Laura Stefanut:

Fashion
Victims
fellowship.birn.eu.com

Fotini Barka:

Behind the
Scenes
at the
Museums
Vladimir Karaj:

Kostas
Koukoumakas:

Tolerance
Test

Love Thy
Neighbour

Stories of
Morality,
Money
And
Modern Life

Jeton Mehmeti:

Maryia Petkova:

Diploma
Factories

War Gains

fellowship.birn.eu.com

Damir Pilic:

Red Revival

fellowship.birn.eu.com

Jasmina Lazic:

Motherhood
on Ice

Lindita Cela:

Vicious
Circle

Zornitsa Stoilova:

The Roma
and the
Radicals

Contents

INTRODUCTION5
Foreword7
ABOUT THE PROGRAMME
90
PARTNERS91
BIOGRAPHIES OF FELLOWS
92

Diploma Factories: Kosovo
and Albania Churn Out Graduates
with Few Prospects

War Gains: Bulgarian ArmsAdd Fuel
to Middle East Conflicts
By Mariya Petkova

By Jeton Mehmeti
Page 34

Love Thy Neighbour: The church
and the refugees

Red revival: The fall and rise
of Karl Marx
By Damir Pilic


Page 66

Tolerance Test: Radicalisation Poses
Challenge for Albania

By Kostas Koukoumakas

By Vladimir Karaj
Page 42

Page 8

Page 74

Published in 2015 by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Regional Network
BranilacaSarajeva 14/I, 71 000 Sarajevo
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Editor: Andrew Gray
Local Editors: Besar Likmeta, Gordana Igric, Jeta Xharra, Juliana Koleva,
Marian Chiriac and Sofia Papadopulo
Proofreaders: Anita Rice and Marcus Tanner

Behind the Scenes at the Museums:
Disarray in Athens and Belgrade

Fashion Victims: Even in EU, Garment
Workers Face Tough Conditions

The Roma and the radicals: Bulgaria’s
alleged ISIS support base

By Fotini Barka

By Laura Stefanut

By Zornitsa Stoilova

Page 18

Page 50

Page 82

Designed by Miloš Sinđelić
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may bereproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
or stored in any retrieval system of any nature, without the written permission of the
copyright holder and the publisher, application for which shall be made to the publisher.
©
ERSTE Foundation
Open Society Foundations and
Balkan Investigative Reporting Regional Network
2015
BALKAN FELLOWSHIP
FOR JOURNALISTIC EXCELLENCE

Motherhood on Ice:
Women Face Egg-Freezing Quandary
By Jasmina Lazic
Page 28

Vicious Circle: Albanian Victims
Struggle to Escape Shadow
of Sex Trade
By Lindita Cela

Page 58
3

Introduction
Dear Reader,
The Balkans has always been the gateway to Europe. This is especially true today,
as vast numbers of refugees cross Southeastern Europe on their long journey west.
Although a crucial part of Europe, several Balkan countries find their path to European
Union membership blocked. This is partly because their progress has been slow in
confronting economic and political challenges but also because of growing “fatigue”
within the EU over enlargement.
In a time of hope and uncertainty, high-quality reporting from the Balkans is more
essential than ever. But it is far from easy to achieve. Balkan journalists often are
unable to tackle the most serious issues because they lack the training, the resources
and the networking opportunities.
The Balkan Fellowship for Journalistic Excellence aims to remedy this shortfall,
broadening horizons for Balkan journalists by offering them professional guidance and
visibility in the international media. Through the provision of editorial assistance and
funding, ten journalists every year are able to research important cross-border topics
and produce high-level investigative reports on social and political developments.
This book you are about to read is the ninth edition of this publication, which features
all the articles by this year’s Fellows. Values is the theme this year, reflecting traditional
principles and their manifestation in a modern context.
Values are a key component of people’s personal and national identities. They shed
light on the cultural heritage of the Balkans, in which these nations rightfully take
pride. But staunchly held beliefs can also be damaging and can stunt progress towards
an open and tolerant society.
This book is a testament to the hard work and courage of this year’s Fellows in
tackling controversial socio-political trends in the Balkans. We have set the bar high
for mainstream media in the region. We hope this year’s Fellows will join us again for
future alumni and networking opportunities, which the Fellowship has provided to
journalists for nearly a decade.
We have been humbled by the achievements of the Fellows over the years and are confident
that this year’s articles will not disappoint. We hope you are inspired by these writings, as
we were, to raise awareness and achieve meaningful change in a region that deserves a
brighter, more prosperous, future.
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Foreword

W

hat is precious to us? That question is at the
heartof the concept of ‘Values’, the theme for this
collection of reportage. Ten journalists from across
the Balkans have produced a broad range of in-depth stories,
inspired by the two main meanings of the word — the moral
and the financial. Their articles also illustrate that moral and
financial values are often intimately intertwined.
From Croatia, Damir Pilic tells a story that reveals how much
social and political values can change over time. He meets
Marxist academics left jobless by the fall of communism and
talks to people putting Marx back on the political agenda today.
Fotini Barka’s story on the saga behind a much-delayed
national contemporary art museum in Athens concerns the
value a society places on culture in an economic crisis. But it
is also about whether taxpayers have received good value for
money — a question raised by a similarly troubled project in
Belgrade.
Jasmina Lazic tackles both social and financial questions in
her exploration of the growing trend of women freezing their
egg cells for possible fertilisation later in life. Is it worth it? And
is it really possible — or even wise — to stop the biological
clock?
Jeton Mehmeti uses his background in both academia
journalism to examine why many graduates in Kosovo
Albania end up unemployed or in low-skilled work.
also travels to Austria in search of potential solutions to
problem.

and
and
He
this

One of this year’s biggest news stories forms the backdrop to
Kostas Koukoumakas’s piece on priests helping refugees and
migrants, even as other Christian clerics spread fears about the
large numbers of people arriving on Europe’s shores.
From Romania and Bulgaria, Laura Stefanut’s story is
right at the intersection of social and economic values. She
reports on women working long hours for low pay in tough
conditions to make clothes for big fashion brands, who are
determined to keep costs down so the price tag appeals to
Western consumers.

Money and social values are also at the heart of a very different
story from Lindita Cela, who meets victims of sex trafficking
and highlights the many obstacles they face in trying to escape
from the shadow of this grim trade and build new lives.
Mariya Petkova focuses on another of the year’s big stories,
the war in Syria. Her investigation reveals how major backers
of factions in the conflict have gone arms shopping in Bulgaria,
buying munitions worth tens of millions of dollars.
From Albania, Vladimir Karaj asks whether the country’s
much-praised tradition of religious tolerance is under threat
from the growth of an ultra-conservative strain of Islam, which
is openly hostile to other faiths.
That same ideology features in Zornitsa Stoilova’s story about
a group of Bulgarian Roma accused of spreading Islamist
propaganda and providing support to jihadists on their way
to Syria. Behind the headlines, Zornitsa discovers a deeper
story of a community neglected and marginalised by Bulgarian
society.
From the backstreets of Brussels to the beaches of Lesvos,
from London’s Highgate Cemetery to the Turkish border with
Syria, the fellows have travelled widely and worked extremely
hard to explore a great variety of values in all their complexity.
But one value makes all these stories possible — freedom of
the press, or, as it is now sometimes known, media freedom. In
practical terms, that means the freedom to ask hard questions,
to scrutinise the powerful and to publish without censorship or
intimidation.
Sadly, in the Balkans in recent years, this fundamental value has
come under attack, oftenfrom governments whose duty should
be to protect it. Western nations and international institutions
that claim to cherish this value must be much more emphatic in
communicating to Balkan politicians that this is unacceptable.
This year’s fellowship stories show that what people regard as
precious does not always remain constant. If media freedom is
to flourish, it must be encouraged and strengthened. Otherwise,
it may be too late by the time we realise its true value.
Andrew Gray
Editor, Balkan Fellowship for Journalistic Excellence
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Anti-austerity protesters
demonstrate in the City of
London on June 20, 2015.
Photo: Damir Pilic

By Damir Pilic
Split, Zagreb,
Athens and London

Red revival:
The fall and rise
of Karl Marx
Meet the academics whose devotion to Marxism cost them
their jobs in the 1990s — and the thinkers driving Marx
back up the political agenda across Europe today
8

“The gap that has been left by the departure of this mighty
spirit will soon enough make itself felt.”

Z

vonko Sundov, a doctor of philosophy, got his last pay
cheque 24 years ago. Still, the 63-year-old insists on paying
for both coffees. The years he spent as probably the most
educated homeless person in Croatia have not broken him.
“Reality is a trap for every thinker,” he says.
In 1991, Sundov was fired from the Zagreb School of
Electrical Engineering. He won court cases against his
dismissal in both Zagreb and Strasbourg but he has never
returned to the classroom — because his job no longer
exists. He taught Marxism.

In socialist Yugoslavia, Marxism was a compulsory subject in
all secondary schools and colleges. Then came the fall of the
Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse of communism, when,
in his famous essay The End of History, American political
scientist Francis Fukuyama proclaimed the eternal victory of
liberal democracy and capitalism.
Hundreds of Marxism teachers and professors were left without
jobs. During the great changeover, they were despised as couriers
of totalitarianism who had no place in a democratic society.
But now Europe’s political landscape is changing: leftist movements
are gaining strength due to the international economic crisis. At
the beginning of 2015, Europe got its first government of radical
leftists since The End of History, with the victory of Greece’s
Syriza, a political movement that grew out of the Communist
Party. In Spain, Podemos, a movement close to Syriza, has come
9

from nowhere to establish itself as a third force in national politics.
Germany’s Die Linke party last year took power in the state of
Thuringia on a democratic socialist platform, with a lead candidate
who campaigned with a big red bust of Karl Marx. In Britain,
the new Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn has said Marx is a
“fascinating figure... from whom we can learn a great deal”.
It seems the Marxist values which cost Sundov and others
their jobs are returning to the European stage. Even Fukuyama
has been talking about the problems of inequality and the
dominance of finance in the capitalist system.
Against this backdrop, I wanted to explore what happened to
those professors of Marxism who lost their jobs — and how
they and today’s European Marxists view the apparent revival
of socialism. Is Syriza a continuation of their interrupted
dreams? Is Greek Prime Minister and Syriza leader Alexis
Tsipras their democratic Lenin for the 21st century? What might
now be plucked from Marx’s beard to build Europe’s future?
“Marxism’s time is yet to come,” claims Sundov, as we sip coffee
in a Zagreb cafe in May this year. He then goes on to quote another
socialist icon: “Rosa Luxemburg said ‘socialism or barbarism’,
and today we have barbarism. Syriza and Podemos are a human
act of rebellion. Besides Marxism, capitalism doesn’t have a
serious enemy. Capitalists know: if anyone can destroy them, it’s
the Marxists. This is why Syriza is facing so many problems in
negotiations [with the European Union].”
After he was fired, Sundov admits, he struggled to find his feet.
His students greeted him in the street, but the teachers from
the staffroom, now former friends, avoided him. The professor

also got divorced. His ex-wife threw him out of their apartment
in his shorts and slippers.
“I slept on a bench at the railway station and, in the winter, in
abandoned train carriages alongside tramps. I had lived a normal
life and now I was suddenly out in the street. And the books were
back at the apartment. And I was left without any friends.”
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“So I became a fisherman,” he says.
Marovic borrowed money, took out a mortgage on his wife’s
apartment and bought a trawler. But the capitalist adventure
failed and in 1996 he lost the apartment because he couldn’t
pay back the debt. He also lost his wife to cancer.

“And I had two,” he explains. “Hegel and Marx.”
Finally, in 1996 the gods of good fate smiled on the exhausted
Marxist. He met his future wife at a lawyer’s office. He was
suing his old employer and she had probate proceedings. The
crucial factor: the lawyer was late.
“She invited me to a café for some tea - and I didn’t have a
penny in my pocket. She also had some sandwiches and she
offered me one. I hadn’t eaten anything for three, four days,
but I was embarrassed to take it since I couldn’t even pay for
the tea. She talked me into taking the sandwich anyway. And
we’ve been living together for 20 years now. She saved me.”

“I lost the apartment, the trawler and my job. I was left with
two children, I had to rent a place. I would throw away any
bills. I connected the power myself without paying for it. I
lived off non-existent money,” recalls Marovic, who returned
to journalism after a left-liberal coalition replaced nationalists
in government in 2000. He is now the editor of the university
monthly Universitas.
Mira Ljubic Lorger in her
apartment in Split
Photo: Damir Pilic

Sundov will soon publish a book about Hegel. It will be the
fourth book he has written since he started living with the
woman who invited him for tea.

A Marxist ‘hotbed’
Mira Ljubic Lorger, who has a doctorate in sociology, is another
Marxist academic for whom the collapse of communism had
dramatic personal consequences. Until 1990 she worked at the
Social Sciences Research Centre in Split, a university institute
which was, in the eyes of Croatia’s new anti-communist
government, a hotbed of Marxism.

“Ironically, my project was entitled ‘A Dialogue between
Christians and the Left’. It was stopped halfway through
because they left me without funds. So much for a dialogue
between Christians and the Left,” she says.

Photo: Damir Pilic

But, he recalls, war broke out between Croatia and Serbia and he
found his writing was “far too gentle” for the political climate.

But Sundov was not without philosophical companions. He
cites Heraclitus’s phrase that one man is worth ten thousand
if he is great.

The centre was accused of religious persecution and swiftly
shut down — even though it worked together with priests,
Lorger says.

Zvonko Sundov with
court papers related to
his dismissal from the
Zagreb School of Electrical
Engineering

and scientific institute that existed in larger cities of socialist
Yugoslavia. After the centre was dissolved, as a former
journalist and editor of student newspapers, he wanted to live
off his writing.

To survive, she had to turn to an old hobby: astrology. The
Zagreb weekly Nacional asked her to write horoscopes for them.
“And my son tells me: ‘I’d like to have some meat for once.’
Because at that time we only ate dough and pasta.”
She asked Nacional to let her write under a pseudonym, but
they wanted a doctor of sociology so their horoscopes would
have credibility.

A doctor of philosophy as a homeless person, a doctor of
sociology as a horoscope writer, a journalist as a fisherman: these
are the fates of Croatian Marxists following The End of History.

Communist ‘fraud’

“So I called all my friends and begged them not to buy Nacional.
I was embarrassed,” she tells me in her Split apartment. “It was
either that or death by starvation as a respectable dissident. And
I couldn’t opt for the latter because of my two children.”
Now retired, she closely follows developments in Greece. She
believes the victory of Syriza is the most important social and
political event in Europe of the past 20 years.
“Syriza will probably collapse, but the fact that leftist
governments have started winning in Europe is a sign of a new
era. I see this as my own, private victory, as if I had a third child.”
In 1990 philosopher Dusko Cizmic Marovic was working at
Split’s Marxist Centre, a communist party-backed political

In contrast to their colleagues in schools and research institutes,
university professors of Marxism in Croatia fared somewhat
better. These were philosophers and sociologists who could
also teach other subjects.
Lino Veljak taught Marxism and ontology at Zagreb University until
1990, then only ontology. He remembers when some colleagues
“changed their flag” and adopted a new nationalist agenda.
“The most hard-core Marxists became anti-communists,”
he says. “And moderate Marxists continued being moderate
Marxists.”
The best-known Croatian convert from Marxism to nationalism
is 78-year-old Zdravko Tomac, now an intellectual icon
of the Croatian Right, whose books are bursting with anticommunism.

