




The Open Society Fund B&H opened in late February of 1993 as
part of the Soros Foundation’s network. In the past ten years the
Foundation has supported the survival, establishment and development
of different institutions, organizations, initiatives and projects serving the
function of the transition of B&H society towards modern democracy.  

Thanks to this support, hundreds of media, cultural, education and
scientific programs in Bosnia and Herzegovina have been established or
have managed to survive.

To date, the Foundation has invested over 50 million dollars for this
purpose. An additional 50 million dollars of aid for Bosnia and
Herzegovina came through the Soros Humanitarian Fund. 
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How It All Began
(as remembered by Professor Zdravko Grebo)

In November 1992, while Bosnia and Herzegovina shook with bombs
and detonations, and Sarajevo was gasping for breath under the siege, a
meeting was held in Bulgaria and it was decided that Open Society funds
were to be established in the countries of former Yugoslavia. For obvious
reasons Bosnia and Herzegovina did not have a representative at the meet-
ing. However, the well informed professor, Zdravko Grebo, learned about
the conference. The story that followed is in many ways similar to most
other wartime stories: in order to reach the goal, insurmountable obsta-
cles were overcome in the most incredible ways.

The intention of Professor Grebo was to speak to Mr. George Soros.
This was almost impossible to do in besieged Sarajevo. Almost! And here
is how the professor made such things possible: first, a telephone had to
be found, among a handful of satellite telephones working in the city.
One was found, in the Ministry of the Interior. However, the problem
was not solved there. The authorities had to be convinced that the pro-
fessor absolutely had to speak to New York, which was in itself an enor-
mous cost, and then a half-hour conversation on top of that, which made
the already enormous cost almost inconceivable. That obstacle was
removed too. Then, Mr. Soros had to be located. He doesn’t usually sit
by the telephone waiting for a call from Sarajevo...

The important thing was to arrange the initial conversation. The rest
– as we know from centuries of experience – we’ll manage somehow.
Somehow, through divine intervention, or at least through the good will
of one person. The next week, a fax message arrived in Sarajevo with the
following text:

“Dear Dr. Grebo,
As  you already know, I am in the process of opening the Open Society Fund-

Bosnia and Hercegovina. Activities will begin from our office in Zagreb until
the situation in your country permits me to operate regularly from Sarajevo.  

I would like to appoint you to the position of Executive Director  of the Open
Society Fund – Bosnia and Hercegovina. I expect future projects of the founda-
tion to be designed to help the suffering people of all ethnicities overcome the
devastating situation in your country. ...”

And thus it began.
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6 10 years OSFB&H

Soros Humanitarian Fund

Aryeh Neier, President of the Open Society Institute, in his recollec-
tion of the period, explains the intention behind the Soros Humanitarian
Fund and the procedure set up for its distribution:

Towards the end of 1992, George Soros decided to make a gift of unprecedent-
ed size - 50 million dollars - to address the desperate humanitarian situation
caused by the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Mr. Soros’s intent was not only to help
alleviate the suffering of those in need of humanitarian assistance. He also hoped
to attract international nongovernmental humanitarian organizations to work
in Bosnia-Herzegovina and, through their presence, provide international wit-
nesses who would speak out against the war crimes and crimes against humanity
committed in connection with the policies of ethnic cleansing.

Because the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees had been desig-
nated by the United Nations as the lead humanitarian assistance agency and con-
trolled access to Bosnia-Herzegovina by international humanitarian agencies,
arrangements were made to donate $36 million of the $50 million to UNHCR
for redistribution to international nongovernmental organizations. Another $10
million was distributed by OSI Croatia, and to a lesser extent, by
other OSI foundations in the Balkans to nongovernmental groups and activities
assisting refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina. $2 million was given to the
International Committee of the Red Cross in recognition of its work in Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The final $2 million was given to Human Rights Watch for redis-
tribution to human rights groups reporting on the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

The expenditure of the $36 million provided to UNHCR was guided by a five-
member advisory group established by Mr. Soros. Its members were Morton
Abramowitz, then  President of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace;
Kurt Bolliger, former commander of the Swiss Air Force and the  then Vice-Chair
of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies; Mark
Malloch Brown, now the Administrator of the United Nations Development
Program and a political consultant; and Aryeh Neier, then Executive Director of
Human Rights Watch and now President of the Open Society Institute.

Among the projects funded through the Soros humanitarian fund was one
which established a new water system for Sarajevo; another that connected 60
per cent of the homes in Sarajevo to natural gas for heating and cooking pur-
poses; another that brought seeds to Sarajevo to permit residents to grow vege-
tables on terraces and in gardens; and another, kept secret during the war so
as not to endanger those involved with it, that increased the electricity supply
for Sarajevo by 30 percent.



