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FOREWORD  
 

 
Across from my office at the Srebrenica Memorial Center, there is a white two-story building with a conspicuous 

balcony. In July 1995, I remember this balcony as having been crowded with men, newly separated from their 

families, robbed of their possessions and documents, and awaiting transport to one of the mass executions sites 

the Bosnian Serb military had designated in Eastern Bosnia. Driving by on my way to work, I often see clothing 

hung up to dry on the balcony, even childrenõs toys. Today, there is some family living comfortably in this house. 

 

Rarely, if ever, has a genocide been as normalized as the genocide against the Bosniaks. It is a process which 

began simultaneously with the genocide itselfñnot only with the expansive cover-up campaign of its 

perpetrators, but with the rhetorical onslaught of minimization undertaken by the international community. The 

term òethnic cleansing,ó coined in the 1990s by the perpetrators of genocide to normalize their actions, was 

quickly taken up by international pundits as a means to circumvent less morally, legally, and politically ambiguous 

terminology.  Across the globe, Serb policies in Bosnia and Herzegovina were conceptualized not as genocide, 

but as òethnic cleansing;ó not as forced deportation, but as òpopulation transfer;ó not as systematic rape, but 

rather as a regrettable by-product of war.   

 

In this as well as all its other manifestations, denial is an inextricable part of genocide. It allows both perpetrators 

and bystanders to exculpate themselves from feelings of guilt by excluding the victims from their own moral 
universe, in which right and wrong, crime and punishment, are clearly defined. 
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This year marks twenty-five years since the genocidal operation in and around Srebrenica as part of wide and 

systematic three and half years long attempt to eradicate Bosniaks as a nation and Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 

state. It also marks twenty-five years of genocide denial. Rather than abating with time, denial of genocide has 

only grown more insidious in recent yearsñlocally, regionally, as well as internationally.  

 

Fight against genocide denial is now more urgent than ever before. Also, the time is ripe for the Memorial 

Center to assume a leading role in this struggle. While it has existed as an institution since 2001, the Memorial 

Center has necessarily been preoccupied with the sober responsibility of identifying and burying Srebrenicaõs 

dead. With this task nearing completion, the Srebrenica Memorial Center is embarking on a new chapter in its 

development. As we continue to grow as an institution, we not only expand our capacities to honor the memory 

of Srebrenicaõs victims, we situate ourselves at the forefront of genocide awareness and education worldwide.  

This report is the first of what I hope will be many future Memorial Center publications to this end. Its author 

is a foreign national, who is fiercely dedicated and with a keen mind for research. Her work on this report and 

other projects has allowed our message to reach ever wider international audiences.  

 
We had intended to release both the original report and the Bosnian translation in early April. Then the 

pandemic struck.  

 

In the midst of this crisis, we are releasing the first annual report on denial of the Srebrenica genocide. We have 

made this decision, not for the sake of supplying thought-provoking reading material to the general public to 

pass the time in isolation (although this is certainly a consequence), but rather to provide some of our readers 

with a different context through which to understand the current situation. We in Bosnia and Herzegovina have 

been told so many times over the past three decades that our experience is not relevant, or at least not in the 

way we believe it to be.  

Now, across the globe, many are being forced to contemplate, for the first time in their lives, the possibilities 

inherent in the break-down of civil society, shortages of food, inaccessibility of medical care, not to mention the 

possibility of the endangerment or loss of loved ones on a large scale.  

As you rise to confront these challenges, we hope that you will find strength in the resilience of others. We ask 

you to remember that the world of anxiety and uncertainty which is emerging from this crisis is one that we in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina have inhabited for decades and which we will likely continue to inhabit irrespective of 

the pandemicõs outcome. Genocide denial is one of the most certain indications of future violence and it is sure 

to survive this crisis. When the world surmounts this critical junction and most return to their normal lives, we 

will still be plagued with uncertainty. We will still be at the risk of renewed political violence. In light of the new 

perspective that many around the world will have gained from this experience, we hope that you will be with us 

in the fight against denial and the struggle to prevent genocide. 

Dr. Emir Suljagi Ļ 

Director  

The Srebrenica Memorial  
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THE SREBRENICA MEMORIAL   
 
Established by decision of the High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2000, the Srebrenica Memorial 

(full name: Srebrenica-Potoľari Memorial and Cemetery for the Victims of the 1995 Genocide) is a place of 

remembrance for the victims of the 1995 Srebrenica genocide. The Memorial Center is dedicated to the 

preservation of history and to confronting the forces of ignorance and hatred which make genocide possible. 
 

Genocide denial and islamophobia remain serious obstacles to peace and reconciliation in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. At the Srebrenica Memorial, we understand the danger posed by historical revisionism to the 

processes of peace-building and transitional justice. We are committed to confronting the pernicious forces 

which seek to deny the historical experience of the Bosnian people through a facts-based approach which 

promotes tolerance, inter-ethnic dialogue, and reconciliation.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
 
Following the disintegration of Yugoslavia in the early nineteen-nineties, forces gathered around self-declared 
òSerb Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovinaó (later known as Republika Srpska), with the support of the Serbian 

government in Belgrade , launched a war of aggression which culminated in July 1995 with the Srebrenica 

genocide. In just over one week, Armed forces of Republika Srpska (hereinafter: VRS)  and its police forces 

executed over 8,000 Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) men and boys, and deported roughly 25,000 women, children, 

and elderly from the nominally declared UN ôsafe zoneõ of Srebrenica. Despite overwhelming forensic evidence 

of these crimes and unanimous rulings by multiple international courts, denial of the Srebrenica genocide persists 

to this dayñnot just in Serbia and the Serb-dominated parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina, but around the world. 