Southern Europe could be the ‘second wing’ in the
international process that would challenge the domination
of the free market and capitalism
Philosopher Lino Veljak
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But Tomac once worked with Edvard Kardelj, the creator of
the Yugoslav model of “socialist self-management” — under
which workers ran state enterprises — and the closest associate
of long-time Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito.
Tomac confesses to me that Marx was a “discovery” for him
in his youth — especially the idea that one should not just
interpret the world but also try to change it.
“This is why I decided to write books about self-management,”
he says. “I had an opportunity to work with Kardelj, to listen to
visions of a new world.”
Tomac now believes the biggest misconception of Marxism is that
a violent overthrow of capitalism could lead to a better society.
“There’s also another incorrect assumption – that the collective
is more important than the individual, that the Party determines
what is good and what is bad,” he claims. “This abolishes not
just freedom of expression but also freedom of thought.”
Tomac adds that he has seen “the power of the communist
idea” and understands why, in his words, many decent people
accepted “this fraud”.
“Because communism encompasses some humane ideas, ideas
that every democratic person can relate to. The thesis that, instead
of financial capital, those who generate income should also be the
ones in charge of management is seductive. I know many people
who believed this idea was worth sacrificing their life for.”

Marx in under
a minute
1844 - Meets Friedrich Engels in Paris

1848 - Marx and Engels write and publish The
Communist Manifesto, setting out their
theory that the “history of all hitherto
existing society is the history of class
struggles”

1867 - Marx publishes first volume of Das
Kapital, a critical analysis of the
capitalist economy

1883 - Dies in London and is buried in
Highgate Cemetery

Stalin’s ghost

These young men did not study Marxism in school and yet all openly
acknowledge the strong influence of Marxism on their thinking.

In every interview, the ghost of Stalin hovered over the audio
recorder. All my Marxist interviewees felt the need to distance
themselves from him. They see Syriza as the first step towards
democratic socialism in Europe, one that would be clearly
different from the 20th century totalitarian version.

“Yes, we are using the Marxist apparatus to analyse capitalism
and to devise alternatives,” Mesec confirms.
“Syriza connects Marxist movements with the centre,” adds
Bournous.

My interviewees concluded that the revival of Karl Marx came
about because European social democracy turned right, leaving
a space on the left. When the international economic crisis
broke out, a new Marxist generation occupied this space.

Photo: Damir Pilic

A part of this generation assembled in Zagreb in May: Syriza
political secretariat member Yiannis Bournous, prominent
Podemos member Antonio Sanchez and the head of Slovenia’s
United Left parliamentary group Luka Mesec. All three took
part in a panel debate entitled ‘The New International’. Mesec
and Sanchez, both 27, were babies in 1989. Only 35-year-old
Bournous remembers The End of History.
“I remember clearly the demolition of the Berlin Wall, the
taking down of the USSR flag over the Kremlin and the big
break-up of the Greek Communist Party (KKE),” he tells me
after the debate, adding that his parents were KKE members.
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1818 - Born in the Prussian city of Trier

“Alongside Latin America, Southern Europe could be the
‘second wing’ in the international process that would challenge
the domination of the free market and capitalism,” Veljak
declares.

Zdravko Tomac
in a hotel cafe in
central Zagreb

A street in the
Exarchia district
of Athens

“Marxism is Podemos’s companion, in combination with the
experiences of the Latin American Left,” says Sanchez.
One prominent supporter of Podemos is Teresa Forcades, a
49-year-old nun who holds doctorates in public health and
theology and lives in the Sant Benet de Montserrat monastery
near Barcelona.
When talking about the Left, she uses the pronoun “we”.
She inherited her leftist orientation from her parents, fierce
opponents of Franco’s Fascist dictatorship.

It’s possible to address
people in a Marxist way even
in the 21st century
Sociologist Toni Prug

“I have always been a left-winger, and the new thing in my life
was religion, which I discovered at the age of 15,” Forcades
says during a visit to Croatia in May.
Even though she insists that she isn’t a Marxist, because
“Marxism promotes atheism”, Forcades appreciates Marx.
“When you read The Communist Manifesto, you see faith in the
progress of humanity,” she stresses. “Capitalism was not brought
by God but by people. And God cannot be responsible for history,
but people: I agree with Marx on this,” Forcades says. We did not
create the world, she adds, but the world is ours to complete.

‘The Future Is Unwritten’
Syriza shares at least some of her vision. In Athens, at the party
headquarters in Eleftherias Square, youth prevails. Except for a
cheerful café on the first floor, the offices are modest, almost ascetic.
“Yes, I’m a Marxist,” 40-year-old Syriza political secretariat
member Andreas Karitzis tells me in a sparse room devoid of
computers. There is only a motorcycle helmet on an empty shelf.
“As a left-wing party, we firmly believe that the logic of profit
and capitalism is destroying the planet and creating widespread
poverty,” says Karitzis. “But we don’t believe that we can
switch to socialism directly from capitalism, as the Communist
Party believes. Yes, we want a society different from the
capitalist one, but we believe that it needs to be built from the
bottom up and not by a political decision from the top.”
13

Sociologist Toni Prug
in London’s Soho in
June 2015.
Photo: Damir Pilic

Chef Alexander
Papadopoulos in his
restaurant in Exarchia

Ben Goodman-Church
at Marx’s grave in
Highgate Cemetery

Photo: Damir Pilic

An attempt at such a society already exists in Athens. The
Exarchia district is sometimes called the heart of European
resistance to capitalism. This is the home of anarchists, the
hard-core wing of the Greek Left. Police rarely go there as
they are greeted with Molotov cocktails. There are no capitalist
brands here and the walls are covered in anti-capitalist graffiti.
“The Future Is Unwritten” reads one slogan.
“You can’t pay with cards here, we only accept cash,” 26-yearold chef Alexander Papadopoulos tells me in his restaurant. “It’s
the same in the whole district. This is our form of resistance to
capitalism.”
The concrete park in the centre of the Exarchia District is
decorated with banners against capitalism. Young people
discuss society and politics, while dogs hang around at their
feet. Many men have beards. A modern, urban version of
Plato’s Academy: more aggressive than the archetype, but
without slaves. Immigrants are welcome here.
“Exarchia is organised in a way that we’re all equal: me, you,
Tsipras,” says Papadopoulos. “Maybe it’s impossible for the whole
society to be organised in this way, but it’s possible in Exarchia.”
I spend two June evenings at protests in Syntagma Square in
central Athens: on Wednesday, demonstrators are in favour of
Syriza, on Thursday they are against. There are more young
people on Wednesday. They do not know that Syriza will
14
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capitulate to the European Union on austerity a few weeks later.
On Friday, in London, I see the same slogan I saw two days
earlier in Syntagma Square — “End Austerity Now”. This
time, on a poster for a protest, the next day at noon, outside the
Bank of England in the City.
The following day, tens of thousands of people throng the
financial district. “We’ve come to save the welfare state,”
Angie, a teacher, tells me. “Public education and health are
going to hell. If we don’t rebel, there’ll be nothing left.”
Surrounded by many anti-capitalist banners, I am not sure
whether I am in Syntagma Square, in the Exarchia concrete park
or in the epicentre of global capitalism: there are embittered
people and, in the background, the spirit of Karl Marx.
But then London is Marx’s city: “the father of scientific
socialism” spent the last 34 years of his life here. This is where
The Communist Manifesto was printed in 1848, in the offices
of a communist organisation at 46 Liverpool Street. This is
where Das Kapital was written. The spiritual centre of original
Marxism was not Moscow but London.

“I grew up in Yugoslavia under communism but politics never
interested me,” says Prug, who is 43. “Then I came to London
[in 1996] and worked at the reception of the Alexandra Hotel
in Paddington for a year, 10 hours a day for three pounds per
hour. There were two Bulgarian women working with me there
14 hours a day for two pounds per hour: they cried and sent
the money back home. That was rock bottom. That’s when I
bought a laptop and started reading Marx and Lenin. If you
don’t become a Marxist after such an experience, there’s
something wrong with you.”
Prug then worked as a computer programmer for 10 years, paying
his way through sociology studies. He got his PhD from Queen
Mary University of London with a thesis entitled Egalitarian
Production and Distribution of Goods and Wealth. The purpose of
egalitarian production is not profit, he explains, but fair distribution.
He says this is Marx’s most important contribution and cites the
example of socially-owned apartments in the former Yugoslavia.

Lenin on a laptop

“If you have another child, you get another room. And free public
health and education, of course. And yet the Westerners think the
state is evil. Capitalism doesn’t have any scientific theories on
socially owned apartments because there is no profit involved.”

In the evening, as we stroll through hedonistic Soho, Croatian
sociologist Toni Prug tells me that living in London made him
a Marxist.

According to Prug, “the heart of Marx’s work” has never
been so relevant, but there was too much improvisation and
misinterpretation of Marx in the past.

“However, Marxism is gradually entering European parliaments. It’s
already in, through Syriza,” he notes. “This proves that it’s possible
to address people in a Marxist way even in the 21st century.”
Whether Syriza can turn Marxist ideas into reality remains to
be seen. After a brief first term dominated by a failed attempt to
face down the EU on austerity, it won re-election in September.
We wrap up the story of Karl Marx’s resurrection at Highgate
Cemetery in north London. Marx is the most popular ‘resident’
here: his picture is on the cemetery’s official poster. Many
visitors stop by his monument, often to take selfies.
Inscribed atop a grey granite plinth supporting a large bust of
Marx is the final cry from The Communist Manifesto: “Workers
Of All Lands — Unite”. At the bottom of the plinth, I read:
“The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various
ways – the point, however, is to change it.”
A sentence that all Yugoslavs had to know to pass Marxism
class in school. A thought that enchanted millions in their
youth, even Marxist-turned-nationalist Zdravko Tomac, and
inspires others to this day. Including a boy at the grave wearing
a Che Guevara T-shirt, with his left arm in a red plaster cast
decorated with a hammer and sickle.
“My son talked me into coming here, he has become a Marxist,”
laughs the boy’s mother, Julie Goodman-Church. “They were
15
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learning about the Cold War in school and had to research what
came before. And then one day he came to me and said: ‘Mum,
Karl Marx is a great guy.’”
The boy’s name is Ben, he is 14. One of the youngest European
Marxists. Has he read any of Marx’s books?
“The Communist Manifesto,” he says proudly.
Ben was born in the 21st century, Marx died in the 19th. It seems
that Friedrich Engels was not wrong when he ended his funeral
speech for his best friend with the words: “His name will
endure through the ages, and so also will his work!”
At the end of this tour of ‘Marxist Europe’, as I bid farewell at
Highgate Cemetery to the man whose thoughts I had to learn by
heart in school, I remember what Macedonia-based philosopher
Ferid Muhic told me at the beginning of my research. Muhic is
a proud Marxist but he said:
“People are not beings of great ideals, and Marxists cannot
understand that. Epicurus said: ‘A few friends in a garden, a jug
of wine and a bit of goat cheese – that is the meaning of life.’
I think Epicurus was more right than Marx. That’s the tragedy
of Marxist minds.”
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By Fotini Barka
Athens and
Belgrade

A night view of the National
Museum of Contemporary
Art in Athens, which is still
not open to the public
Photo: National Museum
of Contemporary Art

Behind the Scenes at the
Museums: Disarray in Athens
and Belgrade
The saga behind a much-delayed showcase for contemporary art
reflects many of modern Greece’s woes — and has parallels
with a troubled project in Serbia
18

A

thenians were taken by surprise one sunny day in
September 2013. Scaffolding came down to reveal the
facade of Greece’s new contemporary art museum.
The long awaited renovation of a 1950s brewery building
offered a welcome breath of optimism in a country enduring its
third year of severe austerity measures.
Yet, not for the first time, hopes that the museum would soon
open proved premature. It was once envisioned that the project
would be complete in 2004, the year of the Athens Olympics.
Various deadlines have come and gone since then. Some €35
million of EU and Greek funds have been spent. But still no
artworks occupy the clean-cut, spacious white interiors behind
the walls of stone-clad concrete and glass.
The saga of the National Museum of Contemporary Art features
many of the elements of Greece’s current economic and political

crisis — chaotic stewardship of public and EU money, political
twists and turns, larger-than-life personalities, legal battles and
controversial deals between the public and private sectors.
Vangelis Stylianidis, the architect responsible for the project,
laments “the Greek state’s inability to complete something”. In
his central Athens office, he lights a cigarette and describes the
empty building as a “ghost in the city”.
It will soon need substantial maintenance because it has
been left unoccupied for so long, Stylianidis says. Above all
he blames museum board members and politicians. Over the
years, eight Greek governments and more than a dozen culture
ministers have been involved in the project.
“If there were a strong political will, the museum would be
open by now,” he says.
19

I have been able to observe this drama from both outside and
inside. As a cultural journalist for one of Greece’s leading
newspapers, I wrote many stories over more than a decade
about the project. Then, in November 2012, I went to work
for the museum to prepare the communications strategy for its
opening. When my contract expired at the end of 2014, there
was still no sign of that happening.

It submitted the lowest bid of €24.43 million — 31 per cent
below the cost estimated by the project manager.

The official reason for the museum remaining closed, some
two years after the renovation of the building was finally
completed, is lack of money. However, the Balkan Investigative
Reporting Network, BIRN, can reveal that millions of euros
have been potentially available to the museum — but remained
frustratingly out of reach due to legal, political and bureaucratic
obstacles.

Its arguments were rejected and finally, in June 2007, Bioter’s
contract was signed at a ceremony in the Fix building. The
contract stipulated that the work should be complete in two
years — by June 2009.

A concept takes concrete form
The idea of a national contemporary art museum was discussed
in Greece for decades. The museum — now often known
simply by the acronym EMST, from its name in Greek —was
finally established by law in 1997 but existed only on paper
until its first director, Anna Kafetsi, was appointed in January
2000.
Kafetsi, a renowned curator who had been working in the
National Gallery of Greece since 1983, was among the first
to introduce big exhibitions of Greek and international
contemporary art in Athens during the 1990s.

More delays followed as another bidder, Aktor SA, one of
Greece’s biggest construction firms, the third-lowest bidder in
the tender process, appealed against the decision to the Greek
courts and the European Commission.

The poor museum with millions of euros

Daring and uncompromising, this 60-year-old woman was the
driving force behind the decision to house the museum in the
prestigious but derelict Fix building, named after the brand of
beer once brewed there. Soon after her appointment, Kafetsi,
who uses a wheelchair as she suffers from a muscular disease,
was lifted into the building and ‘occupied’ part of the ground
floor without even requesting authorisation.

The building, a few minutes away from the Acropolis, had been
standing abandoned and derelict on Andrea Sygrou Avenue for
more than two decades — an open wound in the heart of the city.
With its long, clean lines and glass-walled ground floor, the 1957
concrete building by the pioneering architect Takis Zenetos was one
of the finest examples of post-war industrial architecture in Greece.

Photo: Fotini Barka
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When Bioter was awarded the contract, it provided letters of
guarantee from various banks — in effect, undertakings from
the banks that they would pay out substantial sums if the
contractor did not do its job.

Photo: National Museum of
Contemporary Art

“I had nothing. Just an office inside a half-ruined building. An
isle of tidiness amidst the chaos. Every time it rained, my heart
would start trembling, because the ceiling leaked and threatened
the artworks,” she recalls in her seaside home outside Athens
with what sounds like nostalgia. This is no surprise, as those
rough beginnings were actually a time of innocence. Kafetsi
had no idea then of what was to follow.

Architect Vangelis Stylianidis and
Anna Kafetsi, founding director
of Greece’s National Museum
of Contemporary Art, on the
museum’s rooftop in April 2013.

But two years later, less than 10 per cent of the project had been
completed, according to the museum’s board. It declared the
contract void — a very rare occurrence in the Greek public sector.

The iconic 1957 Fix
brewery building, in
its heyday. Half of the
building was later
demolished

With a wreck of a building, no staff and no collection of its
own, the museum’s opening seemed like a distant dream. But
Kafetsi was undaunted. She began immediately to exhibit
contemporary Greek and international art, having created an
exhibition space of 1,800 square meters on the ground floor.
She started to create a permanent collection from scratch and to
organise educational programmes. The collection now consists

of more than 1,000 works by Greek and foreign artists including
Bill Viola, Mona Hatoum, Wolfgang Laib, Kendell Geers,
Shirin Neshat, Gary Hill, Nan Goldin, and Spencer Tunick.
Yet, to this day, it has never been exhibited in its entirety.
In 2003, the museum moved out of the Fix building so that
reconstruction could begin. For the following 11 years, it
moved from one interim venue to the next. But even those
temporary exhibitions came to an end in December 2014.
“I created a museum and assembled a collection of contemporary
art. I proved how the impossible can be possible. How to offer
something when you have nothing. It (the museum) doesn’t
deserve this ending,” Kafetsi says, her voice rising a little.