1993-1994

The Open Society Fund B&H was registered in Sarajevo on February
18, 1993. In the period of 1993-1994, activities of the Fund were main-
ly focused on bare survival in times of war. This meant improvements of
living conditions through different forms of aid, ranging from equipment
and supplies to medical facilities to food aid for the most badly affected
groups. One should not forget the establishment of e-mail links in many
institutions, in order to overcome the communication blockade, or
scholarships for more than 450 undergraduate students and 20
postgraduates and doctoral candidates, computer courses in Zenica,
Mostar and Sarajevo, etc.

Remembering those days, Professor
Zdravko Grebo believes that the best defini-
tion for that time is the “heroic-humanitari-
an phase”. He is, of course, fully aware of
the pathetic charge of such a definition.
Despite the danger of sounding pathetic, he
maintains his original explanation.  For, dur-
ing those horrible years, with the mere fact
that we stayed in Sarajevo, whether we
wanted to or not, we were pushed into the
said heroic-pathetic context.  Here is an
example: the five hundred solar lamps
which the Fund distributed to the intellectu-
als of Sarajevo during 1993 were of far
greater value than all those thousands of
precious computers distributed all across
Bosnia and Herzegovina before and after
Dayton. There are no instruments to meas-
ure those two totally different donations,
but in those months, a simple solar lamp
was much more than a donation, it was “a
gift from heaven” - a possibility to read. And
the possibility to read in those endless nights
with no electricity allowed those lucky ones
to remain normal. The remaining 349,500
inhabitants of Sarajevo, those without a
lamp, went to sleep with the first darkness
of December nights, as early as 4:50 pm...
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George Soros
First visit to Sarajevo,
November 8, 1993
Photo: Beka Vu~o



Still, when asked to select, out of the numerous projects the one that
he thought was the most important, without much thought Professor
Grebo says that it was - “the famous” power line which ran through the
tunnel bringing 2.5 megawatts of electricity to the besieged city. It ensured
uninterrupted operation for hospitals, the central bakery, the TV station,
the Presidency and other facilities necessary for the survival of the city.

Professor Grebo holds that the Open Society Fund B&H left a deep
mark in Bosnia and Herzegovina because “in the most difficult times, it
helped us survive and at the same time it worked intensively on develop-
ing civil society”.
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Zdravko Grebo and George Soros
Visiting Sarajevo, June 1996

By decree of the Presidency of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, in June 1996 Mr. Soros was awarded
the Golden Order of the B&H Coat of Arms 



1995 - 1999

In 1995 life in Sarajevo started to normalize and it was time for the
mainly charitable activities of the Fund to transform towards programs
aimed at building an open society. A radical switch was required accom-
panied by a redesign of the content and the essence of the Fund’s work.
Once it was evident that the war was coming to an end, thorough and
comprehensive preparations for a new life were necessary.

As early as 1995, the Board was comprised of people from all parts of
Bosnia and Herzegovina. It was important that the Fund should not be
identified with a single city and that its’ projects come to life in all parts
of the country. 

Priority was given to education and cultural programs. They had to
involve as many young people as possible. The Fund thus developed a
concept of specialized institutions: centers devised as nuclei of excellence
in all areas. A Law Center, a Media Center, a Center for Contemporary
Arts, a Management and Information Technologies Center, and the Step by
Step children education project, were all established with this goal in mind.

The Publishing Program supported young authors, traditional and
modern B&H literature, as well as authors in social and natural sciences.
Through competitions for publishers and authors, this program tried to
apply consistent values and influence the development of aesthetic levels
on current literary production.

Over 8 million dollars of support for independent media in B&H rest-
ed on the premise that there can be no democracy without free media.
Support for the media goes back to the very beginning of the Fund, but it
intensified considerably in this period to include print and electronic media.
Independent media ensured a truly autonomous space for open public dia-
logue on key social and political issues. The Fund appreciated in particular
those media projects that were focused on investigative journalism.
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The Debate Program – which promotes critical thinking, freedom of
expression and tolerance towards different opinions – was established in
1997 and in the following year it was accepted among high-school stu-
dents across the board.

The Library Program – development of library collections of public,
university and school libraries and computer systems – enriched the
library collections devastated by the war.

Projects supported by the Fund gave a considerable contribution to the
image of Sarajevo as a “cosmopolitan center”. During this time, the Open
Society Fund B&H provided continuous financial assistance to the
Sarajevo Film Festival, one of the most distinguished cultural events in the
region.