 

This report identifies the following talking points and tactics  as the most frequently used in denial of 

Srebrenica genocide: 

 

Disputing the Number and Identities of Srebrenicaõs Victims:   Revisionists attempt to minimize 

the death toll of 8,372 victims of the Srebrenica genocide, despite the forensic evidence and legal consensus 

substantiating this figure. They additionally refute the identity of the known victims and the circumstances 

of their deaths in order deny that genocide against Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) took place in Srebrenica. 

 

Theories of an International Anti -Serb Conspiracy used to Undermine the International 

Courts :   Deniers seek to undermine the legitimacy of the international courts whose investigations and 

judgments affirmed the facts of the Srebrenica genocide. The most common approach relies on fabricated 

theories of international conspiracy and anti-Serb bias within these legal institutions and the international 

community at large. Deniers also repudiate the international legal consensus by exploiting perceived 

ambiguities in the UN Genocide Convention in an effort to discredit findings of genocidal intent and central 

direction in the Srebrenica operation. 

 

Historically Revised Narratives which Glorify War Criminals and Bolster Serbian 

Nationalism:    Public and political figures promulgate historically counterfactual narratives in which the 

roles of victim and perpetrator in the Srebrenica genocide are completely reversed. Factually baseless 

discourses of Serbian victimhood and Bosniak aggression embolden pernicious strains of nationalism 

already well-grounded in Serbian society. This phenomenon can be observed throughout Serb dominated 

parts of the former Yugoslavia, manifest in divisive practices such as the public canonization of convicted 
war criminals, the normalization of hardline Serbian nationalist symbols, and alternative historical curricula 

taught in public schools. Through institutions as well as popular culture, this triumphalism is passed down 

to post-war generations. 

 

In the past year alone, a number of alarming incidents bear testimony to the escalation of historical revisionism 

surrounding the Srebrenica genocide. The following case studies are presented in this report to illuminate 

emergent patterns in local, regional, and international denial of the Srebrenica genocide: 

 

Á The New RS Investigativ e Commissions on the Srebrenica genocide  

Á Developments in the Municipality of Srebrenica  

Á Nobel Prize in Literature Awarded to Peter Handke  
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The intensification of Srebrenica genocide denial is wholly consistent with broader global trends in right-wing 

extremism, Islamophobia, and Holocaust revisionism. In order to combat these dangerous developments, the 

Srebrenica Memorial calls on individuals and organizations around the world to use all resources and platforms 

at their disposal to speak out against denial of the genocide in Srebrenica. To political and civil society actors, 

we make the following specific recommendations:  

 

To International Actors and Policy Makers Abroad:  

 

Á Educate the Public.  Partner with individuals and organizations educating the world about the 

Srebrenica genocide. Observe the annual Srebrenica Remembrance Day on July 11th and organize 

commemorative events at the national and local levels. 

Á Legislate Against Denial.  Support laws which ban genocide denial as a form of hate speech designed 

to incite violence against minorities. 

Á Take a Stand on the World Stage.  Prioritize genocide acknowledgment for international 

cooperation and avoid complicity by taking a principled stance against foreign actors engaging in genocide 
denial. Protect vulnerable communities and activists from discrimination and violence at home and 

abroad. 

 

To Political and Civil Society Actors in Bosnia and Herzegovina:  

 

Á Advocate for Education Reform.  A standardized curriculum which acknowledges the Srebrenica 

genocide must be implemented across Bosnia and Herzegovina. Encourage field trips and 

commemorative events in Bosnian schools as a way to combat denial and promote tolerance. 

Á Adjudicate War Crimes and Legisl ate Denial.  Continue to support legislation banning denial of 

the Srebrenica genocide at the state, entity, and local levels of government. 

Á Speak Out Against Denial and Support Relevant Institutions.   Use your political influence to 

speak out against genocide denial. Support institutions like the Srebrenica Memorial and associations of 

genocide survivors and victimsõ families who are engaged in the fight against denial. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  
 

The Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina was the most religiously and ethnically diverse of the six 

constituent Republics of the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). According to the last pre-

war census in 1991, it was comprised of roughly 43% Bosniak (Bosnian Muslims),1 31% Serbs, and 17% Croats, 

with the remaining 8% identifying either as ôYugoslavsõ or other minorities.2   

Following the disintegration of the SFRY in 1991, the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina declared its 

independence on March 1st, 1992. Although this move was soon recognized by the international community, it 

was staunchly opposed by Radovan KaradĤiļ and the political leadership of the Bosnian Serb ethnic community, 

who had declared themselves an autonomous Serb region within Bosnia and Herzegovina, later called Republika 

Srpska (RS).  