Delay after delay
The renovation did at least have a straightforward beginning.
A project manager was chosen and the architects, led by 3SK
Stylianidis, one of the biggest architectural practices in Athens,
were selected by international competition.
Then came a delay. Greece elected a new government in the
spring of 2004, leading to a change of personnel at the top
of the Culture Ministry. It took another 18 months before
the international tender for the contractor to carry out the
renovation was finally announced.
In June 2006, the museum awarded the contract to Bioter SA, a
construction company responsible at that time for big projects
including an annexe for the private Benaki Museum in Athens.

According to a law suit filed by Bioter with the aim of
overturning the museum’s decision, the largest guarantees
came from Piraeus Bank — for a total of nearly €9.16 million.
These funds were transferred to an account in the museum’s
name, the law suit states. At the end of 2014, the total amount
of all the guarantees plus interest was more than €13 million,
according to museum officials.
But the museum has not touched that money due to the legal
dispute with Bioter. The company claims it was working at
a disadvantage because the museum’s studies of the work to
be carried out bore no resemblance to reality. For example, it
says in its law suit, it unexpectedly had to spend 14 months
clearing asbestos.
In May 2015, a court dismissed Bioter’s claim but the company
is expected to appeal to the Supreme Court.
Nikos Kalogeras, a former president of the museum’s board
who is also a professor of architecture, sums up the irony of the
situation: “We have a poor museum with millions.”
Kalogeras also expresses dissatisfaction with the contract
awarded to the company that manages the project,
Hellinotechniki SA, which did not have a fixed price.
Kalogeras stresses the company is well qualified to carry out the
work but adds that “there was a general lack of clarity on fees”.
Lina Mendoni, a former top official in the Culture Ministry
who has been closely involved in the museum saga, describes
Hellinotechniki’s contract as “outrageous”.
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The firm, according to Mendoni, invoices the state for all the
work it says is necessary as part of the renovation.
“There are constant demands. It’s wholly problematic that
the contract allows the project manager, Hellinotechniki, to
demand extra money,” she says.
For its part, Hellinotechniki told BIRN that the contract forbade
the firm from talking about its work on the museum but added:
“All the contracts, including our company’s, with EMST have
been approved by all the legal entities of the Greek State (Greek
Supreme Court of Audits etc.) and are entirely legal.”

Can they Fix it?
Through the years, many strong characters have featured in
the museum’s story. One of them is Sophia Staikou, a member
of the board from 2006 to 2014 who served twice as its vice
president for a total of three years.
Staikou is the head of the cultural foundation of Piraeus Bank.
She is also the wife of the bank’s chairman, Michael Sallas.
Some former board members and museum officials have
suggested Staikou had a potential conflict of interest, given the
museum’s legal dispute with Bioter over money guaranteed by
Piraeus and other banks.
At a court hearing in January 2010, a representative of Piraeus
Bank argued in favour of Bioter’s action against the museum,
noting the bank had a legal interest in the case as it would have
to pay out if the construction firm lost, according to the court’s
written decision.
Asked to comment on the case, Piraeus Bank said: “The bank
cannot provide information on banking activities, because it is
bound by banking secrecy.”

Views from outside and inside
the National Museum for
Contemporary Art building
Photos: National Museum
of Contemporary Art

Staikou declined to be interviewed for this article. But Mendoni,
who served two five-year terms as the Culture Ministry’s
secretary general, dismisses any concerns about her role.
“I do not think there is a moral issue or a conflict here. Mr. Sallas
does not own the bank. The bank has shareholders. Mr. Sallas does
not simply do as he likes, never mind Ms. Staikou,” Mendoni says.
“I think that she has been too active in the arts — as the president
of the cultural foundation of the bank — to raise doubts as to
the sincerity of her interest in Greek museums.”
Staikou has, however, openly been at odds with other members
of the museum board.
In October 2011, while she was its vice-president, she published
an article in the Kathimerini newspaper suggesting the museum
should be housed in one of the unused venues left over from the
2004 Olympics.
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“Athens does not need any new buildings, it needs open
spaces,” she wrote.
Perhaps many would agree with her. But her suggestion came
as most of the board was trying to get the Fix project going
again with a new contractor.
In the event, the museum continued on that path. The month
after her intervention, the museum signed a new contract for
the renovation of the brewery building with Aktor SA, the
company that came third in the original tender process.
This time, the work went much more smoothly and Aktor
completed its task by February 2014. But that was not the end
of the story.

Building finished, but not the museum
To create a functioning contemporary art museum, an extensive
infrastructure is required — from sophisticated technical and
audio-visual equipment for the 7,000 square-metre exhibition
space to mundane items such as a ticketing system.
Given the dire condition of Greece’s public finances, the state
says it cannot pay for this final phase.
A solution seemed to have been found when the Stavros
Niarchos Foundation, one of Greece’s leading philanthropic
organisations, announced in April 2014 it had approved a
grant of €3 million for the “immediate completion” of the
remaining work.

But there was some small print. The foundation required the
museum to create a non-profit body to receive the grant, and
the state had to guarantee both a budget for the museum’s first
three years and sufficient staffing levels to allow it to operate.
These requirements got bogged down in delays, disputes and
bureaucracy. The museum’s board prevaricated in forming the
non-profit body. This was finally done in April 2015.
Confusion has reigned over a staffing plan. There are
conflicting accounts of when and what plans were sent, and
by whom. Nikos Xydakis, culture minister until late August
this year, told BIRN in July that his ministry was still waiting
to receive the plan, which would then require approval from
multiple state bodies.
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And then there is the budget. Xydakis acknowledged this would
have to rise from around 400,000 euros into the millions to allow
the museum to open. But politicians are reluctant to commit that
amount to a museum in such a difficult financial climate.
As a consequence of all these delays, the Stavros Niarchos
Foundation announced on November 19, 2015 that it was
withdrawing the grant. The museum’s current director
Katerina Koskina tried to play down the importance of this
move, declaring that the museum can still claim the money by
submitting a new request.
But the inescapable truth is that yet more time has been lost.
So much has changed since the museum was established that
even its founding director, Anna Kafetsi, is no longer in post.
She was dismissed in November 2014, accused by the thenminister of not cooperating with the museum’s board. That
decision is now the subject of yet another dispute, as Kafetsi
has appealed to the Supreme Court.
“It remains to be seen whether constructing the museum
building will prove to have been easier than opening the
actual museum,” whispers Kafetsi as I leave her house after
a long interview.
She stops, turns to me and says: “Everything concerning this
museum happened in an unorthodox manner. Everything.
And we had to deal with the consequences again and again.
But then, if it had not been unorthodox, it would simply not
have been at all…”

The museum has a major collection of Yugoslav modern art.
But almost all of its 8,000 works are currently housed in the
vaults of the National Bank of Serbia.

Belgrade’s museum misery: The never-ending countdown
The Athens museum is not the only one in the region whose
doors have been closed for much longer than anticipated due to
a troubled renovation project.

The museum fell into decline during the rule of Slobodan
Milosevic in the 1990s. His regime hid non-Serb art in the
basement. The museum stopped staging exhibitions by foreign
artists and its visitor numbers dwindled to an average of just two
people a day. It suffered severe damage when a NATO missile hit a
nearby building in the 1999 Kosovo war. It was no longer possible
to control the temperature or the humidity in the galleries.

The Museum of Contemporary Art in Belgrade closed in the
summer of 2007 for what was meant to be a brief revamp to
make it fit for the 21st century. But it has remained shut for the
past eight years.
The modernist building, with triangles and trapeziums prominent
in its facade of white marble and glass, stands in parkland near the
confluence of the Sava and Danube rivers. For months, an electronic
clock outside ticked down to another deadline for completion —
October 20, 2015, the museum’s 50th anniversary. But everyone
already knew long before that this target would also be missed.

Finally the Serbian government allocated €8 million euros
for renovation works, which were estimated to take one year,
Nakarada recalls. By 2009, nearly a third of the planned works
had been completed. The roof and basement were fixed and
an electrical substation was moved to a separate building. The
total cost was around €2 million.

The museum was designed by Belgrade architects Ivan Antic
and Ivanka Raspopovic. Although it drew severe criticism
while under construction (it was compared to a barn or a “shack
on stilts”), it came to be seen as the city’s most important
architectural work of the period.

But suddenly work came to a stop. The culture ministry
announced it did not have the €6million for the rest of the
overhaul. The interiors, the facade and museum facilities have
yet to be renovated.
I stepped inside the deserted building in July this year. Only
a grid of thin beams remained of the ceiling. Black and red
fantastical reinterpretations of Greek mythological creatures
from a previous exhibition adorned the walls. The impression
was of a building needing attention but nothing like the massive
renovation in Athens.

The museum itself played a major role in contemporary culture.
In its glory days, it hosted exhibitions of Picasso, Miro and Klee
and served as a platform to promote Yugoslav art internationally.
“Nobody in the Balkans had this kind of museum with 5,500
square metres for exhibitions of contemporary art,” the museum’s
executive director Slobodan Nakarada notes with pride.

The prolonged loss of the museum is particularly acute as
one of the country’s other main spaces for art, the National
Museum of Serbia, has been undergoing its own delay-plagued
renovation for the past 12 years.

The Museum of Contemporary
Art in Belgrade in July 2015,
with digital clock ticking
down to another missed
completion deadline.

As in Athens, members of the Belgrade contemporary arts
scene feel they are a low priority for public officials often
fixated on ancient history and heritage.

Photo: Fotini Barka

“Visual arts here are perceived as something problematic,
something that has no appeal for the wider public,” says
39-year-old artist Ivan Grubanov, recently returned from
representing his country at the Venice Biennale.
Politicians have blamed the international economic crisis for
their failure to come up with the cash to finish the job.

The empty Museum of
Contemporary Art in Belgrade
Photos: Fotini Barka

But Branislava Andjelkovic, the museum’s director from 2001
to 2013, says the amount of cash required is relatively small.
“The cost of constructing one kilometre of a highway is equal
to finishing the Museum of Contemporary Art,” she says.
“It’s a question of priorities, not money,” declares Branislav
Dimitrijevic, an art historian and museum supporter who also
happens to be Andjelkovic’s husband.
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Slobodan Nakarada, executive
director of the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Belgrade,
in front of an artwork
Photo: Sasa Reljic

Eventually, the museum’s backers appeared to have found a
sympathetic ear in government. Ivan Tasovac, who became
culture minister in 2013, is more in tune with the arts than
most politicians, having been a concert pianist and director
of the Belgrade Philharmonic Orchestra.
Tasovac fought to secure funding to complete the
renovation and set up the countdown clock to show he
meant business.

Reporters road map
Hungary

Croatia

“I was never popular with politicians because I was always
repeating the same thing: it’s our money, no deals,” says
Andjelkovic.
director, Jovan Despotovic, was at loggerheads with executive
director Slobodan Nakarada.

Romania

But in September 2015, Despotovic was dismissed and
Nakarada agreed to do both jobs. Now, he says, a new tender
will be issued in January 2016 with the aim of re-opening the
museum in the summer of the same year.

Serbia

Montenegro

Albania

Bulgaria

Nakarada has proposed that the now-defunct countdown clock
becomes part of the museum’s collection.
It remains to be seen if the new timetable will end in
success. This summer, Nakarada acknowledged he had
already got one prediction wrong: “I thought museum life
would be boring.”

Macedonia

Grecce
Athens
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Senior figures involved in the project have accused each other
of trying to influence the tender process to advance their own
economic interests or those of their allies.

Adding to the disarray, Andjelkovic’s successor as museum
Moldova

Belgrade

Bosna and
Hezegovina

But, in another echo of the Athens saga, then came a disputed
tender procedure. Three companies lodged complaints, which
were upheld.

In both Greece and Serbia in recent years, that has certainly
not been the case. These sagas have had almost everything,
including personality clashes, political rows and courtroom
wrangles. Just a couple of things have been lacking in all this
time: functioning museums, open to the public.
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By Jasmina Lazic
Belgrade
and Prague
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Motherhood on Ice:
Women Face Egg-Freezing
Quandary
Women in the West are being encouraged to freeze their
eggs to have a better chance of conceiving later in life.
Will the procedure catch on in Serbia and Croatia?
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“I

never thought I’d turn 35 without having a family.
I’ve always done everything by the book — school,
college, job... But motherhood is the only item on my
to-do list for life that I’m afraid I’m going to fail,” says Ivana,
a lawyer from Belgrade.
Her parents have stopped asking her the tiresome question:
“What are you waiting for?” She believes they have given up
on grandchildren. Ivana asked that her surname not be used in
this article, because she feels she has disappointed her parents.
At her age, her mother already had two children – Ivana, who
was seven years old, and her brother, who was five.
“I’m still single, with no children and I don’t see my status
changing significantly in the near future,” Ivana says over
coffee in a city centre café. She recalls an article she read in the
Politika newspaper last December. It reported that almost half
of women over 30 in Belgrade do not have children.

“I wasn’t sure whether to feel better now I know there are so
many of us or to start seriously worrying,” she tells me. “But
I’m starting to worry.”
Ivana says many of her friends and colleagues are in a similar
situation, fearing that — as they get older and their fertility
declines — parenthood will pass them by. Two married friends
had children with the help of in vitro fertilisation, IVF.
“You’re just simply unaware of how quickly the years go
by. Suddenly you realise that you’re nearing a dead end and
you’d give anything to turn back time or to slow it down,”
Ivana says.
But is there any way to trick nature and slow down the
biological clock? Towards the end of last year, two major
American companies appeared to give their workers the chance
to do exactly that.
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Technology giants Apple and Facebook made headlines around
the world by offering to cover the cost of freezing employees’
egg cells, potentially allowing them to focus on their careers
without fearing that they would be deprived of motherhood
later on.
The news led to a frenzy of media coverage and comment
about “social egg-freezing” — freezing cells not for medical
reasons, for example because a woman may become infertile
due to chemotherapy, but to give women more control over
when they have a child.
The medical director of one of the biggest fertility clinics
in Europe said egg-freezing represented a second wave of
women’s emancipation after the contraceptive pill and could
be an ideal 30th birthday present.
But critics have accused clinics of exploiting women’s fears of
missing out on motherhood to get them to spend a lot of money
on a procedure whose success rate is far from clear.
So let’s get back to Balkan reality. How realistic, or wise, is it
for women in Serbia and Croatia to freeze their eggs?

From first report
to flash freezing
•

The first pregnancy from a frozen egg
cell was reported in 1986.

•

Egg-freezing was initially used mainly
by cancer patients prior to undergoing
chemotherapy, which destroys egg cells,
and by women facing medical conditions
that could lead to infertility.

•

Until a few years ago, many egg cells
did not survive the freezing and thawing
process.

•

But in recent years experts have
developed “flash freezing”, also known
as vitrification, a quick process which
allows more than 90 per cent of frozen
eggs to survive.

