initiatives and continue working towards further networking and cooperation 
opportunities. This will also be an opportunity for conference participants to solidify their connections, 
exchange ideas, and contribute to our initiative through any means possible. 

This phase is essential because it is here where we expect students to start forming independent 
friendships and connections. And since they will already be equipped with essential peacebuilding skills, 
resources, and values acquired at the conference, our hope is that they will then independently start 
creating initiatives similar to ours. This would be the ultimate goal of our project. 

Expected Outcomes: 
1. Encouragement of first-of-its-kind regional cooperation between students of different ethnic, 

religious, and national backgrounds, specifically through student exchanges among ex- 
Yugoslavian countries. 

2. Strong, positive message sent to the public and the government about the value of reconciliation 
among youths and overcoming of stereotypes. 

3. Empowerment of participants, many of whom are hoping to become future political leaders in 
their home countries, to act as principal agents of change and youth activism. 

4. Promotion of values central to the Davis Project for Peace. 

Personal Qualifications 
Ana Stambolic, senior at Trinity College, is a Political Science and Human Rights Studies Major. 

She graduated high school from UWC Robert Bosch College in Germany, where she held leadership 
roles in several campus-wide projects for promoting multicultural tolerance and fighting racism. During 
junior year, she studied at Oxford University’s Mansfield College, where she researched post-conflict 
communities. She is now writing a senior thesis on post-conflict reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and is hoping to use her experience from the Davis Project for Peace to enrich her research. 

Stanislav Knezevic, senior at Trinity College, is a Political Science Major. During junior year, he 
studied at Sciences Po in Paris and UCL in London, where he obtained strong organizational skills that 
he plans to use to execute the Ex-Yu Youth Leadership Conference. 

                                                
2 UNOY Peacebuilders, Ortiz Quintilla, R. (2018) Youth4Peace Training Toolkit, The Hague 
3 https://unoy.org/wp-content/uploads/Partners-for-Peace-Toolkit.pdf  
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