Self-declared òSerb Republic in Bosnia and Herzegovinaó, led by their president Radovan KaradĤiļ and with the 

support of the MiloĢeviļ regime in Serbia and the Yugoslav National Army (JNA), launched a brutal war of 

aggression which lasted from April 1992 until November 1995. Their campaign in Bosnia and Herzegovina relied 

on the policy and tactics of ethnic cleansing to purge the territory of its Bosniak and Croat populations in order 

to advance the of ôGreater Serbia.õ  

The Srebrenica genocide in July 1995 was the culmination of the Serbian genocidal operation of extermination 

of Bosniaks in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In a matter of days, over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were systematically 

executed, and over  25,000 women, children, and elderly were forcibly deported.  Twenty-five years later, despite 

overwhelming forensic evidence and the unanimous rulings of multiple international criminal courts, denial of 

the Srebrenica genocide remains rampant. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Authors Note:  The term Bosniak denotes the Muslim population of Bosnia and Herzegovina. In this report, Bosniak and Bosnian 
Muslim are hereinafter used interchangeably for the sake of variegated diction, at the stylistic discretion of the author.  
For more information about the complex relationship between religious, ethnic, and national identities in the former Yugoslav 
territories, see: ¢ƻƴȅ .ǊƛƴƎŀΣ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ .ƻǎƴƛŀΣέ ƛƴ Islam and Bosnia: Conflict Resolution and 
Foreign Policy in Multi-Ethnic States, ed. Maya Shatzmiller (Montreal: McGill-vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллнύ; Sabrina Ramet, 
Religion and Politics in Post-Socialist Central and Southeastern Europe: Challenges since 1989 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); 
aŀǊǘƛƴŀ ¢ƻǇƛŏ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀƴƛǎƭŀǾ wŀŘŜƭƧƛŏΣ Religion in the Post-Yugoslav Context (London: Lexington Books, 2015); Reinhard Henkel 
άLŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ 9ǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ .ŀƭƪŀƴǎΣέ ƛƴ Emerging Geographies of Belief, ed. Brace et. al (Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2011): 91ς111. 
2 Department of Statistics Bosnia and Herzegovina, άZavod za statistiku Bosne i Hercegovine Bilten no 234Σέ (Government of the 
Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1991). 
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In April 1992, units of the JNA began shelling the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo and were soon joined in their attack 

by paramilitary forces loyal to  the Bosnian Serb leader Radovan KaradĤiļ. The violence quickly spread to Eastern 

Bosnia, where Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) living in small villages and towns such as ViĢegrad, Foľa, and Zvornik 

were forced to flee their homes under heavy fire. In less than two months, the self-declared òSerb-Republicó 

captured around two-thirds of Bosnian territory through coordinated assaults by Bosnian Serb forces (VRS) 

under the command of General Ratko Mladiļ and units of the JNA. 

The VRS continued its advance throughout 1992, wreaking particular devastation across Eastern Bosnia. The 

hastily assembled and poorly equipped Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (RBiH) managed to hold 

some positions along the front lines; however, their resistance was crippled, by a pre-existing international arms 

embargo which greatly advantaged Serbian forces, securing their monopoly over the weapons supplies of the 

JNA.   

Apart from tipping the scales against the legitimate government of RBiH in this manner, the international 

communityõs involvement at the outset of the conflict remained minimal, mostly confined to the delivery of 

humanitarian aid. Although the UN eschewed the possibility of military intervention, they did eventually deploy 

international protection forces (UNPROFOR) to a number of so-called UN òsafe areasó within Bosnia. 

These safe areas quickly became prime targets of the VRS. Meanwhile, the atrocities which VRS inflicted on non-

Serb populations throughout Bosnia grew more numerous and intense. Along with laying siege to a number of 

Bosnian towns and cities, including the capital of Sarajevo, the VRS military and political leadership were operating 

numerous concentration and rape camps across the country. Rape and sexual torture became an integral part 



13 
 

of the Serbian genocidal campaign. In the patrilineal and often patriarchal society of Bosniaks, the forced 

impregnation of women as well as lurid acts of sexual violence against both women and men, were seen as 

effective means of decapitating local power structures and destroying the social fabric of communities.   

While internationally mediated peace talks had resulted in a number of proposals, the Bosnian Serb military 

leadershipsõ unwillingness to relinquish any of their acquired land doomed these proposals to failure. With no 

end to the violence in sight, NATO leaders became gradually disposed to action. In its first-ever use of force, 

NATO fighters downed four VRS aircraft which were in violation of the UN no-fly zone in February 1994.  

More isolated airstrikes against VRS targets were carried out later that year at the request of the UN, however 

these attacks failed to bring an end to the conflict. In 1995, on the heels of the Srebrenica genocide and a series 

of the VRS attacks on a Sarajevo market, more concentrated NATO airstrikes combined with the  the land 

offensive launched by the Bosnian Army together with local and regular Croat forces at last succeeded in bringing 

the Bosnian Serbs to the negotiating table. Serbian President Slobodan MiloĢeviļ represented the Bosnian Serbs 

at the U.S. led peace negotiations held in Dayton, Ohio in November 1995.   