This period was also marked by a huge number of projects of varied
content. Hundreds of projects were implemented thanks to the support
of the Fund. Assistance was provided to high-school and university stu-
dents, journalists and scientists, professors, musicians, writers, econo-
mists, painters, actors and directors, persons with disabilities, doctors,
engineers, IT specialists, linguists... The list is indeed endless. 
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“I believe that the establishment of the Centers is a very important step for
the development of the Fund itself. Thousands of young persons have gone
through them. And many of them went on to build successful careers. The
Center for Contemporary Art built dozens of great names who are currently
exhibiting in leading galleries across the world. The Media Center successfully
transformed into an autonomous institution. So, our efforts have not been in
vain. Education and creative nuclei have been created and are now indepen-
dent from Soros.  They often share the dramatic fate of the society they belong
to. But they have survived and they continue to work.”

“The role of Soros Foundations in building democracy in post-communist
countries is extraordinary. It is perhaps even more important in societies of
hard, Soviet-type socialism rather than in the countries of former Yugoslavia.
But transition has been completed successfully in those countries. Here, it has
not even come close to the end, as it was slowed down, or rather postponed by the
war. That is why if there is anywhere a place that gives the Fund a real reason
to exist, it is in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro. All the
processes that Soros stands for have been delayed by the war.  Still, we must not
allow for the trap of the opposite, i.e. that we expect this or any other founda-
tion to solve our own problems. While these Foundations are not the solution,
they are welcome assistance on our road to solutions. Those who understand that
profit from it the most. Their activities eventually develop into autonomous, self-
sustainable projects.” 

Mirsad Purivatra
Executive Director OSF B&H 1995-1996

“Had it not been for the Fund, publishing in wartime Sarajevo would have
died. I do agree that it was perhaps just an imitation of life, for going to the-
atre to see a play at 11 in the morning, and then go to a public kitchen to have
a bowl of beans is an imitation of life, but that was exactly the kind of resista-
nce that had to be supported. Out of 200 books published in Sarajevo during
the war, 150 were published with financial support from the Fund, thus the
Open Society Fund B&H can be titled as one of the greatest wartime publish-
ers in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 

Jakob Finci
Executive Director OSF B&H 1996-2000
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“In 1997 an idea was launched to promote and reconstruct the Festival
which used to be one of the most prominent and most distinguished in the for-
mer Yugoslavia. As the revival meant that the Festival should become “inter-
national”, it required considerable financial support. One of the most signifi-
cant was the financial support from the Soros Fund, which had a budget line
for shows and projects in Eastern Europe. The Fund allocated considerable
funds and thus helped build real connections with modern theater trends. I say
this with no exaggeration: had it not been for the Open Society Fund B&H,
cultural life in the city during the siege as well as after it would have been of
far less intensity and far inferior quality. Today we feel the considerable reduc-
tion of the Fund’s budget for culture. We believe that culture and cultural life
cannot be observed separated from society, that culture is the totality of all rela-
tionships that exist in it, that it is the emblem of the community. The Soros
Fund indirectly helped the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina to become open
for cooperation with others, it helped its audience to become open for new, cre-
ative interpretations of art. This versatility of experiences and cultures is a
direct form of support of what was destroyed by the war. I think that culture is
perhaps the greatest keeper of such foundations of any society.”

Dino Mustafiæ
Theatre Director, Director of the MESS International Festival

“The purpose of art is to become part of everyday ambience and to think
critically not only about artistic interpretation but also about the essence of
modern society. Art and artists, i.e. projects that we have supported, have
indeed, thanks to the Center, become possible and visible, and have become a
totally relevant part of the modern art scene in Sarajevo, in B&H, but also in
the world as well.” 

Dunja Bla`eviæ
Director, Center for Contemporary Art

“The significance of the Publishing Program for the preservation of basic
preconditions for the mere survival and functioning of publishers, and thus for
the survival of Bosnian culture, arts and science... is simply immeasurable...”

Enver Kazaz
Writer
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“The most important thing is that the funds received from Soros have not
been spent in vain. There is a photo showing me sitting in an empty room, on
a borrowed chair, in the Media Center with absolutely nothing in it. Eight
years later we moved and it took us one month to move all our things. We have
millions and millions of pages collected in our archives, we have hundreds of
microfilms of those very newspapers, we have very valuable radio and TV equip-
ment. We have a truly modern and well equipped Center. So, everything that
Soros invested remains in Sarajevo, open to all people.”

Boro Kontiæ
Director, Media Center

“In key moments, when we were suffering pressure from all structures –
political, police, judicial – thanks to the Open Society Fund B&H,  “Nezavisne
novine “ survived to become a profitable newspaper, as it remains today.”