Dr Daniel Hlinka, senior clinical
embryologist at the Prague
Fertility Centre, demonstrates
the equipment he uses to
fertilise egg cells

Leaving It Late
In theory, anything that helps women conceive when they
are older could have considerable appeal. As in many other
countries, women in both Serbia and Croatia are waiting longer
before having a child, according to official statistics.
In 2013, the average age of mothers in Serbia at the birth of
their first child was 26.4 years. Twenty years ago the figure was
24.3 years. In Croatia, the average age of first-time mothers in
2013 was 28 years — three years older than in 1995.
The reasons why women are having children later are
many and varied. Some women want to establish a career.
Others fear losing their jobs if they get pregnant. Some
hesitate because they doubt whether they can provide a
solid financial future for their children. Others may not have
found a partner.
But particularly in the Balkans, women also feel strong social
pressure to become mothers — and those who do not have
children can be judged harshly. In the Politika article about
women over 30 without children, the journalist described the
reasons for not having a family as “hedonistic”, prompting
outrage from some readers.
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“Women are not baby machines. I can do whatever I want with
my body,” said one reader who commented on the story.
“So I have to quit studying and grab the first guy in the street
so we can breed like rabbits? Great, thanks for telling me the
truth — I obviously have no value unless I keep my mouth shut
and have babies,” wrote another.
Smiljka Tomanovic, a professor of sociology at the University
of Belgrade, says there is a traditional belief in Serbia that a
woman is fulfilled only once she becomes a mother.
“You’ll never hear anyone saying that a man is fulfilled by his
role as a father, will you?” Tomanovic notes pointedly.
However, the pressure women face is not only social. There
is also the ticking of the biological clock. Experts warn that
women’s fertility starts falling slowly between the ages of 25
and 35 and then the decline gets steeper, making it difficult for
most women to conceive after reaching 40. This goes hand in
hand with the fact that, when a woman is older, the risk of an
unsuccessful pregnancy or miscarriage is higher.

I thought it would give me a greater chance of having
a baby if I met a partner in the next few years
‘Clare’, British woman who froze her egg cells
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Cool calculation
In the modern world, insurance is available for almost every
eventuality. But can you take out a policy to minimise the risk
of not having a baby? This is how egg-freezing is seen by some.

“I had, just a few weeks prior, split up from a long term
partner and felt bereft and lost. In my grief I thought it
would be a good project to focus on and it forced me look
ahead rather than back,” says Clare, a pseudonym used at
her request.

The process is formally known as oocyte cryopreservation. Put
simply, it works like this: a woman receives fertility drugs to
stimulate the production of egg cells, which are then collected,
frozen and stored at a temperature of about minus 190 Celsius.
Once they are frozen, they can be stored for years. When a
woman decides to start a family, the eggs are thawed and
fertilised, then embryos are cultured and placed into the uterus.

She decided to explore the option immediately as her local
clinic would not freeze the eggs of women over the age of 38.

In the United States, the price of this procedure is roughly
between $10,000 and $15,000 while in Britain it ranges
between around £3,500 and £5,000.

Clare went to a clinic close to her home at the time. She doubts
whether she would have gone ahead if it had not been right on
her doorstep.

The offers by Apple and Facebook to cover the costs may
prove highly controversial. Some saw the move as a sign of
employers acting responsibly but others viewed it as an act
of exploitation — effectively paying women to forget about
having children so that they could devote themselves to work.
But the idea that a woman can freeze her eggs for years and
then come back to get them, having made a career or found a
partner (or both), definitely appeals to some.

“The preparation I didn’t find too bad and I am phobic about
needles but soon got over that because I had to. However the
egg retrieval was hideous. I was under Twilight anaesthetic,
which is very heavy sedation, so wasn’t awake for the
process but afterwards it was very sore for a number of
hours,” Clare recalls.

One woman who decided to go down this path is Clare, a
human resources consultant from Manchester in England, who
was 38 when she learned about egg-freezing on the internet.

“I thought it would give me a greater chance of having a baby
if I met a partner in the next few years who really wanted a
family. I myself was ambivalent about whether I wanted to be
a mum,” says Clare, who is now 42.

She had to undergo two rounds of egg-harvesting as the first
round was not very successful, yielding only two eggs that
could be stored. The second produced seven eggs. This was
still not ideal — to be classed as successful, a procedure needed
to yield more than 10 eggs.
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“But I could not face doing it a third time,” she admits. Each
round cost £3,000.

“An IVF procedure with donor cells is about 60-65 per cent
successful. Otherwise it’s about 45 per cent,” explains Culibrk
in fluent Serbian.

Clare saw freezing her eggs as a way of keeping her options
open. But, she says: “In reality it has made no difference at all.”

The centre also offers social egg-freezing at a cost of €2,200.
This includes associated medical treatment, tests, collecting
and freezing the eggs and storing them for two years. Each
additional year of storage costs €150.

“I don’t think it has helped me find a partner as dating since the
age of 38 has been very difficult as men my age or even a little
bit older are only interested in dating women in their early 30s
or younger if they want to have a family, therefore I actually
think it was a bit of a waste of time and money,” Clare says.

But, says Culibrk, not many women choose to freeze their eggs.
“Roughly, it’s fewer than a hundred women,” she says. “Women
usually come to us late, around the age of 40, when their egg
reserves are either low or of poor quality.”

Earlier this year Clare met a partner she is very serious about,
who already has two young children. They have discussed her
frozen eggs and he is open to the idea of having another child
if that is what Clare wants.
But she is still ambivalent about whether being a mother is the
right choice for her.
“I think this will be the last year that I store them and I suspect
I will have them destroyed at the end of this year. I can store
them until I am 45 but I don’t see any point in continuing to
pay for them to be stored if I’m never going to use them, and I
doubt I will use them,” she says via email.

Balkan practice
In Serbia and Croatia, the options for women who want to
freeze their eggs are extremely limited.
Serbian law does not explicitly forbid social egg-freezing, but
it is very rare in local clinics. It is on offer at one private clinic,
the Jevremova Special Gynaecology Hospital in Belgrade. The
cost of freezing the egg cells is about €500, although this price
does not include other costs such as preparatory procedures,
medical tests and medication.
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“For now, this method is still new and not very familiar to the
wider population,” says Ana Crnobaric-Obradovic, the clinic’s
general manager. “That’s why it’s very important to support
every woman who decides to do it and to inform her about
every advantage and disadvantage of postponed motherhood.”

Prague, the picturesque capital of the Czech Republic, is an
attractive destination not just for holidaymakers, but also for people
looking for help to have a baby. A friend of Ivana, the Belgrade
lawyer, went there two years ago for IVF and now has a daughter.

First of all, she says, women should understand that the best
time to freeze their eggs is between the ages of 25 and 35
because that is when their cells are of the best quality.
In Croatia too, the concept of social egg freezing is not widely
discussed. Late last year, Marijana Bivcic, a Croatian student,
began an anonymous online survey about women’s attitudes to the
subject. About 100 women have so far completed the questionnaire
and half said they did not know much about the topic.

Croatia’s Law on Medically Assisted Fertilisation allows eggfreezing when a woman or man is at risk of infertility for health
reasons. It does not specifically mention egg-freezing for
social reasons. But Mirna Curkovic from RODA, a Croatian
organisation that campaigns for parents’ and children’s rights,
says some clinics have started to offer the procedure.

Slovakia
Austria
Hungary
Slovenia
BELGRADE

Croatia
Bosna and
Herzegovina
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Tonko Mardesic, gynaecologist
and director of medical care
at the Pronatal clinic in Prague

“During informal discussions and focus groups, I found the
same thing,” Marijana says.

Prague

Italy

Marijana Culibrk,
a coordinator at the
Prague Fertility Centre

Montenegro

Serbia

Fertility tourism
Prague has become a hub for this branch of medical tourism as
it has well-regarded clinics and a fairly liberal legal framework.
One particular attraction is IVF using donated egg cells from
younger women. This procedure can be performed on women
up to the age of 49 under Czech law. The law also stipulates
that egg and sperm donors are anonymous, unlike in many
European countries, including Croatia.

On the other side of the city lies the Pronatal clinic, another
popular and respected destination for people who want to try
IVF. It offers social egg-freezing for around €2,400, which
includes storing the eggs for five years.
But here too, says gynaecologist Tonko Mardesic, the clinic’s
director of medical care, many women come to ask about eggfreezing “10 years too late” — when their fertility is already in
decline.
“They’re about 38 usually,” he says. “Of course, they can freeze
their egg cells but they have to be realistic about their expectations.”
No women from the Balkans have come to Pronatal for egg
freezing, Mardesic says. Most are from Germany.
“We have frozen egg cells but no babies from them yet,” adds
Mardesic, another fluent Serbian speaker.
Mardesic notes that when a couple is struggling to conceive, it
may not be down to the woman. There is increasing evidence
that male fertility is declining too.

Women usually come to us late, around the age of 40,
when their egg reserves are either low or of poor quality
Marijana Culibrk, Prague Fertility Centre
The Prague Fertility Centre, one of the leading clinics in the field,
is about 15 minutes by bus and tram from the heart of the city.
The reception area is quiet but filled with people, mainly couples.
Some hold hands and there is a sense of hope in the air.

The Balkan Investigative Reporting Network asked seven
clinics in Croatia a series of questions about social eggfreezing, including whether they offered the procedure. Six did
not respond while the seventh provided only a brief response,
which did not directly answer the questions.

But for women, some things seem clear. They need to be aware
how quickly their fertility declines, particularly after the age of
35, so they can make an informed decision in good time — about
whether they want to try to get pregnant or to freeze their eggs.

To my surprise, many of the staff speak Serbian. “Half
of our patients are from the Balkans,” Marijana Culibrk,
a coordinator at the centre, tells me. Others come from
Germany, Britain and France.

“I’d give anything if someone had told me ‘freeze your eggs’
when I was 32 or 33,” says Maja, a 44-year-old marketing
expert from Belgrade who has undergone six unsuccessful
rounds of IVF.

Women from both Serbia and Croatia also have another option
— the law does not prevent anyone from going abroad to freeze
their egg cells.

Many people come for IVF using donated cells, which has
a higher success rate as the donated eggs come from young
women, whose health has been carefully checked.

“I know now that this is pointless after the age of 38,” Maja
says. “But back then I’d have paid whatever to whoever,
wherever.”
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By Jeton Mehmeti
Pristina, Tirana,
Vienna and Graz

Students at the
University of Pristina
in October 2015.
Photo: Agron Beqiri

A
Diploma Factories: Kosovo
and Albania Churn Out Graduates
with Few Prospects

vni Avdiu has an impressive range of academic
qualifications from three different countries. The
42-year-old has three bachelor’s degrees from
universities in Pristina, Kosovo; a master’s degree from the
University of Tirana, Albania; and a PhD from Saints Cyril and
Methodius University in Skopje, Macedonia.

More and more young people are getting
university degrees but many end up
jobless or in low-skilled work
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But one thing Avdiu does not have is a job. His case is an
extreme example of a phenomenon in all three countries where
he has studied, and elsewhere in the Balkans — people are
graduating from universities in ever larger numbers but many
cannot find work. And if they do get a job, it often does not
reflect their level of education.
By interviewing graduates, academics, policymakers
and analysts, and by drawing on official data, the Balkan
Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN, has identified several

reasons for this predicament. These include cronyism in the
dispensing of state jobs, policies focused on boosting the
number of students rather than the quality of education, the dire
state of the region’s economies and a failure to design courses
that fit the needs of the labour market.
This BIRN special report also explores potential solutions
to these problems, including a look at the education
system in Austria, which has one of Europe’s lowest youth
unemployment rates.
Avdiu is an ethnic Albanian who was born in Kumanovo,
Macedonia, and divides his time between Macedonia and
Kosovo. He is a citizen of both countries. His undergraduate
degrees are in journalism, sociology and philosophy and his
PhD focused on the evolution of Albanian political parties in
Albania, Kosovo and Macedonia from 1990 until 2010.
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But his only regular income is 45 euros per month in
unemployment benefit from the Macedonian state.

Quantity over quality
But analysts say graduates are also struggling to find jobs due
to poor education policies.

“Mine is a discouraging example for young people,” he says.
“There’s no point in studying hard and trying hard.”

In the last 10 years, ministers have focused on increasing
student numbers at the expense of quality education, says
Dukagjin Pupovci, executive director of the Kosova Education
Centre, a non-governmental organisation that aims to improve
standards in schools and universities.

Avdiu’s story highlights one reason why many graduates have
difficulty finding work — in the public sector, jobs are given
out through political patronage.
For years he has been applying for jobs at the universities of
Pristina and Tetovo, in western Macedonia. In Tetovo, he says,
he has been explicitly told that he has no chance of a job unless
he joins a political party with the influence to get him on board.

Since 2008, the number of students at the University of Pristina
alone has increased from around 30,000 to more than 53,000 —
a very large number for a city with a total population of around
200,000, according to the 2011 census. The government has
also opened five other public universities and accredited around
25 private ones.

“They make fun of me. They told me ‘without joining the party
even 15 PhDs can do nothing for you’,” he says.
“This is the price I am paying for refusing to be a conformist
and a bootlicker to political parties in Kosovo and Macedonia.”
Wiretapped conversations released by Macedonia’s opposition
earlier this year appear to provide concrete examples of
government officials discussing hiring and promoting public
sector workers because they are supporters of the ruling party.

Kosovo’s master baristas
Since Kosovo declared independence in 2008, the number of
unemployed graduates has more than doubled from 2,953 to
6,840, according to the Ministry of Labour. A large number of
these graduates come from the University of Pristina, the oldest
public university in the country, which confers around 5,200
bachelor’s degrees and more than 900 master’s degrees each year.
In recent years, a kind of “master’s-mania” seems to have
gripped Kosovo, with students increasingly concluding they
need a postgraduate qualification to get work. But even a
master’s degree is often not enough to secure a decent job.
Blerim Cakolli, 30, has both a bachelor’s and a master’s degree
from the Faculty of Law at the University of Pristina. Since he
graduated with his second degree three years ago, he has been
working full-time — not as a lawyer, but as a waiter in a café.
Such a high level of education among catering staff may
explain why one travel site last year claimed Kosovo baristas
make the greatest macchiato coffees in the world.
“After I finished my studies, I applied for lots of jobs related
to my profession, in government ministries, courts and other
public institutions, but I was never successful,” says Cakolli.

Law graduate Blerim Cakolli
works as a waiter in a café
in central Pristina
Photo: Jeton Mehmeti

“Almost nothing has been done to improve the quality of higher
education which has resulted in producing large numbers of
graduates who are not prepared for the job market,” Pupovci says.
Cakolli has completed a one-year internship at the Basic Court
in Pristina and has attended various training courses.
When he asks employers why he has not been chosen for a
job, the most common reply is that he lacks three years of
professional experience. But, like Avdiu, he believes the real
reason he cannot get a job is widespread cronyism.
“It’s become the practice that jobs are advertised in the public
sector just as a formality,” he says. “The person they want for
the job may be already working there.”
Cakolli’s view is widely shared. According to a poll published
this year by the United Nations Development Programme, 81
per cent of Kosovans believe that family connections, bribes,
party allegiance and other factors that have nothing to do with
merit are most important when it comes to getting a public
sector job.
Only about 15 per cent think education, professional experience
and vocational training play a role.

Almost nothing has been done to improve the quality
of higher education
Dukagjin Pupovci of the Kosova Education Centre
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The University of Pristina is regarded as the best public
university in the country. But in October 2015 it was ranked
4,046th in a list of world’s best universities — far behind others
in the region, including the University of Ljubljana (ranked
216th) and the University of Belgrade (431st).

“Although a university degree increases the chances of
employment, nevertheless the huge number of graduates makes
employment more difficult.”
However, the government has an incentive to encourage as many
as people as possible to go to university. According to Kosovo’s
statistical rules, students are not counted in the official unemployment
rate, which is already extremely high at around 35 per cent.

‘Diploma factories’
Albania too has seen a rapid increase in universities and
students. Between 2008 and 2013, the number of students in
Albanian public and private universities almost doubled from
around 93,000 to about 173,000, according to official statistics.
This has also raised concerns about quality. Last year, Prime
Minister Edi Rama ordered the closure of 18 private colleges
after an inspection report concluded they were handing out
diplomas and degrees of dubious quality. Over just a few years,
Rama said, private universities had handed out 32,000 degrees
— half of them issued by a single university.

Kosovo’s Education Minister Arsim Bajrami says the main
focus in higher education policy so far has been to increase the
number of public universities, to raise the number of students
and to bring the Kosovo system into line with European
standards.
But, he says, “now we are implementing a project that aims
to study the needs of the labour market, and we will ask
universities to review their programmes in accordance with the
results”.
“We are working on a new bill on higher education that will
bring a lot of changes, all in the spirit of increasing the quality
of higher education,” he says.
Rama’s government asked a group of experts led by Arjan
Gjonca, a demographics professor at the London School of
Economics, to draw up reforms of the higher education system.
“We need institutions that will be able to create that student of
the future, that well-trained student, who can find a job and is
prepared for life,” Gjonca declared.
The bill based on the commission’s proposals was blocked by
Albania’s president in August, showing how hard it can be to turn
rhetoric about education reform into reality. It came into effect
after being passed by parliament again, in the face of continued
resistance from student organisations and many academics. They
see the new law as an attempt to privatise higher education and
argue it violates the principle of autonomy for universities.  