The resultant Dayton Accords, formally signed by all three parties to the conflict that December, at last put an 

end to the war. After nearly four years of bloody conflict resulting in well over 100,000 casualties,3  tens of 

thousands of rapes,  and 2.2 million displaced persons,4  peace was finally achieved in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

 
3 Earlier estimates of the overall casualties of the Bosnian War provided by the International Committee of the Red Cross and other 
sources range from 200,000 to 250,000.  ICTY claimed at least 105,000 killed. 
4 Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, Bosnia and Herzegovina: Global Report on Internal Displacement (2018), 
https://www.int ernal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/2018-05/GRID%202018%20-%20Figure%20Analysis%20-
%20BOSNIA%20_%20HERZEGOVINA.pdf. 
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In July 1995, the small town of Srebrenica in north-eastern Bosnia became the epicenter of the most horrific 

massacre in European history since the Second World War. In the course of just a few days, RS military and 

police forces killed over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys, and forcibly deported over 25,000 women, children, and 

elderly. This heinous massacre was the culmination of years of terror, persecution, and attrition, and was carried 

out within a UN designated ôsafe areaõ under the averted gaze of the international community.  The International 

Court of Justice (ICJ) and the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) ruled that the 

crimes in Srebrenica were acts of genocide. All military and political activities carried out during the operation 

which began after the fall of Srebrenica on July 11th, 1995 and ended five days later, had a single objective: the 

total extermination of the Bosniak population of the Srebrenica enclave. 
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The Siege of Srebrenica  

By spring of 1993, as a result of the persecution of civilians throughout Eastern Bosnia, the population of 

Srebrenica increased significantly, swelling to well over 50,000 people. From 1992 onward, the enclave was under 

constant attack from the VRS.  Those wounded in VRS attacks in Srebrenica arguably suffered a worse fate than 

death, as the town hospital had only six doctors and virtually no access to basic medical supplies.  Hunger was 

the defining characteristic of life in the enclave. The pre-war food reserves were quickly depleted, and people 

began eating everything they could find that was even remotely digestible. . The Venezuelan Ambassador to the 

UN, Diego Arria, visited the enclave in the spring of 1993 and described the situation in Srebrenica as òslow 

motion genocide.ó 

On April 16th, 1993, in response to the escalating humanitarian crisis in Srebrenica, the UN Security Council 

adopted Resolution 819 which formally declared Srebrenica a UN protected òsafe area.ó  Two days later the first 

UN protection forces arrived in Srebrenica and helped to mediate a ceasefire agreement which lasted almost a 

year. In the spring of 1994, the RS Army General Staff suspended the ceasefire and ordered the Drina Corps 

under its command to reduce the enclave to the size of Srebrenicaõs municipal territory. 

After a year of continuous escalation, RS president Radovan KaradĤiļ issued òDirective 7 of the Supreme 

Commandó in the spring of 1995. This directive ordered the VRS òto create an unbearable situation of total 
insecurity, with no hope of further survival or life for the inhabitants of Srebrenica," through relentless military 

onslaughts and deprivation of humanitarian aid. In June of that year, the Drina Corps Command prepared òKrivaja-

95,ó the battle plan to attack Srebrenica; on the afternoon of July 5th, the VRS commanders received the orders 

to put the plan into action. 

 

The July 1995 Offensive  
 

At three oõclock in the morning on July 6th, 1995, the VRS began their attack on Srebrenica. Advancing from the 

south, they set fire to the Bosniak homes and villages in their path, forcing thousands of civilians to flee to the 

UN base in the nearby town of Potoľari where several hundred Dutch troops were stationed.  

The RBiH soldiers failed to prevent the Dutch troops from abandoning their observation posts, which fell one 

after the other to the Serbian advance. By July 9th, the VRS was poised just one kilometer outside the city center 

of Srebrenica. The RBiH Army launched a counterattack the following day, briefly forcing the Serbs back to their 

starting positions, but their success was short-lived. On July 11th, General Ratko Mladiļ, and declared before a 

throng of assembled journalists, òwe give this town to the Serb nationéthe time has come to take revenge on 

the Turks in this region.ó5  

That very night, around 15,000 Bosniak men gathered in the areas of ġuĢnjari and Jagliļ and set off through the 

forests in an attempt to reach free territory. Well over two-thirds of the men who embarked on this journey, 

which would come to be known as the Death March, were eventually captured and killed by the VRS.  

Meanwhile, the UN compound in Potoľari had become completely overcrowded. By the time VRS soldiers took 

control of the camp, facing no resistance from the UN forces, as many as 6,000 refugees were crammed inside 

the Dutch base while more than 20,000 others took shelter in surrounding buildings nearby. Conditions inside 

the enclave were horrendous. In addition to shortages of food and water, the Bosniak civilians in Potoľari faced 

 
5 tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾΦ wŀǘƪƻ aƭŀŘƛŏΣ WǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΣ нн bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлмтΣ ±ƻƭΦ оΣ ǇŀƎŜ мнрт. 
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unspeakable abuse at the hands of the VRS soldiers. Survivors recount torture, beatings, gang rapes, and murders. 