@eljko Kopanja
“Nezavisne novine”

“The arrival of the Soros Foundation marked the beginning of the develop-
ment of an authentic independent media scene which soon stabilized and
become an equal partner in the media market of Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

Asim Metiljeviæ
“Slobodna Bosna” 
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“In more fortunate countries, artists, independent media, nongovernmental
organizations, the academic community, students, school hospitals... function
thanks to responsible governments and laws of the market. Unfortunately, nei-
ther has existed in Bosnia and Herzegovina for more than a decade. A huge part
of this void has been filled by the activities of the Open Society Fund B&H.”

Senad Peæanin
“Dani”

“Today, our Strategy is more focused and adjusted to new conditions. It has
long term priorities...

A critical evaluation of international aid policies is an attempt to improve
this area and to support the subjective autonomy of B&H. In the past few years,
our Strategy has focused on quality and sustainability of an active civil society,
on the citizen and his or her awareness and role in society. A change in the value
system and an improvement towards a new open society are immeasurable.
However, without the activities of OSFB&H and the entire OSI network, B&H
would certainly not have had a chance of becoming truly civic. This chance is
there today, and its full realization does not depend only on OSFB&H.”

@arko Papiæ
Vice-Chair of the OSF B&H Board 

“A lot has been done, but the work is not over yet. Democracy is a fragile
creation. We see what is happening in the Western world, the same world that
we often take as our role-model. We see the impact of political circumstances on
democracy. You cannot develop democracy and then say: fine, this is now firm
and strong....”

Senka No`ica
Chair of the OSF B&H Board
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2000 and Onwards

The year 2000 was a new turning point in the work of the Open
Society Fund B&H. Instead of the approach typical for the post-war peri-
od, which meant support for a large number of activities in different
areas, the new strategy of the Fund, adopted in September 2000, has
been focused on a limited number of areas identified as priorities on the
road towards open society in Bosnia and Herzegovina. A novelty in the
approach is the determination to work on long term projects with clear
targets which would contribute to a systemic change in the society
through their development of conceptual frameworks and models.
Finally, bearing in mind that concerted efforts engender better results, an
important element of the new approach is in different forms of partner-
ship and co-financing with other international organizations/agencies.

Priorities have been selected on the basis of an assessment of the rela-
tive significance of the subject matter for the democratization process. 

The first priority are youth since they should be the advocates of a
new, better, and open society. There are two programs in this area - the
Education Program and the Youth Program. The Education Program
includes a long-term project, a “Model for Systemic Changes in
Secondary Education”, and its purpose is to offer reform models using
“top-down” and “bottom-up” approaches equally, thus improving both
levels at the same time - the system and its institutions, and the schools
themselves. The key goals of the Youth Program are more active youth
participation in society, youth policy development, and strengthening the
youth sector.
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The second priority is building an institutional framework for open
society through the promotion of the rule of law and principles of good
governance, which are in the focus of the Law Program and the Local
Governance Program. Thus the Law Program is dedicated to the creation
of an ambience that would lead towards the rule of law in general, as well
as human rights protection and improvements of knowledge and skills of
those who are supposed to be the pillars of the rule of law in society.
Promotion of the culture of transparency and accountability among local
authorities and strengthening democratic values through civic participa-
tion in decision-making is at the core of the Local Governance Program.

The third priority concerns minorities and other vulnerable groups.
Roma are definitely one of the most vulnerable groups – thus the Roma
Program tries to bridge the gap that still divides the Roma and the rest
of the society: through capacity building in Roma associations, inclusion
of Roma children into the education system, as well as protection and
support to Roma culture and ethnic identity. Although statistically they
are not a minority, women are also qualified as “minority and vulnerable
groups” on the basis of their rights and position in society - the Women’s
Program works on promoting and upgrading women’s human rights,
equality and empowerment, while also focusing on combating violence
against women.

The Fund is particularly engaged in the issue of public awareness and
public dialogue on key social issues. It is our desire that we all act togeth-
er in the B&H “civil arena”, to be, as Alan Atkinsson said in listing the
qualities civil society requires of us: “participatory, open, synergic, truth-
oriented, visionary and enthusiastic”. In short, to be “positive about the
future”. The truth is that at this time and place it is not easy to be posi-
tive about the future. But this entire story has never been about some-
thing that may be done easily. 
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Expenditures 1993 - 2002
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2000-2001
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International Conference “International Support Policies to South-East
European Countries” opened by Mr.  Aryeh Neier, president of
Open Society Institute New York






























