Owners do not hire
diplomas and qualifications
any more but people who ‘can
do the job’
Ardian Hackaj, Albanian analyst
Meanwhile, shortcomings in education policy mean that some
private companies have to deal with the shortage of a skilled
workforce.
Brickos is a company that produces bricks in the small
municipality of Ranillug, eastern Kosovo. It employs nearly
90 people but bosses say finding well-qualified workers is a
big challenge.

Before coming to power, Rama had criticised the lax
accreditation of private universities which he said had turned
into “diploma factories”.

During a tour of the plant, one manager says the firm had to
hire an engineer from Serbia to set up their machinery because
they could not find someone from Kosovo.

In both Kosovo and Albania, officials say they recognise the
university system needs reform.

Yet, from the University of Pristina alone, more than 100
students graduate in mechanical engineering each year.
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Shaban Buza, a professor of
mechanical engineering, with
students in the laboratory at the
University of Pristina

Workers at the Tregi
Kosovo call centre in
central Pristina
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Connecting theory and practice is a major challenge for
Kosovo’s universities, however. The University of Pristina,
whose annual budget is just 30 million euros, cannot afford
to create state-of-the-art labs. But staff say they use what they
have to give students a sense of the real world.
“We can’t provide much practical work here, but at least we try
to make students feel the noise of the engine, so that they’re
not terrified when they go into the field,” says Shaban Buza, a
professor of mechanical engineering in Pristina.

United
Kingdom

But the reality has proved very different. Youth unemployment
now stands at around 60 per cent.
Many of Kosovo’s young Europeans have decided their future
lies elsewhere on the continent.
In the early months of this year, between 50,000 and 100,000
people poured out of the country, seeking better economic
prospects in the wealthier countries of the European Union.

Reporters road map

Buza, who was appointed in October as rector of the public
University of Gjakova in western Kosovo, says any reform of
higher education has to go hand in hand with an analysis of the
labour market.

“We can’t have an education strategy without an employment
strategy, which will show which profiles we need in the future,”
he says. “Today we have an excessive number of graduates in
economics and legal studies.”

Young Europeans
A year after Kosovo declared independence, the government
paid the advertising agency Saatchi & Saatchi millions of euros
to produce a short film with the tagline “Kosovo, The Young
Spain
Europeans”, presenting an upbeat image of Europe’s
newest
country and its youthful population.
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“Migration is a necessary lifeline for Kosovo, as it has been for
generations,” says Besa Shahini, one of the authors of a report
by the European Stability Initiative, a Berlin-based think tank,
entitled ‘Why Kosovo Needs Migration’.
“The jobs which Kosovars get abroad are affected by the quality
of education in Kosovo,” Shahini says, adding that too many
young people study subjects such as economics and law, rather
than learning “marketable skills” such as working in carpentry,
textiles or the caring professions.

Poland

Germany

France

Some analysts argue ministers should accept economic
migration as a fact of life in Kosovo —and education policy
should be tailored to the labour market not just at home but
also abroad.

“A refocus on vocational schools in Kosovo is needed to train
youth for jobs in Kosovo but also abroad,” she says.

Pristina

Kosovo
Greece

Among those whose skills are in demand abroad are doctors. In
the last three years, more than 400 doctors have left the country,
according to the Kosovo Health Trade Union. The average
salary for a specialist doctor in Kosovo is just 600 euros — if
they can even find a job.
One specialist doctor who declined to be named told BIRN
he was now working in a supermarket after being fired
from a clinic because he supported a political party that lost
power locally.

Opportunity calling
In Kosovo and Albania today, the sectors that are expanding
and hiring workers are often not looking specifically for
university graduates.
On a sunny day in June, Andi Fosa, the manager of Tregi
Kosovo, a call centre company based in the Pejton district
of central Pristina, wears a big smile as he welcomes a new
candidate for a job interview. Each week he receives dozens
of job applications. The company employs about 70 people,
selling Italian food products on the phone in German and
English-speaking countries.
The size of the workforce at Tregi Kosovo — a branch of 3G
Brothers Holding, an international company based in Lugano,
Switzerland — can vary considerably depending on the work
the centre is undertaking. A few years ago, it had more than 170
people working the phones.
Having a university diploma is not necessary to work in a call
centre and does not mean a larger salary, even though many of
Fosa’s employees have more than one degree.
“Knowledge of the language, basic computer skills, and being
a positive person is all you need to work here,” says Fosa.
Kristiana Gjoni tells BIRN she has been working at Tregi
Kosovo for almost three years. She earns 270 euros a month,
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Back in Kosovo, tens of thousands of high school students
apply for a university place, hoping they will not end up as the
doctor working in a supermarket or the lawyer waiting tables.
Fevzi Hajra, meanwhile, dreams of returning to Kosovo and
taking over the metal works in his home town of Vushtrri with
the help of an Austrian partner.
That may sound overambitious, but at least Hajra still has a
dream — unlike Avni Avdiu, who is thoroughly disillusioned
from his years of trying to find work with five university
degrees.
“In this region meritocracy is long dead,” he says. “This is the
place where family ties, political parties and corruption do the
talking.”

with the possibility of commission on top. She has two
bachelor’s degrees from the University of Pristina, one in
German and one in journalism.
“I enrolled in two different faculties just so that if one profession
didn’t offer me a chance of a job, maybe the second one would,”
Gjoni says. “But in the job that I’m doing, a university degree
means nothing.”
Tregi Kosovo’s parent company also has seven call centres
in Albania. In fact, there are 12 call centre companies among
the top 100 employers in Albania, employing a total of 9,500
people, according to Ardian Hackaj, the author of a study on
employment trends in Albania published this year.
Hackaj says one of the most surprising findings of his research
was that 80 per cent of the companies he surveyed had no plans
to hire graduates in the next 12 months.
“They do have plans to employ young people, but not
necessarily graduates,” he says. “This shows that owners do
not hire diplomas and qualifications any more but people who
‘can do the job’.”
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Apprentices at the Siemens
engineering works in the
Austrian city of Graz

Fevzi Hajra at his
vocational school in Graz,
southern Austria

Photo: Siemens

Photo: Jeton Mehmeti

The Austrian angle
In Austria, where the unemployment rate is only six per cent,
you can get a well-paid, skilled job thanks to a good education
— without going to university.
Fevzi Hajra, 21, finished his primary education in Kosovo but is
now in his final year at a vocational school in the southern Austrian
city of Graz, while also working at an engineering company. He
earns around 1,400 euros per month and will soon be a qualified
welder. He has decided he no longer wants to go to university.
Austria has one of the lowest youth unemployment rates in the
European Union, at around 10 per cent as of June 2015.
In the Austrian education system, pupils choose one of two
pathways — a general education that leads towards university,
or a more vocational option that leads to qualification as a
skilled worker, known as Vocational Education and Training,
VET. Around 80 per cent of schoolchildren opt for a VET
programme after their lower secondary schooling.
“Austria has not focused exclusively on higher education, as
other European countries have done, because ... we have a very

strong VET system, which qualifies people for jobs which are
actually demanded by the labour market,” says Thomas Mayr,
director of ibw Austria, a think tank in Vienna that focuses on
vocational education.
“Over 90 per cent of those who take VET are employed later on.”
Vocational education is not an unknown concept in Kosovo and
Albania. There are public vocational schools in both countries,
but with a very poor reputation — nothing like the school in
Graz where Fevzi Hajra is studying.
At his school, students can become engineers specialised in
steel, machine or tool construction. They can become welders
and even fitness instructors.
The Austrian system involves close cooperation between schools
and companies, where students complete apprenticeships.
At a Siemens engineering works in Graz that makes train
undercarriages, apprentices are trained in fields including
mechatronics, steel construction and machine operation.
“Each year, 12 to 18 apprentices are enrolled here at Siemens.
They practically learn everything that a mechanical engineering
student does at the university level,” says Martin Kahr, who
supervises apprentices at the plant.
41

By Kostas Koukoumakas
Thessaloniki,
Athens, Lesvos,
Belgrade
and Subotica

Father Stratis Dimou,
a Greek Orthodox priest on the
island of Lesvos, at the charity
he founded to help refugees
and migrants.
Photo: Kostas Koukoumakas

Love Thy Neighbour:
The church
and the refugees
Priests in the Balkans are among those helping the thousands
reaching Europe’s shores - even as some of their colleagues
raise fears about the arrival of large numbers of Muslims
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A

t around 6 a.m. on June 1, 2015, the puttering sound
of a small engine carried over the calm sea to a beach
on the Greek island of Lesvos. Soon an inflatable boat
carrying some 20 people came into view.
As the boat approached Eftalou beach on the north side of the
island, passengers raised their hands to the sky and shouted
“Allahu Akbar!” (“God is the Greatest!” in Arabic).
Within an hour, two more boats had landed on the beach. Most
of those on board were from Syria, Afghanistan and various
African nations. The crossing of around 10 km from the Turkish
coast was the latest stage of a long journey. For the first time,
they were setting foot on European soil.
About 25 km away in the village of Kerami Kallonis, a 57-yearold Greek Orthodox priest named Stratis Dimou, a tall man with
sparkling blue eyes, received word of the new arrivals by phone.

Father Stratis immediately left his home for the small
building that houses “Agkalia” (“hug” in Greek), the
charity he founded in 2009 to help refugees and migrants.
He prepared sandwiches and set out bottles of water for the
latest arrivals, who would reach the village by noon on foot.
As they entered Greece illegally, Greek law forbids people
from transporting them.
Father Stratis, who wore an oxygen mask to counter breathing
difficulties, told me the charity had given away more than 60
tonnes of food donated by local people and helped more than
10,000 migrants and refugees.
“Just recently three women arrived at the village — two
of them were pregnant. All three had lost contact with their
husbands and their children. We took action and reunited the
families,” he said.
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friendship with Amint Fadoul, a 29-year-old Syrian lawyer
who protested against President Bashar al-Assad and fled his
homeland in 2013 fearing for his life.
In May this year in a café in Thessaloniki, the monk, a tall figure
in a black cassock with a steady gaze, and Fadoul, wearing a
blue jacket and occasionally checking his phone, recounted the
events that brought them together.

In the parable of the
Good Samaritan, the one that
treated the wounded foreigner
... didn’t let him into his home.
Metropolitan Anthimos of Thessaloniki

People from Syria, Afghanistan and
other countries arrive on the Greek
island of Lesvos on June 1, 2015.

At the beginning of 2014, Father Chrysostomus was visiting
the Agia Triada (Holy Trinity) monastery on Heybeliada, a
small island off Istanbul, when he met Fadoul, who shares his
Orthodox faith.
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In the middle of last year, Fadoul got in touch with the monk
and asked for help to try to move to Greece legally. He could
not renew a visa to allow him to remain in Turkey.
Father Chrysostomus contacted the Greek authorities but no
solution could be found. At that point, Fadoul decided to do
what hundreds of thousands of others have done this year — to
pay a trafficker, in his case 1,250 euros, to get him into Europe.

“It was then that one of the husbands stood in front of me
and kissed me. Love has no religion. Saint Paul writes in the
Epistle to the Corinthians: ‘If I speak in the tongues of men or
of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or
a clanging cymbal’.”

Reporters road map

Scenes like the one on Eftalou beach have been repeated
countless times on Greek islands in recent months as Europe
faces its biggest refugee crisis in decades.
This year, some 800,000 refugees and migrants have arrived
in Greece by sea. In all of 2014, there were only 43,500 such
arrivals. More than 3,600 people have died or been reported
missing after trying to reach Europe by sea this year, according
to the UN refugee agency.
In much of Europe, Christian churches and charities are heavily
involved in efforts to help refugees and migrants. But in Greece,
the Orthodox Church does not play such a prominent role and
some priests have even suggested that Muslim migrants pose a
danger to the country.

The monk and the refugee

However, other priests have taken the same view as Father
Stratis, who succumbed to lung cancer on September 2, 2015.
He died on the same day as Aylan Kurdi, the three-year-old
Syrian boy whose death became a global symbol of the refugee

Father Chrysostomus Hatzinikolaou, 41, is a monk who lives
in a monastic community on Mount Athos in northern Greece.
The monks who live there are considered introverted and
conservative but Father Chrysostomus has formed an unlikely
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tragedy after pictures of his body, washed up on a Turkish
beach, were published around the world.
These clerics see it as part of their Christian mission to help
those arriving from the war zones of the Middle East and South
Asia and from the impoverished nations of Africa.

“I believed that we would drown,” Fadoul said.
At 2.45 a.m., he sent a text message to Father Chrysostomus,
asking him to call for a rescue helicopter.
Father Chrysostomus took up the story: “I was at my village
in Florina, northern Greece; it was Christmas Eve. I called
someone I knew back in Samos and he told me that there
was no way to mobilise a helicopter or a survival craft. Also,
the authorities would ask me how I knew about the migrants
and there was a risk of getting charged with complicity in
trafficking. I couldn’t do anything but pray.”
Amint recalled: “In the midst of the night, the boat hit the
rocks. We fell into the water. It was dark. I swam with all my
strength and finally I set foot on the shore. It was a miracle.”
He made his way to Thessaloniki and has found shelter in a
house owned by Father Chrysostomus. He is learning Greek
at the city’s university and considering applying for political
asylum in order to stay in Greece.
Father Chrysostomus said he would have helped Fadoul even if
he were not a Christian.
“Saint Paul mentions in his Epistle to the Galatians: ‘There is
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male
and female’,” he said.

“We start to fear them”

Subotica Hungary

Bosna and
Hezegovina

As Christmas approached, at midnight on December 23, 2014,
he boarded an inflatable boat near Kusadasi on the Turkish coast
along with 36 other people from Syria, Iraq and Cameroon and
began a dangerous journey to the Greek island of Samos. At
one point, Fadoul looked at the map on his mobile phone and
realised the boat was too far away to reach land with the fuel
it had on board.

Metropolitan Anthimos of Thessaloniki is one of the highestprofile priests in the Greek media. He has often spoken out
against migrants in his sermons.

Serbia

Montenegro

Bulgaria

In his office, he told me that Muslim refugees pose a threat to
Greeks’ religious beliefs.

Macedonia
Thessaloniki
Albania

Lesvos

Grecce

AthenS

It may seem obvious that if Christian priests followed Jesus’
exhortation to “Love thy neighbour as thyself”, they would
help refugees. But this is not always the case.

“Unfortunately, these days there are no voices of resistance
against the assault that is taking place and whose aim is to lure
believers away from the Orthodox Christian faith — and to
execute them when they do not submit,” he said.
“Not even in the Middle Ages would one witness what jihadists
are doing these days. When we are told that there are extremists
among the immigrants, then we start to fear them.”
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“I answered that as a priest I could not do such a thing,”
Petridis said, surrounded by pet cats in his apartment, which is
decorated with many Christian icons.
He went on to quote the Gospel according to St John: “A new
command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you,
so you must love one another.”
Far right extremists unleashed a fierce campaign against Father
Prokopios. “The defamation and the verbal attacks started.
They were threatening that they would come to Sunday mass
to cause trouble,” he recalled. “They attacked me verbally on
the street: ‘Leave this place. You brought the foreigners here!’”
Father Prokopios said he had just “tacit” support from his
archbishop and no sympathy from the other priests at his
church.
Metropolitan Anthimos of
Thessaloniki has spoken out against
Muslim migrants in his sermons.