VRS troops soon began to separate Bosniak men from their families. One woman recounts her husband being 

taken away and horrific murder of her young son: 

Then at 4:00 the next day, they took my husband away. My husband was with two of my children, a daughter 

and my three-year-old son. They took my son out of his arms and just threw him on the ground. I was 

screaming, but they didn't stop. Then they made my daughter break away from my husband, and they threw 

her on the ground, too. And then my son Esmir . . . . It is just so hard to talk about this, I can't, it just breaks 

my heart. . . . I was holding him in my arms. He was my son from my first marriage. We were hugging, but 

they took him away. They grabbed him and just slit his throat. They killed him. They made me drink his 

blood. I just can't say anymore, I just canõt, you have to understand that it is breaking my heart.6 

The women, children, and elderly were loaded onto buses and forcibly deported to Kladanj. The men and boys 

were taken to holding sites in and around Bratunac, and most were never seen alive again. In the course of hardly 

a week's time, the VRS slaughtered over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys in and around Srebrenica. Over 25,000 

women and children, many of whom reported rape and abuse at the hands of the VRS soldiers, were 

simultaneously deported.  Formally ruled a genocide by multiple verdicts of international courts, the crimes 

committed in Srebrenica in July 1995 constitute one of the darkest pages in human history. 

 

Mass Executions 
 

The first large-scale mass execution occurred in the Cerska Valley , on July 13th, 1995. The victimsñmen 

between the ages of 14 and 50ñwere forced to line up along one side of the road while VRS soldiers fired upon 

them from the other side. Of the 150 victims, all but three were in civilian clothing, and many died with their 

hands tied behind them. Their bodies were covered with dirt where they lay.7  

That same afternoon, VRS soldiers used hand grenades, rifles, and anti-tank weapons to kill over 1,300 men in a 

warehouse in Kravica .8  Most of these victims had been captured in a field in Sandiļi, where some 200-300 men 

had already been murdered. While most of these men died by machine gun fire, some were exhibited knife 

wounds, which led investigators to believe that the local civilian population likely played a part in their deaths.9  

The buses used to forcibly deport refugees stopped in the town of TiĢĽa, where the women and children were 

forced to proceed to Kladanj on foot. Particularly in the first convoys which departed Potoľari on July 12th, a 

number of men had also managed to board the buses. Upon arriving in TiĢľa, however these men were rooted 

out, bound at the wrist with telephone wire, and systematically executed.10  

 
6IǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ ²ŀǘŎƘΣ ¢ƘŜ Cŀƭƭ ƻŦ {ǊŜōǊŜƴƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ¦ΦbΦ tŜŀŎŜƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ Σ hŎǘƻōŜǊ мΣ мффрΣ нсΦ 
7 tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾǎΦ wŀŘƛǎƭŀǾ YǊǎǘƛŏΣ L¢-98-33-T, Judgment, 71, (August 2, 2001). 
8 Ibid., 72. 
9 bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ²ŀǊ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ άtŀǊǘ L±Υ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƳŀǘƘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ мффрΣέ ƛƴ Srebrenica: A 
Ψ{ŀŦŜ !ǊŜŀΣΩ нлммΣ сфΦ 
10 tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾǎΦ wŀŘƛǎƭŀǾ YǊǎǘƛŏΣ L¢-98-ооΩ¢Σ WǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΣ тсΣ ό!ǳƎǳǎǘ нΣ нллмύΦ 
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Beginning in the early morning on July 14th, VRS soldiers took around 1,000 prisoners to the town of Orahovac.  

They detained the prisoners in the overcrowded gymnasium of the Grabavci school with no food or water, and 

they led the prisoners to believe that they would be handed over to the UN in a prisoner exchange. Instead, VRS 

soldiers blindfolded the men and took them to an execution site one kilometer from the school, where they 

lined the prisoners up and shot them. Those who survived were shot again. The execution site consisted of two 

adjacent fields, so when one field filled up with bodies, the firing squads merely switched to the other field. 

General Mladiļ himself was reportedly present at several of these executions.11  

Between July 14th and 15th, VRS soldiers detained more than 1,000 men in similarly horrible conditions at a 

school in Petkovci.   Prisoners suffered unspeakable physical abuse at the hands of the VRS soldiers. Some 

prisoners resorted to drinking their own urine because of the unbearable heat and dehydration.  VRS soldiers 

took the men outside in small groups, forced them to strip to the waist and remove their shoes, and bound their 

wrists behind their backs. These men were then transported to a nearby dam, where they were lined up and 

shot.12  

As many as 1,200 prisoners were transported to an overcrowded gymnasium in the village of Pilica on July 14th. 

Here VRS soldiers again denied them food and water; several prisoners reportedly died of dehydration in the 

course of their two daysõ detention. On July 16th, VRS soldiers tied these men in hand restraints and transported 

them to the Branjevo Military Farm.  VRS soldiers often beat and humiliated the men before mowing them 

down with machine guns.  The slaughter of innocent prisoners continued into the next day. Men who were not 

killed instantly were left to suffer prolonged, painful deaths from their injuries. After these executions were 

completed, the VRS soldiers proceeded to the Pilica Culture Center where they killed another 500 men with 

grenades and rifle fire.13  

The final mass execution of around 1,000 men near the village of Kozluk  took place sometime between July 

15th and 16th.14  Numerous smaller scale executions continued to take place however, including the execution 

of ten Bosnian men on July 19th in the vicinity of Nezuk ,15  and the killing of 150 Bosnian men in MaĻesi16  

around July 20th. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Ibid., 77-80. 
12 Ibid., 81-83. 
13 Ibid., 87-89. 
14 tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾǎΦ aƻƳőƛƭƻ tŜǊǑƛŏΣ L¢-04-81-T, Second Decision in Respect to Srebrenica Agreed Facts, 9, (September 30, 2009). 
15 Ibid., 10. 
16 tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾǎΦ wŀŘƻǾŀƴ YŀǊŀŘȌƛŏ ŀƴŘ wŀǘƪƻ aƭŀŘƛŏΣ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƻƴ нф !ǳƎǳǎǘ нллфΦ 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090829194758/http://www.un.org/icty/indictment/english/kar-ii951116e.htm. 
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The Cover-Up 
 

Within the context of the Bosnian genocide, denial took place simultaneously with the killing, deportation, and 

operation of concentration camps. During and in the immediate aftermath of the Srebrenica genocide, the 

perpetrators continuously lied to the international community about the events which took place in and around 

the enclave, and participated in the systematic concealment, destruction, and contamination of all evidence of 

these criminal activities The most exacting part of the cover-upñthe  burial, exhumation, and reburial of 

victimsñwas  usually carried out under the cover of night, through some manner of cooperation between 

military, police, and civilian structures. 

 

War -Time Subterfuge  
 

The disinformation campaign surrounding the Srebrenica genocide began the moment VRS forces initiated their 

attack on the enclave. RS political and military leaders invoked the false narrative of òterrorist activitiesó being 

carried out by RBiH forces from within the UN òsafe zoneó to justify their intensifying attacks.  In a July 1995 

letter to the commander of UN troops in Bosnia, Ratko Mladiļ wrote that the Bosnian Army had been conducting 

attacks from the enclave which targeted Serb civilians and had resulted in more than one hundred casualties. 

Regarding the impending genocide in Srebrenica, he wrote òthis action is aimed to neutralize the terrorists. Our 

activities are not aimed against civilians or the UN.ó17  Mladiļõs claims, which were faithfully echoed by other 

elements of the Republika Srpska political and military establishment, were objectively false. 

Despite openly declaring in front of news crews on July 11th that it was 'the time of vengeance,' Mladiļ and his 

fellow officers went to extraordinary measures to make their intentions in Srebrenica appear anything but 

genocidal. The day after this publicized announcement for example, a fire engine and several cistern trucks arrived 

in Potoľari from the RS. In front of television crews, VRS officers distributed bread, candies, and water from the 

trucks to the Bosniak refugees. As soon as the cameras were turned off however, the soldiers took back the 

food and water, leaving the gathered mass confused and frightened. 

VRS  soldiers repeatedly told the Dutch UN officers and the crowds assembled in Potoľari that none who 

surrendered would be hurt. On the same day as the fire truck charade, Ratko Mladiļ informed the residents of 

Srebrenica that òall who wish to go will be transported, large and small, young and old. Don't be afraid, just take 

it easy. Let the women and children go first ... No one will harm you."18  Shortly thereafter, VRS soldiers began 

separating the men from the women and children.  

This was done under the pretext of vetting the male population for war criminals, but in reality, no such vetting 

was taking place. VRS soldiers took the entirety of Srebrenicaõs men, almost all of whom were civilians, to 

detention centers and then to sites of mass execution. In an even more audacious feat of deception, VRS soldiers 

appropriated UN uniforms and transport vehicles from the Dutch troops in Potoľari. Masquerading as 

 
17 {ŀƳŀƴǘƘŀ tƻǿŜǊΣ ά.ƻǎƴƛŀƴ {ŜǊōǎ {ŜƛȊŜ Ψ{ŀŦŜ !ǊŜŀΩΤ Cŀƭƭ ƻŦ {ǊŜōǊŜƴƛŎŀ 9ƴŎƭŀǾŜ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ¦ΦbΦΣ tǊƻƳǇǘǎ ²ŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ tǳƭƭƻǳǘΣέ The 
Washington Post, July 12, 1995. 
18 /ƘǊƛǎ IŜŘƎŜǎΣ ά{ŜǊōǎ {ǘŀǊǘ aƻǾƛƴƎ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ hǳǘ ƻŦ /ŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ /ƛǘƛŜǎΣέ The New York Times, July 13, 1995. 
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international peacekeeping forces, VRS soldier were able to carry out atrocities with greater alacrity and under 

less initial scrutiny. 