“I was totally alone but I had ordinary people supporting me,”
he said.
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“At the moment, we’re providing shelter to 19 boys, aged 13
to 18,” she said. “Most of them come from Afghanistan, Syria
and Pakistan.”
Ali Mohammadi, an Afghan in his early twenties who works
as an interpreter, lived at the shelter for two years. His father,
a government official, was killed by the Taliban. Mohammadi
left the country at the age of nine along with his 10-year-old
brother. They lived for almost six years in Iran, working in a
marble factory, but Mohammadi always dreamed of reaching
Europe. In 2011, he crossed into Turkey and took a boat across
the Evros river to enter Greece.

Giving shelter

Reminded that Holy Scripture teaches love towards foreigners,
Anthimos disarmingly responded: “Exactly! To love them, not
to be the victims along with them. In the parable of the Good
Samaritan, the one that treated the wounded foreigner took care
of his wounds, carried him to an inn and even paid his bill. But
he didn’t let him into his home.”
Anthimos is not the only senior churchman to voice such views.
The rhetoric of Metropolitan Seraphim of Piraeus is both
xenophobic and racist. In May 2015, he distributed a circular
to all churches in Piraeus, condemning anti-racism legislation
introduced by the Greek government and a decision to build
a mosque in Athens. Seraphim did not respond to multiple
requests to be interviewed for this story.
Niki Papageorgiou, an associate theology professor at the
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, said xenophobic attitudes
had no basis in Orthodox theology, which values tolerance.
But, she said, the Greek Orthodox Church often sees itself as a
guardian of Greek traditions and language.
“Some Orthodox priests, and also people close to the church,
think that the Greek nation and the Orthodox religion are
one and the same. This is the main reason the church is a
conservative institution and the people within it are usually
conservatives who fear opening up, or even see technology as
a bogeyman,” Papageorgiou said.

Father Prokopios Petridis, who took a stand
against xenophobia when working at the Agios
Panteleimonas church in Athens.
Photo: Kostas Koukoumakas
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Vasiliki Giamali, a social worker who manages the shelter,
explained that the building belongs to a local parish. The shelter
receives funding from the Greek government and the Athens
archdiocese. Most of the residents go to a school for children from
different cultures. At the shelter, psychologists and social workers
teach them their rights and try to reunite them with their families.

Angeliki Ziaka, an assistant professor of the history of religions
at the same university, said openly racist priests represent
only some tendencies within the church, but their outspoken
comments mean they are “heard louder than those working in
silence and producing significant beneficial work”.
One priest who has taken a stand against xenophobia is 55-yearold Father Prokopios Petridis, the assistant bishop at the
Metropolis of Nikea in Athens. Until 2009, he was a vicar at the
church of Agios Panteleimonas in the Athens neighbourhood of
the same name, which has a large immigrant population.
This area is also a stronghold of the far-right Golden Dawn
party. At the end of 2007, a group of young people — who later
turned out to be Golden Dawn members — came to the church
and asked Father Prokopios to sign a petition demanding the
expulsion of foreigners from the area.

The Greek Orthodox Church as an institution has few specific
projects to support refugees and migrants. But Haris Konidaris,
spokesman for the Archdiocese of Athens, the central office of
the church, notes that such people are among the thousands
who receive assistance daily from soup kitchens organised by
parishes throughout Greece.
Also, in June this year, the church-funded charity Apostoli,
together with an international network of Orthodox Christian
charities, renovated a centre for people arriving on the island
of Chios. Workers installed showers and modernised the
electrical system at the centre, where 500 people have been
living in accommodation originally intended for 110. They also
distributed hygiene kits and school packs.

Ali Mohammadi, an Afghan
who lived at a shelter for
unaccompanied refugee children
run by the Greek Orthodox
Church’s Apostoli charity

One long-term church initiative to help refugees is a shelter
for children who arrive in Greece without an accompanying
adult. It is run by the Apostoli charity in the Agios Dimitrios
neighbourhood of Athens. Since the shelter opened in 2011, it
has given refuge to 168 minors.

Even if I regarded these
people as enemies, it would be
my duty to help them
Tibor Varga, pastor in the Serbian city of Subotica
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Mohammadi, who is tall and slim with a long fringe that flops
into his eyes, praised the shelter and said no one there ever put
pressure on the children to convert to Christianity.
“Although it is an institution run by the church, nobody ever
talked to us about Christianity. We were free to go and pray in
makeshift mosques in Athens,” he said.

Minor role for Serbian church
The vast majority of refugees and migrants arriving in Greece
have continued on to western Europe, travelling through
Macedonia and Serbia into Hungary, which is part of the
European Union’s border-free Schengen zone.
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More than 155,000 migrants crossed into Hungary from Serbia
in the first eight months of this year alone, according to the
EU’s Frontex border force.
The Serbian capital Belgrade became a key stopping off point
on this western Balkan route, with thousands of people camped
in small tents in parks around the railway and bus stations.
But, as in Greece, Serbia’s Orthodox Church has not been at the
centre of efforts to assist the refugees and migrants. Much of
the help came from an ad hoc coalition of charities, businesses
and volunteers.
Like his counterparts in Greece, Father Branislav Jocic,
assistant director at the Archdiocese of Belgrade’s charity arm,
noted the church offers help to needy people of many different
backgrounds.
“Every day, at the church’s soup kitchens, we give away 1,800
portions of food, not only to migrants but also to unemployed
and poor Serbs,” Father Branislav said.
He said the Serbian Orthodox Church is not wealthy enough to
do more for migrants. “We do not deny any help but we do not
have funds,” he said.
Experts also point to differences in traditions and outlook to
explain why the Orthodox Church tends to be less involved in
work with refugees and migrants than, for example, protestant
churches and charities.

Father Branislav Jocic,
assistant director at the
Archdiocese of Belgrade’s
charity arm, in his church in
the centre of the city.
Photo: Kostas Koukoumakas

“Protestantism is more open because of the pluralism within
it. We see that in Germany, England or Nordic countries. The
social work it develops is more organised and it has played an
active role in the emergence of the modern society,” said Niki
Papageorgiou of the Aristotle University in Thessaloniki.
Martin Dutzmann, a senior official in the Evangelical Church
of Germany, said the call to serve the poor and oppressed
was particularly strong in evangelical Christianity. German
evangelical churches were also motivated by the memory of
the Nazi era, he said.
“It is in our DNA to understand how these things work and not
to want something similar to happen again. We feel that we
have a responsibility to help,” he said in Thessaloniki, during a
trip to visit refugee camps in Greece and Macedonia.
Dutzmann also noted that churches in wealthy countries such
as Germany had more funds at their disposal than those in the
Balkans.

Farridulah, a 16-year-old
Afghan, at the abandoned brick
factory in Subotica, northern
Serbia, a temporary base for
many refugees and migrants
hoping to cross into Hungary.

“We can afford to offer help,” he said.

Pastoral care

Photo: Kostas Koukoumakas

The area around the city of Subotica, 160 km north of
Belgrade, is the last stop in Serbia for people following the
western Balkan route. It became the centre of media attention
after Hungary built a fence along the nearby frontier to stop
refugees and migrants crossing into the EU.

“My initiative is not organised, nor is it a part of a wider plan
from the state authorities,” Varga explained. He said he did not
expect any state funding for his efforts.

Tibor Varga, a protestant
pastor in the north Serbian
city of Subotica who helps
refugees and migrants
Photo: Kostas Koukoumakas

Tibor Varga, a protestant pastor in Subotica for 25 years, has
made it his mission to help the migrants and refugees. We met
at an abandoned brick factory outside the city, where people
camp out before attempting to cross the border. Varga wore a
baseball cap and sports clothing.

Asked if Orthodox priests in the area were helping refugees in
the same way, he suggested talking to them. But other clerics
declined to speak. Some said they needed permission from
their bishop.
After a short pause, Varga went on: “Jesus has said: ‘If your
enemy is hungry, feed him — if he is thirsty, give him something
to drink.’ So, even if I regarded these people as enemies, it
would be my duty to help them.”
Shortly before leaving, I asked if I could photograph Varga in
his church in the city centre. He gestured to the old factory and
people washing themselves with water from a well.
“This is my church,” he said.

“I come to the factory two, three times per week, even daily if
needed. I want to talk to the refugees and listen to their stories.
I offer them food, clothes, blankets, all thanks to donations,”
he said. Volunteers from the international medical charity
Medecins Sans Frontieres also visit the site.
The conversation was interrupted by a phone call from a farmer,
who wanted to donate eggs for the relief effort.
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By Laura Stefanut
Calafat, Calarasi,
Timisoara and
Gotse Delchev

Workers outside the
Maglierie Cristian factory
in Calafat, southern
Romania in July this year
Photo: Laura Stefanut

Fashion Victims: Even in EU,
Garment Workers Face
Tough Conditions
Women in Romania and Bulgaria endure low pay,
long hours and gruelling work to make clothes
for luxury Westernbrands
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alafat, southern Romania, 7 a.m. Hundreds of clothing
factory workers crowd around a makeshift market to
stock up on supplies before their shift — crackers,
crisps and sodas are piled on the bonnets of two minivans.
More and more people arrive, by bus or on foot across a long
motorway bridge.
The Italian-owned knitwear factory, Maglierie Cristian Impex,
is the biggest employer in the area. It has produced clothes
for big names such as Kenzo, Marc O’Polo, Faconnable and
Inditex, the Spanish-based giant whose brands include Zara and
Massimo Dutti.According to a local newspaper story featuring
an interview with the factory manager, it has also worked for
Hugo Boss, Pierre Cardin and Escada.
Many workersdo not want to talk to a reporter,saying they fear
losing their jobs. Others mutter as they pass that they have not

received their salaries. Things are bad, they say. “Help us if you
can,” says more than one.
“Work, work, work — but no pay,”complains one worker,
34-year-old Cristina (a pseudonym to protect her identity).
About a dozen current or former workers at the factory told the
Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN, they were not
paid on time. Several said they received wages only once every
two or three months.
Activists and media outlets have railed against the plight of
garment workers in recent years, often focusing on Asia. But
even inside the European Union, in Romania and Bulgaria,
workers in factories endure low wages, long hours and arduous
conditions to make clothes for major fashion companies,
including luxury brands.
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Factory owners say they face intense pressure from brands to keep
costs low. The workers, who are overwhelmingly women, are
often hired on the legal minimum wage of a couple of hundred
euros a month and may earn even less. They can wait months to
get their pay, which is far below the ‘living wage’ in their nations.
From late January to mid-July, Cristina says she was paid just
twice, a total of around 1500 lei (€340) for half a year’s work.
“Women go and start crying in front of the chief, saying ‘please
give me my money, because I can’t feed my children’,” Cristina
says at her home in a village about 10 km from the factory.
Cristina shares a small two-room concrete house with her
husband, son and mother-in-law. She is the only family
member in full-time employment. She considers herself luckier
than many colleagues at the factory because she has no bank
loans to pay off and lives in the countryside, where she grows
her own food.

Striking statement
In April 2014, more than 300 employees at the Maglierie
Cristian factory stageda wildcat strike, complaining their
salaries were late and fearing they would not even be able to
give their families a decent meal for Easter.
Cristi Deseanu, 29, one of the strikers, says people were eventually
paid. But, he says, he and other vocal protesters were fired.
In a brief telephone conversation, a senior company official
told BIRN that Deseanu quit his job. But company papers show
that the firm dismissed him, based on an internal disciplinary
finding that he had taken part in an unauthorised strike and
brought the company into disrepute.
Deseanu worked as a mechanic at the plant, programming and
maintaining machinery. He says he had an official salary of
around €250 per month butdid not always receive the entire
sum, especially in winter, when the factory had fewer orders.
There were months when he earned less than €100, he says.
“My salary there didn’t offer me the chance to start a family of my
own,” says Deseanu. He has since found a job at another factory —
250 km away from his previous home and workplace in Calafat.
The Calafat factory is majority-owned by Enzo Mantovani, the
founder of a luxury cashmere brand, and his two sons, Cristian
and Gianluca. The latter is also the chief executive of the
Romanian business, which posted a turnover of more than €8.3
million in 2014, according to the Ministry of Public Finances.
It advertises itself as among the largest clothing factories in
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Romania, with “a good reputation at home and abroad” and
a philosophy of “absolute customer satisfaction”. It reported
having around 900 employees in 2014.
BIRN has tried repeatedly over several months to obtain
comment from the Romanian company, including its response
to the specific allegations contained in this story. A BIRN
reporter has gone to the factory gate, telephoned the firm
numerous times, submitted questions via email and contacted
a shareholder via Facebook. But no comment has been
forthcoming beyond a few words on Deseanu’s departure.
Inditex told BIRN it hadworked with the Calafat factory, had
audited the plant and found it complied with Inditex’s Code of
Conduct.The other brands mentioned in this story in connection
with the factory did not respond to requests for comment.

‘Breath of life’
Catalin Mohora, an inspector at the Labour Inspectorate in
Dolj county, which includes Calafat, says it can be legal for
an employer to pay less than the minimum wage. In certain
situations, such as low demand for its products, the employer
can cut working hours and decrease pay accordingly.

The poor things drop like flies
Calafat deputy mayor Dorel Mituletu on factory workers struggling with hot conditions in summer
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Calafat’s deputy mayor,
Dorel Mituletu, in his office
in June 2015.

Workers stock up on snacks
before starting their shift at
the Maglierie Cristian factory
in Calafat, southern Romania
in July this year

There is also no legal punishment for not paying salaries on
time, according to the Labour Inspectorate. If salaries are late,
inspectors must first ask the employer to make the payments
and can only impose fines if the firm does not comply after that.

Cristian factory is its “breath of life”.

Mohora says Maglierie Cristian is one of the better employers
in the county. Some companies, he says, try to push the legal
boundaries to avoid paying wages and taxes — for example
by modifying contracts after they have been signed, or getting
employees to work overtime without extra pay.

“If they leave, you are left with a major social problem.”

“No one can afford to get on the wrong side of someone who,
one way or another, provides jobs to 1,000 people,” he says.

Mituletu admits that working in the factory is “an exhausting
job for the women”, particularly in summer when it gets hot
inside, causing some workers to faint.
“The poor things drop like flies,” Mituletu says.

According to official statistics, around 240,000
people work in apparel manufacture in Romania,
the second biggest export sector after the
automotive industry, while in Bulgariathe industry
employs 105,000 people in 4,500 companies

In July this year, Cristina says she saw three women in her section
become unwell or collapse due to the heat. She remembers an
Italian supervisor laughing at them and saying he would have to
improvise a cemetery in the backyard if women continued to drop.
“He just felt like joking,” says Cristina with resignation.
The factory has air conditioners, but they are not enough to
compensate for the heat generated by the machines and irons,
both Cristina and Cristi Deseanu say.

Calafat, a town of around 17,000 people on the banks of
the Danube, became an industrial centre under the rule of
communist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu. But few of its factories
survived the switch to capitalism in the 1990s.
The town’s deputy mayor, Dorel Mituletu, sits at his desk
beside large flags of Romania and the EU planted on the floor.
He says Calafat struggles to attract investorsand the Maglierie

Fashion brands some times send staff to check on the factories
they use. In the summer of 2015, a representative of Lacoste
visited the Calafat factory, which had been working round the
clock to make striped sweaters for the French brand, Cristina
says. Workers were organised into two 12-hour shifts.
“We worked like crazy and we asked each other how much
longer we could go on like this,” Cristina remembers.
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The Lacoste man’s visit had two unusual features, Cristina
says. First, he demanded changes to improve the quality of
the sweaters. And he started asking around about working
conditions. One department chief was worried she had said too
much and could be fired, Cristina recalls. She says workers are
instructed not to complain to outsiders.

Ioana Ganea (right) and
her mother in the garden of
their home in the Romanian
village of Sultana
Photo: George Popescu

Looking at the price tags on the sweaters, Cristina noticed that
just one cost almos as much as the pay she had received from
the factory in the past six months.

Customers have this
preconception — ‘Made in
Europe, it must be fair’...
But that’s not true

New start turns to nightmare
Less than a year ago, Ioana Ganea, 45, and her friend Carmen
Ciobanu, a 39-year-old mother of three, thought jobs at a local
garment factory were the solution to some tough problems at
home. Both women live in the small village of Sultana, about
90 km from Bucharest.