The UN troops stationed at the enclave were not merely innocent bystanders, but directly facilitated the Bosnian-

Serbsõ deceit through both action and inaction. In the days and weeks leading up to the attack on Srebrenica, 

Dutch troops failed to report clear indications of a looming offensive including troop movements, the presence 

of new reinforcements, and large shipments of fuel and supplies arriving at the enclave. As the genocide in 

Srebrenica unfolded, this complicity and dereliction of duty on the part of the UN battalion continued. Not only 

did Dutch troops fail to make any effort to intervene to protect Srebrenicaõs civilian population, they failed to 

report obvious escalations in the nature of the violence and the Serbsõ emerging genocidal intent. In the 

investigations which followed the fall of the enclave, even more shocking allegations of Dutch misconduct during 

the genocide in Srebrenica surfaced, including the suppression and destruction of both incriminating and 

potentially life-saving evidence.19 

 

òAsanacijaó and the Destruction of Evidence 
 

In July of 1995, the VRS attempted to hide their crimes by burying the bodies of Srebrenicaõs victims in a series 

of primary mass graves in proximity to the execution sites. The public discovery of these mass graves, however, 

precipitated an even more elaborate and sophisticated cover-up operation between August and November 1995. 

During this period, the VRS exhumed the bodies from most of the primary gravesites and, in a highly organized 

and systematic process, transported them to a number of smaller secondary grave sites. On some occasions, the 

VRS exhumed the bodies buried in these secondary graves, transported them, and interred them a third time in 

tertiary mass graves. The reburial operation was referred to as asanacija, a term signifying sanitation or hygiene 

measures. The systematic process of robbing of mass graves and subsequently redistributing the remains in 

secondary and tertiary locations in an attempt to cover-up mass murder is a phenomenon which has not been 

seen outside the context of the Bosnian genocide anywhere else in the world. 

The cover-up operation was initially undertaken in secret by engineering units of the Zvornik and Bratunac 

brigades operating under the direction of the main staff of the VRS. When military resources proved insufficient 

for the enormity of the task at hand however, RS leaders were forced to engage civilian manpower and 

infrastructure in their criminal enterprise, including private sanitation companies from both Zvornik and 

Bratunac.20  

Even bearing in mind similar operations undertaken by the Serbian Interior Ministry in Kosovo in 1999,21  the 

cover-up operation following the Srebrenica genocide is remarkable not only for its level of organization, but 

also for its sheer expansiveness. While the exhumation, transportation, and reburial of thousands of bodies can 

be ordered by a single person, such a laborious and elaborate undertaking requires the work, resources, and 

complicity of hundreds if not thousands of individuals.  

 
19 According to the Human Rights Watch report, The Fall of Srebrenica and the Failure of UN Peacekeeping, there is credible evidence 
that ¦b ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tƻǘƻőŀǊƛ ōŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦ the 
enclave, as well as destroyed video footage of human rights abuses by VRS soldiers at the Dutch base. 
20 9ƳƛǊ {ǳƭƧŀƎƛŏΣ Srebrenica MCMXCV (Sarajevo: Vrijeme, 2017), 30-31. 
21 Ibid. 
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The legal as well as social implications of such widespread participation are staggering. While only a handful of 

high-ranking and influential leaders will be tried and convicted for the atrocities committed in Srebrenica, the 

cover-up connivance demonstrates that not only these leaders but a large segment of society was aware of what 

took place in Srebrenica, and more importantly of its illegality. War may be waged by the few and powerful; killing 

may be carried out by a more numerous but still select armed contingency; an organized and covert conspiracy 

to conceal evidence in the form of thousands of mutilated bodies, however, incriminates entire communities, and 

underscores the larger social project of which Srebrenica was only a part. 

The destruction of documentary evidence in the aftermath of war crimes was another systematic component 

of the RS campaign of concealment and denial. As the ICTY testimonies of several VRS insiders indicate, after 

carefully documenting their crimes in accordance to standard procedure, an extensive operation was 

subsequently undertaken to destroy those documents which were deemed potentially incriminating. In the 

course of admitting their guilt before the ICTY, Momir Nikoliļ and Dragan Obrenoviļ also described an organized 

attempt by the Drina Corps and its units to destroy all documents pertaining to the genocidal operation in 

Srebrenica. Nikoliļ stated that upon leaving the VRS in 1996, he had destroyed all documents related to 

Srebrenica in the presence of his superior officers.22  Obrenoviļ, on the other hand, testified  that in the weeks 

leading up to the 1999 NATO airstrikes in Kosovo, that the Drina Corps systematically relocated all of Srebrenica 

related documents to JNA Serbia, in order to prevent their discovery by international troops in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.23 

Unearthing the Evidence  
 

In August 1995, US Secretary of State Madeline Albright released the first evidence of the crimes committed in 

Srebrenica to the international community. In a closed session of the UN Security Council, Albright presented 

aerial photos captured by US military spy planes showing recently dug mass graves in Nova Kasaba. Shortly 

thereafter, David Rhode, an American journalist, visited the location identified in the photographs, and came upon 

what appeared to be a decomposing human leg sticking out of the ground, as well as various personal effects 

belonging to the victims. In light of these revelations, a meticulous investigation ensued to uncover the truth 

about the crimes which took place in Srebrenica in July 1995, and to hold the perpetrators accountable under 

international law. 

The expansive cover-up operation undertaken by the VRS made the work of investigators and DNA analysts 

decidedly more difficult. US intelligence experts played a critical role in using satellite photography to identify 

the locations of mass graves, which were then excavated and analyzed by teams of international scientists. The 

identification of victims exhumed from the mass graves in and around Srebrenica has been arduous task. 

Throughout the VRS cover-up, bodies in various stages of decomposition were exhumed, transported, and 

reburied, sometimes multiple times, using heavy machinery. During this process the bodies underwent further 

disarticulation in addition to the commingling of remains, which greatly complicated the identification process. In 

 
22 Wƻƛƴǘ aƻǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƭŜŀ !ƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ aƻƳƛǊ bƛƪƻƭƛŏ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΣ {ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ CŀŎǘǎ 
and Acceptance of Responsibility, 6 May 2003, ICTY. 
23 5ǊŀƎŀƴ hōǊŜƴƻǾƛŏΣ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ ǾǎΦ ±ƛŘƻƧŜ .ƭŀƎƻƧŜǾƛŏ ŀƴŘ 5ǊŀƎŀƴ WƻƪƛŏΣ о hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллоΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǇŀƎŜ нрснΦ 
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some instances, the remains of one individual have been found at as many as four different gravesites, and as 

many as thirteen DNA tests have thus been necessary to identify a single victim. 

Nevertheless, years of painstaking effort on the part of international scientists have allowed investigators to 

reconstruct the atrocities which took place in Srebrenica. Through comparisons of soil, tissue samples, clothing 

fragments, and other evidence from the scenes of these crimes, we have come to understand where and how 

the victims were killed, and the process in which their bodies were relocated among a network of dozens of 

mass graves.  To date, 94 mass gravesites have been exhumed in Srebrenica, and the remains of over 6,900 victims 

have been positively identified.24  

The search continues for the more than 1,700 victims who are still missing, however.  For victimsõ families, the 

process of identifying the remains of their loved ones is often emotionally traumatic. In most cases, only partial 

remains of a victim are able to be recovered, identified, and prepared for burial at the Srebrenica Memorial 

Cemetery in Potoľari. Even when families are able to achieve some degree of acceptance and closure through 

the burial of even fragmentary remains, their pain is seldom over. In many cases, additional remains of a victim 

are recovered even after the initial burial, and these families must re-live their anguish with the recovery and 

internment of each new fragment. 

 
24 LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ aƛǎǎƛƴƎ tŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ ά{ǊŜōǊŜƴƛŎŀ CƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŀǎ ƻŦ ну WǳƴŜ нлмфΣέ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƛŎƳǇΦƛƴǘκǿǇ-
content/uploads/2017/06/srebrenica-english-2019.pdf. 
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PROSECUTION AND CONVICTIONS  
 

 

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia was established by the United Nations Security 

Council in 1993 to prosecute the mass killings and serious violations of international law that were committed 

during the Bosnian War. While the ICTY was formally dissolved in December 2017, the residual functions of the 

court including the overseeing of sentences and consideration of appeals continue under the jurisdiction of the 

International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (IRMCT).   

Soon after its establishment, the court indicted the President of Republika Srpska, Radovan KaradĤiļ, and the 

Commander of the VRS, Ratko Mladiļ, for genocide in Srebrenica. KaradĤiļ and Mladiļ were arrested thirteen 

and sixteen years later respectively, after hiding for over a decade in Serbia and the RS. The Appeals Court found 

KaradĤiļ guilty of genocide in Srebrenica and sentenced him to life in prison (March 20, 2019). Mladiļ is currently 

awaiting his appeal judgment, after also being sentenced to life in prison (November 22, 2017). 

LjubiĢa Beara 
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In May 1996 DraĤen Erdemoviļ was sentenced to 5 years imprisonment for violations of the laws and customs 

of war. This trial was a crucial source of momentum early in the charge to confront perpetrators and seek justice 

for the crimes committed in Srebrenica.  

In 2001, the ICTY convicted General Radislav Krstiļ of genocide and sentenced him to 46 years imprisonment 

(a sentence which was reduced to 35 years imprisonment in 2005). This was the first judgment by the Hague 

Tribunal for genocide. 

In June 2010, former RS Army officers Lieutenant Colonel Vujadin Popoviļ and Colonel LjubiĢa Beara were 

sentenced to life-imprisonment for the genocide of Bosniaks in Srebrenica, and later convicted on charges of 

conspiracy in a joint criminal enterprise. Five more RS army and police personnel subsequently received prison 

sentences for their involvement in the Srebrenica operation: In addition to the sentencing of five more RS army 

and police personnel: 2nd Lieutenant Drago Nikoliļ (35 years of imprisonment); former Deputy Commander of 

the Special Police Brigade of the RS,  Ljubomir Borovľanin (17 years imprisonment); former commanding officer 

of the Zvornik Brigade, Vinko Pandureviļ (13 years imprisonment); former Chief of Operations and Training, and 

Deputy Chief of Staff, of the Main Staff of the VRS,  Radivoje Miletiļ  (18 years imprisonment); and former General 

Milan Gvero (5 years imprisonment). 

 

 

Ratko Mladiļ 