“Even if you live in the countryside, you still need to pay
bills and buy things... (that) you can’t grow in your back
yard,” Ciobanu says.
Ganea was working eight hours a day at a clothing factory in
the capital and spending another four hours on buses getting to

Corina Ajder, researcher
and from work, leaving little time to take care of her 72-yearold mother.
Ganea smokes anxiously and tears come to her eyes when she talks
about her mother. She is sitting with Ciobanu at a table in the garden
of her home. The table is like the house — old, small and slanting.
Ciobanu encouraged Ganea to quit her job in Bucharest so they
could both go and work at the Zendoo Style factory in Calarasi,
about 20 km from the village. The factory’s manager, Vasilica

Work Experience: Undercover in a factory
I wanted to experience what it’s like to work in the clothing
industry, so I went to a factory in the city of Timisoara that
was advertising for employees and got a trial in the printing
department.
At 6 a.m. workers were already at the factory. They lose an
hour’s pay if they clock in late, a male employee told me.
A female supervisor gave me a tour of the department.
A strong chemical smell filled the air but the supervisor
reassured me: the factory had shifted to water-based
colours, which are not harmful. The only difficult part of
my work, she said, would be the heat as the air conditioning
had to stay off — to preserve the freshly printed colours.
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“She was shouting all the time faster, faster, faster. Can you
imagine what it feels like to listen to this as if you were a
slave?” complains Ganea.
Ganea and Ciobanu had contracts for the official minimum
wage at that time, just over €200 (975 lei), but sometimes
received even less. They assumed money had been deducted
because they could not meet impossible work quotas.

BIRN contacted Lacoste to ask about its representative’s visit.
The company acknowledged receipt of the query but did not
respond to BIRN’s questions, despite repeated follow-up
requests.

Ciobanu’s husband, a fisherman, had been laid off. The main
source of income for the family was Ciobanu’s mother, who
worked as a cleaner in Italy.

each other and only to go to the bathroom in an emergency.
Their boss would tell them they were not working hard enough.

I had to arrange pieces of cloth on top of a paper pattern
spread out on a large table. It was like doing a largescale jigsaw puzzle. I laid out patterns for shorts and
then for a shirt. The arrangements went into a large
printing machine to add logos and other design elements.
Then they were taken upstairs for sewing. I and the
other workers did this over and over again. By around 9
a.m., the heat in the room was already wearying, and I
could see the faces of my colleagues turning red. By 11
a.m., when we got our single break of 20 minutes, I felt
drained. My vision was blurry from focusing on the fine
lines as I aligned the fabricwith the pattern. My neck
was numb from leaning over all the time. My legs hurt
from being constantly on my feet.

Sterschi, says it has made clothes for various Western firms
including a major luxury brand, which she named. The brand
did not respond to BIRN’s request to clarify whether it had
worked with the factory.
Ganea and Ciobanu began working at the factory in January
2015 and say their hopes of a better life were soon dashed.
The volume of work required was impossible and pressure was
intense, the women say. Workers were instructed not to talk to

I would receive the minimum salary for a full time job:
around €220 per month, of which I would get to keep
about €165 after paying taxes.
One worker warned me that things are not as great as they
seem at the beginning. For me, they didn’t seem great to
start with. I met three workers who told me that the room
where I worked fills up with steam from the overheating
printing machines during the evening shift. A supervisor
insulted them on a regular basis, they claimed, and the
money they earned was not enough to support their
families so they had to work exhausting overtime.
I did not encounter any of the abuses I had heard
about in other factories in Romania and Bulgaria.
But just having a ‘normal’ job in the clothing
industry seemed hugely taxing and the money
barely enough to survive.

Ganea’s work contract, which she shared with BIRN, states
that the employee has an obligation to achieve quotas set by
the employer but does not specify any amounts.
Contacted by phone, manager Sterschi tells BIRN she could
not pay salaries for insufficient work and could not accept “I
can’t work harder” as an excuse.
“If (the worker) comes to work and sits in the toilet or replies
‘I can’t work harder’, I can’t include that in their salaries,” says
Sterschi, whose husband, Ion, owns the firm.
Ganea, Ciobanu and about a dozen other women decided to
quit by no longer turning up for work. But, Ganea and Ciobanu
say, Sterschi refused to accept their resignations, threatening to
sue them unless they changed their minds.
BIRN has spoken to two other women who say they faced the
same reaction when trying to resign from the factory. Sterschi
says she never intended to sue workers for quitting.
Ganea believed she was owed back pay and took her case to the
local Labour Inspectorate, which concluded she should be paid
about €50 for leave she had not taken.
But the inspectorate could not find evidence in company
records that she had not been paid for work she had carried
out. Ganea’s only chance of getting more money was to sue
the company, calling witnesses to assert that the records were
wrong. But she could not afford a lawyer.
Zendoo Style, the firm that owns the Calarasi factory, reported
a turnover of about €370,000 in 2014 and declared having 82
employees.
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Official records of the Romanian Labour Inspectorate show
that the company was fined for employing workers illegally in
2012. In May 2015, Ion and Vasilica Sterschiwere convicted
of tax evasion, fined and given a suspended sentence of six
months in prison.

Low pay and poor conditions ‘endemic’
The problems documented by BIRN are common place across the
region, according to research by non-governmental organisations.
A report on eastern Europe and Turkey published last year
by the Clean Clothes Campaign, an international group that
lobbies for better working conditions in the sector, found that
poverty-level wages, dangerous working conditions and forced
overtime were “endemic throughout the garment industry”.
“Customers have this preconception — ‘Made in Europe,
it must be fair’,” says Corina Ajder, a researcher for the
organisation. “But that’s not true.”
The group found that the national minimum wages often paid
in the garment industry were below the poverty line in all the
countries they surveyed — and far below the estimated subsistence
minimum for a family of four. In both Romania and Bulgaria, the
minimum wage was only about 20 per cent of this ‘living wage’.
Fashion brands and factories sometimes commission social
audits, which are meant to check that working conditions meet
international standards. Romanian auditor Rodica Soldea says
there are not enough of these inspections in eastern Europe.

Carmen Ciobanu in her
home in the village of
Sultana, Romania
Photo: George Popescu

But audits are no panacea. Social auditors had inspected
two factories in Bangladesh and Pakistan where fires killed
hundreds of garment workers in 2012.

Rollmann is a veteran of the garment industry. His grandfather
was a tailor, as were his mother and father. His father owned
a clothing factory in Germany “during the golden age of the
industry”, as Rollmann describes the 1970s and 1980s, when
the brands had different priorities.

Experts say that these audits can identify severe abuses, such
as the use of child labour, but it is harder to detect less obvious
problems such as the late payment of wages or a failure to pay
overtime. Auditors only spend a couple of hours to a couple of
days at the factories and workers may be afraid to speak out.

“In that period, it was more about demand for capacity and
respectable quality... and the brands did not ask so much of the
price,” he says in his factory office.

Trade unionists argue that the best way to improve conditions
is for workers to join their ranks. But unions do not have much
clout in either Romania or Bulgaria. In Romania, they were
weakened further by legislation passed in 2011.

In the early 1980s, his family opened a factory in Greece and
Rollmann ran it. By the middle of the decade, the market became
more and more about generating bigger profits, Rollmann says,
and the collapse of communism in 1989 opened up access to a
new, cheap workforce in eastern Europe.

Factory owners in Romania and Bulgaria say there is little they
can do to increase wages when the brands exert such pressure
to keep costs low.

Bertram Rollmann in his
Pirin-Tex factory in Bulgaria

“They just want to put the prices down, down, down and
that’s it,” says Radina Bankova, president of the Bulgarian
Association of Apparel and Textile Producers and Exporters.
In some cases, however, workers have managed to organise
themselves and press for better conditions.

The employer’s story
In 2007, workers went on strike at the Pirin-Tex factory in the
Bulgarian town of Gotse Delchev, in a mountainous area near the
Greek border. They demanded an extra €100 a month in wages.
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Bertram Rollmann, the factory’s German owner, was shocked.
Since taking over the plant 14 years earlier, he felt he had
worked hard to maintain good relations with the workers.
Wages went up every year and were above average for the
sector, he says.
“What did I do wrong?” Rollmann, 59, remembers wondering.

Reporters road map
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The factory is located in a broad two-storey building, with
production halls the size of more than three football fields
(30,000 square meters). The plant has a training department,
where people learn how to sewand are also taught subjects such
as foreign languages and history. There are laboratories for
creating colours for fabrics, rooms for recycling and a crèche.
But in 2007 the workers felt they weren’t getting a good enough
deal. Their strike was prompted, at least in part, by Bulgaria’s
recent admission to the European Union. They felt they should
now be getting paid more like western Europeans.
Even a trade union leader thought their demands were unrealistic.
Dimitar Tabakov, president of the light industry section at the
CITUB trade union federation, remembers telling them so in
2007. They accused him of taking sides with their employer.
But Rollmann went to his clients, the big brands, and asked them
to give him better prices for his products. As a result, he says, he
lost his biggest customer, which was also one of his oldest, and
accounted for 25 per cent of the factory’s production.

Timisoara

Serbia

Rollmann foresaw that a huge wave of outsourcing would
follow and decided to head for the region himself. He found
cooperative local authorities in Gotse Delchev, a town of about
20,000 people, and opened his factory in 1993. The business
grew to employ more than 2,000 workers and is the biggest
clothing factory in Bulgaria.

Other brands, however, agreed to pay more. The strike ended
after 17 days, when Rollmann was able to offer an increase
of around €60to salaries. Currently, the average salary in his
factory is around €415, he says.
Rollmann believes conditions and wages are slowly improving
in the sector, as campaigns and media coverage of tragedies
such as those in the garment factories in Asia have led to brands
facing pressure from consumers.
“They are reacting now,” Rollmann says. “The public mind-set
is changing.”
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The area around the Place
de l’Yser in Brussels, where
Albanian sex workers tout
for business
Photo: Lindita Cela

By Lindita Cela
Tirana, Elbasan,
Puka, Vlora
and Brussels

Vicious Circle: Albanian
Victims Struggle to Escape
Shadow of Sex Trade
Abused by gangsters, disowned by their families and let
down by the state, women who were trafficked as sex
slaves face an uphill battle to build new lives.
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he area around the Place de I’Yser in Brussels is the
Albanian sex workers’ patch. Their territory is just a
couple of kilometres from the city’s central square, the
Grand Place, where thousands of tourists flock every day.
After a coffee at a corner café around midday, the women wait
for clients on the streets. Ten minutes of sex costs no more than
50 euros.
Voluptuous, with long curly hair and big black eyes, 31-yearold Eva speaks without embarrassment about the clients she
goes with, how much she charges, sexual positions and even
the fights among the women who share the street.
“I first came here with my fiancé 14 years ago,” recalls Eva (a
pseudonym, like the names of all current or former sex workers
in this story). The man she had fallen for told her she needed to

make a “sacrifice for the sake of our love” — to have sex with
other men to earn some money for them as a couple.
Without even realising at first what was happening to her, Eva
had become a victim of sex trafficking — or, as it is more
formally known, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation.
There may be as many as 140,000 sex trafficking victims in
Europe and around a third come from the Balkans, according
to a UN report [pdf link] from 2010.
Thousands of women and girls have been trafficked from
Albania alone to western Europe as sex slaves in the last two
decades. Well-organised criminal gangs control the trafficking,
sometimes with the complicity of the victims’ own family
members, and launder profits by buying property back in
Albania, police and experts say.
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Efforts to crack down on the gangs face serious obstacles.
Complex international investigations are required and it is
widely accepted that criminals can buy influence in the justice
system of Albania, one of Europe’s poorest countries.
“Corruption and high rates of turnover within the police force
inhibit law enforcement action to address trafficking. Official
complicity in trafficking crimes remains a significant concern,”
says the section on Albania in the US State Department’s 2015
Trafficking in Persons Report. It also notes that when the report
was published in July “a sitting member of Parliament had
prior convictions for trafficking-related crimes”.
Meanwhile, many victims who escape from the gangs end up
back in the sex trade, after being shunned by their own families
and communities and receiving only modest help from the
Albanian state to build a new life.

Sobering statistics
A previously unpublished Albanian police report from 2007
obtained by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network,
BIRN, says at least 5,162 women and girls were trafficked to
be exploited as sex workers between 1992 and 2005.

“I felt totally numb… and left home with the first man
who promised to marry me and who, the moment we
arrived on the outskirts of Tirana, forced me to have sex
with other men for money,” she says, adding between
sobs that her father raped her so often that she does not
remember how many times.
Vera’s mother took her own life in 2009. Police believe she
committed suicide after discovering her husband was sexually
abusing their daughter.
Maria, from the Malesia e Madhe region in northern Albania,
was only 16 years old when her father married her off to an
older man. Her new husband forced her into prostitution in
Greece.
“Every night it was like I was being raped,” she recalls in another
centre for trafficking victims, in the city of Elbasan. “When I told
my mum, she would scream that I couldn’t go back home, telling
me that I had walked out of that door for good.”
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No one taught me what love is, what right and wrong are.
I’ve been stigmatised since I was a child
‘Elsa’, trafficking victim
Some 22 per cent of them were minors when they were
trafficked. Seven per cent of the victims were kidnapped, raped
or their families had been threatened. Four per cent were sold
into forced prostitution by their own families.
Since the period covered by the report, around 1,000 more
trafficking victims have been identified, according to annual
crime reports issued by the state prosecutor.
Sobering as they are, the statistics tell only a small fraction of a bigger
story. The true number of victims is likely to be much higher, as the
official figures only include women known to the authorities. And
numbers cannot convey how each individual victim has suffered.

“When he would return home, he would beat me with a water
hose just because I existed,” she says in a low voice, as if still
gripped by fear.

Albania convicted nine people of trafficking in 2014 and three
people the previous year, according to the US State Department.
Furthermore, some convicted traffickers manage to avoid jail
by pursuing appeals.

After being raped by her brother at the age of 13, she ran away and
was forced to work as a prostitute, first in Tirana and later in Kosovo.

Hysni Sokolaj, a 43-year-old man from the town of Tropoje,
was found guilty in absentia in 2011 of human trafficking
and prostitution. He was sentenced to 20 years in prison. His
conviction was upheld by a higher court but later overturned by
the Supreme Court.

“No one understands the pain of passing through the hands of
many people, of going through these things in your family, of
losing your innocence without knowing why,” she says at a
centre for trafficking victims in the town of Vlora.

Sokolaj was accused of deceiving an 18-year-old woman with
false promises of love and marriage and then trafficking her
and forcing her into prostitution in Belgium and England,
according to a copy of his case file obtained by BIRN.

“No one taught me what love is, what right and wrong are. I’ve
been stigmatised since I was a child and as far as everyone’s
concerned I’ll always be a whore.”

In 2006, after Sokolaj was deported from Britain as an illegal
alien, the woman returned to Albania, found refuge at the centre
for trafficking victims in Vlora and filed charges against him.

Interviews with trafficked women reveal that in some cases
they were subjected to violence and sexual abuse by members
of their own families.

Lacking convictions

“One night my dad drank a lot and sometime after two o’clock
I found myself naked and he was over me,” recalls Vera, a
27-year-old woman at the Different & Equal charity centre in
Tirana that offers help to trafficking victims.

In their 2007 report, Albanian police identified more than 2,000
people suspected of trafficking over the past decade and a half.
But only 23 per cent of them were in prison, in Albania or
abroad, for trafficking or other crimes.
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Tougher sentences for human trafficking of between 10 and 15
years in jail were introduced in Albania in 2013 but the number
of convictions has been small.

“When she came she was traumatised, fearing her pimp, who
had threatened to kill her brothers all through her ordeal,”
recalls Enkelejda Abdylaj, a coordinator at the centre.
“She was ashamed to say what had happened to her and felt
guilty for running away from home with him,” Abdylaj adds.

The case against Sokolaj was first registered in the prosecutor’s
office in Fier, which refused to start criminal proceedings
against him, saying it could not collect any evidence. Following
protests from victims’ support groups, the case was transferred
to the Serious Crimes Prosecutor’s Office in Tirana.
The office brought charges against Sokolaj, who was believed
to have returned to Britain, and an international warrant was
issued for his arrest. In 2012, British police declared Sokolaj
one of the most wanted foreign nationals in the country.
But in December of the same year, the Supreme Court
overturned his conviction, saying the lower courts had
deliberately misinterpreted the law.
Sokolaj’s lawyer, Ferit Muca, says his client, who does not live
in Albania any more, has always maintained he is not guilty.
“The Supreme Court delivered justice because my client was
innocent,” he says.
“He lived with the accuser and didn’t traffic her. The charges
against him were filed on the basis of manipulations by
prosecutors. The girl was unstable.”

Family business
One recent case investigated by serious crimes prosecutors in
Tirana involves two brothers, Bledar and Shyqeri Stafuga, aged
33 and 24 respectively.
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Two courts have found them guilty of being part of a
criminal gang that trafficked at least six young women into
sexual slavery. The Supreme Court is considering an appeal
against their conviction.
One woman testified that she was only 16 years old when
Shyqeri Stafuga trafficked her to Switzerland and Germany
and forced her to have sex with 10 men every day.
“He put a knife to my throat; he would stub out his cigarette on
my body... He would threaten to kill my family if I didn’t make
1,000 francs every night,” she said.

“The reasons behind the failure of many cases is that
prosecutors base their charges only on the testimony of the
victim,” she says.
However, victims often decide not to testify or withdraw
testimony because they cannot face a drawn-out court case and
fear vengeance from the traffickers.
“So I denounced him and what did I gain?” asks Lola, a
21-year-old woman from a small village north of Tirana, who
filed criminal charges against her pimp in late 2014 and lives in
Albania’s only state-run shelter for trafficking victims.

In November 2014, Bledar and Shyqeri Stafuga were convicted
of human trafficking and trafficking of minors by the Court of
Serious Crimes in Tirana and sentenced to 12 and a half and 12
years in prison respectively.

Asset freeze frustration

Anila Trimi, an anti-trafficking expert with the Albanian state
police, tells BIRN the brothers were part of a larger, wellstructured criminal organisation and investigations continue
into other possible members of the group.

The Albanian government’s national anti-trafficking strategy,
approved in November 2014, named Belgium as one of the
main destinations in Western Europe for Albanian women
trafficked for prostitution.

Dolores Musabelliu, a prosecutor in the Serious Crimes
Prosecutor’s Office, says human trafficking and prostitution
cases are difficult to prove in court.

In Brussels, Didier Dochain, the deputy head of the federal police’s
anti-trafficking unit, tells BIRN the Belgian authorities are focusing
increasingly on trying to seize the assets of foreign traffickers.

The northern
Albanian town
of Puka
Photo: Lindita Cela

“He knows where I live, knows everything about me and is still
free,” she says.

Girls haven’t returned because they fear everyone
will be pointing fingers at them
Zajmira Laci, women’s rights activist in Puka
“This is the motivation, of course, of all these criminal
activities — it’s to gain illegal profit and so if we can cut, seize,
confiscate ... this profit, then it’s a good thing,” Dochain says.
But, he adds, traffickers generally send their profits back to their home
countries so Belgian police needed cooperation from authorities there.
“They invest in land, houses, expensive cars and things like
that and they live a good life back in their own country,” he
says. “They can live as barons or princes because they make a
big profit and big money but the problem is first of all to trace
this illegal money flow.”
Unfortunately, Dochain says, the response from foreign
authorities in many cases is that they cannot find the money.
Often this is because financial transactions were not recorded
as thoroughly as they are in Belgium, he explains, but he cannot
rule out that corruption also plays a role.

Back in Tirana, Dolores Musabelliu at the prosecutor’s
office says Albanian authorities face their own problems
getting information from foreign countries for complex
investigations.
“Investigating these cases depends on legal assistance requests,
to which the responses are often late, and this is often the reason
cases are dismissed,” she says.
While some officials and politicians work to counter sex
trafficking, two Albanian members of parliament have been
accused of active involvement in it.
Belgian prosecutors have accused Mark Frroku, a lawmaker
from the Christian Democratic Party, of murdering another
Albanian in Brussels in 1999. The victim was allegedly
blackmailing a woman who was exploited by a prostitution
ring run by a brother of Frroku.
An Albanian court is considering a Belgian request for Frroku’s
extradition. Frroku has denied any wrongdoing and described
the charges against him as politically motivated.
Arben Ndoka, who served as a member of parliament from
the ruling Socialist Party, has admitted he was convicted
by an Italian court in the 1990s for running prostitutes and
kidnapping.
Ndoka made the admission last year after his criminal record
was exposed by the opposition. But he maintained that he was
innocent of the charges and stayed on in parliament, before
eventually resigning in September 2015.

Shunned by society
Even though they are victims, many women who have been
trafficked and forced into prostitution are disowned by their
own families and stigmatised by society.
The mother of the woman who was allegedly being
blackmailed in the Frroku case lives in the small town of Puka
in mountainous northern Albania.
Her home is a ground floor flat in an old apartment block. She
is 63 years old but her troubles in life have made her look much
older, with dark rings around her eyes.
For her, any connection with the sex trade is a source of shame.
As far as she is concerned, she no longer has a daughter.
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“I don’t know what happened to her,” she says, standing on her
doorstep. “All I know is what I’ve heard in the news.”
Over the past 25 years, 83 young women and girls from Puka
have been trafficked into prostitution, according to the local
police. Their stories are still the talk of a town of just 3,600
inhabitants.
Zajmira Laci, a local doctor and women’s rights activist, says
that, just like the woman in the Frroku case, many trafficking
victims have never returned to Puka.
“Because of the shame, their families don’t accept them,” Laci
says. “Girls also haven’t returned because they fear everyone
will be pointing fingers at them.”

Rough road to rehabilitation
Many Western countries now have well-resourced programmes
to help victims of trafficking make a fresh start.
In the Belgian city of Antwerp, Patsy Sorensen, the director
of Payoke, a charity that helps trafficking victims, can point
to dozens of examples of women reintegrating into Belgian
society.
The women can request a work permit and can attend education
and training courses free of charge, Sorensen explains. They
also receive a basic income of around 800 euros per month
even if they are not working.
“They have a lot of possibilities to rebuild their lives and most
of them like to work as quickly as possible,” Sorensen says.
Women she knows have found work as cleaners and shop assistants
and others have started nail studios, Sorensen says. Some others,
including some Albanian women, have gone to university.
However, Sorensen admits there are cases where women have
ended up being trafficked again.
In Albania, after women are identified as trafficking victims,
they are generally referred to the country’s state-run shelter or
one of three rehabilitation centres.
The shelter in the village of Linze, near Tirana, houses victims
awaiting the results of preliminary investigations. The centres
in Tirana, Elbasan and Vlora are run by non-profit organisations
and offer courses in skills such as cookery and hairdressing
with the aim of helping women find employment.
The US State Department’s 2015 human trafficking report says
psychological, medical, and reintegration services at the shelter
are inadequate and the government has not given enough
money to the charity centres — even though it could have used
a special crime prevention fund that held at least 25 million lek
(about 180,000 euros).
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Zajmira Laci,
a doctor and women’s
rights activist in the
Albanian town of Puka

Patsy Sorensen,
director of the Payoke
anti-trafficking
organisation in Antwerp
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Even after going through rehabilitation programmes, trafficking
victims struggle to find work.

“Many people have tried to exploit my misfortune rather than
help,” she says. When she goes to a government office to claim
a small payment for trafficking victims, officials ask for sex,
Maria says. “It’s scary to enter an office.”

“We’ve had only one case of employment in a state institution
and this was due to our mediation,” says Enkelejda Avdylaj, the
coordinator at the Vatra centre in Vlora.
“We talk to businesses, but when we tell them the profile of the
employee they refuse to hire them.”
If trafficking victims are able to find a job, even a poorly
paid one, they still suffer from the stigma attached to their
previous lives.

Kaso says that few women have the strength Maria has shown
to build a new life.
Of all the cases she has handled, about 100 women have ended
up back in prostitution.
“Sometimes they don’t have the necessary support or they think that
because of the stigma they have no other options,” Kaso explains.

Diana Kaso, executive director of the Another Vision centre in
Elbasan, says that 80 per cent of the women who go through its
rehabilitation programmes aim to rebuild their lives away from
their home towns.

At the Place de l’Yser in Brussels, Eva is one of those women
who reached that conclusion. She first lived in Belgium for five
years with her fiancé-cum-pimp, until he disappeared with all
their money.

Maria, the woman who was forced into prostitution in Greece,
is following that path. She lives in a city far from her birthplace
with her 12-year-old son, whom she says is the only source of
joy in her life.

Eva returned to Albania for a while but decided to go back to
Belgium and work again in the sex trade. This allows her to
send money back to her family, who think she is a care worker
for an elderly couple.

After a rehabilitation programme, she worked for years as a
cleaning lady in bars and is now a pastry chef on a monthly
salary of about 110 euros, half of which goes on rent.

“In Albania, there was no job for me,” Eva says. “The only
job that I know how to do is this one. And here I can earn
much more.”
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A Saudi Arabian Cargo
Boeing 747 at Sofia Airport
on November 4, 2014.
Photo: Stephan Gagov

War Gains: Bulgarian ArmsAdd
Fuel to Middle East Conflicts
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and the UShave bought millions of
dollars of Bulgarian weaponry, much of it likely destined for
the war in Syria, a BIRN investigation reveals
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n October last year, plane spotters noted with some
excitement that Boeing 747 jumbo jets marked Saudi
Arabian Cargo had begun landing at the airport of the
Bulgarian capital, Sofia.

The giant aircraft arrived from Jeddah, loaded up with cargo
then flew to the Saudi city of Tabuk, about 100 km from the
border with Jordan, noted the spotters, who use online flighttracking tools.

“A Saudi cargo plane had never come here... for the past 20 years,”
explained Stephan Gagov, a veteran Bulgarian plane spotter.

Gagov estimated the planes took on between 60 and 80 tonnes
of cargo in crates each time. He could not see what was inside
the crates but he could tell they were heavy.

The flights became so frequent that Gagov started a thread on
an online plane-spotting forum about them, using the phrase
“the regular route” in the title. Spotters reported seeing the
planes land twice in late October, once in November, four times
in December and once each in March and May this year.

After the Saudi flights stopped, cargo planes from Abu Dhabi
began arriving. Airbus A330F and Boeing 777F aircraft bearing
the livery of Etihad Cargo landed in Sofia five times between
late June and mid-August this year. Even more recently, on
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October 19, an Etihad Cargo Airbus 330F flew from Abu Dhabi
to the Bulgarian city of Burgas and then to Al Dhafra Air Base,
a military installation just south of the Emirati capital.

exports plummeted to €111 million in 2006. But then sales
began to pick up and by 2014 they had reached €403 million,
according to government figures.

The Saudi, UAE and Bulgarian authorities have not disclosed
the contents of these shipments. But the Balkan Investigative
Reporting Network, BIRN, can reveal that Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates have bought large quantities of
weapons and ammunition from Bulgaria in the past two years,
almost certainly for use by local forces they support in the war
in Syria, and possibly also the conflict in Yemen.

Nikolov says Bulgaria has been selling a lot of weapons from
old stockpiles.

Bulgaria’s annual report on defence industry exports [pdf link],
which was published in August this year but received no media
coverage, states that the government approved more than €85
million worth of munitions and military equipment sales to
Saudi Arabia in 2014, with deals to the value of almost €29
million completed by the end of the year.

Although production and sales are just a fraction of pre-1989
levels, arms dealing in Bulgaria remains a highly lucrative
business. “It’s still more profitable than drug smuggling,”
Nikolov says.

“The peak of arms exports was during the wars in Yugoslavia.
A lot of weapons were exported to Serbia and Albania,” he
says. “Back then we had stockpiles worth billions, now we
have just a few hundred million.”

An Etihad Cargo Boeing 777
takes off from Sofia Airport
on June 30, 2015.

The Bulgarian government has also told BIRN that it issued
permits for the sale this year of weapons to the United Arab
Emirates.
Bulgaria makes and stockpiles mainly Soviet-style weapons.
Analysts say it is highly unlikely Saudi Arabia or the UAE
would buy these for their own forces, which use modern
Western weapons, and it is therefore much more plausible they
bought the munitions for local factions they back in Syria and
Yemen, where Soviet-style arms are widely used.
A well-connected Bulgarian former military officer told BIRN
the Saudi purchases were transported on the aircraft seen
by the plane spotters and that they were intended for Syrian
opposition fighters, with later shipments possibly also being
used in Yemen.

Bulgarian defence
industry exports
2006-2014, in millions
of euros. Source:
Bulgarian Ministry of
Economy reports

Photo: Stephan Gagov

In the past year, the United States has also purchased arms
from Bulgaria as part of a $500-million programme to train and
equip Syrian opposition forces that has now been abandoned.
Opposition fighters and independent analysts have also told
BIRN that Bulgarian weapons are being used in Syria, where
more than 250,000 people have been killed and more than 11
million forced from their homes since war broke out in 2011.
Under communism, Bulgaria — a country of just seven million
— built an enormous weapons industry, employing 110,000
people and bringing in up to $1.5 billion (€1.3 billion) in hard

currency per year. The regime acquired Soviet technology to
make small arms and ammunition. It amassed vast stockpiles
to support its 100,000-strong military and the possibility of a
general mobilisation.
During its 45-year-rule, Bulgaria’s communist party also
developed strong trade links with the Middle East and Africa
which have been maintained by many traders, including those
in the arms business.

Lucrative business
Peering through his large glasses, Nikolay Nikolov casually
mentions that he has sat at the same table with Carlos the
Jackal, the notorious Marxist militant who was active in the
Middle East and Europe in the 1970s and 1980s.
Nikolov, a pseudonym to protect his identity, has been in the
arms trade for more than 25 years.
“Everyone gets a cut,” he says, including government officials
and brokers. “The commissions are worth a few times the value
of the arms deal. If something costs 10 million, the end price
is 35 million.”
Sitting in a small cafe in downtown Sofia where he likes to
meet and do business, Nikolov chain-smokes and reminisces.
Asked about arms sales to the Middle East, he tells a story
about dragging suitcases full of cash through an Arabian desert
back in the day.
After the collapse of communism in 1989, weapons production
in Bulgaria dropped substantially. The official value of defence
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Gulf interest
Saudi Arabia has not been a major customer for Bulgarian arms
firms in recent years. But that changed in 2014.
The Bulgarian government’s report says it issued permits for
munitions and military equipment sales worth €85.5 million to
Saudi Arabia last year — including ammunition worth €65.4
million, large calibre weapons to the value of €12.5 million and
small calibre weapons worth €5 million. By the end of 2014,
Bulgarian companies in the sector had completed deals for
exports to the Gulf state worth €28.9 million.
Bulgaria’s Economy Ministry, which oversees the arms trade,
told BIRN in a statement that the deals included small arms as
well as light and heavy weaponry.

It’s still more profitable
than drug smuggling
Bulgarian arms dealer

A UN report [pdf link] listed 827 light machine guns and 120
SPG-9 recoilless anti-tank guns as part of Bulgaria’s arms
exports to Saudi Arabia in 2014.
Ben Moores, a senior analyst at defence consultancy IHS
Janes, said such weapons were likely going to Syria or Yemen.
The Saudi military is armed with Belgian-made light machine
guns and does not use SPG-9s, he said.
“This type of weapon is very unlikely to be used by the Saudi
military, but it is very heavily used in Yemen, in Iraq and in
Syria,” he said.
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The Bulgarian former military officer, who spoke on condition
of anonymity, told BIRN the flights between Sofia and Saudi
Arabia were to transport Bulgarian weapons for Syrian
opposition groups. After the planes landed in Tabuk, the arms
were loaded onto trucks and transported to a distribution centre
in Jordan for Syrian opposition forces, he said.
Saudi Arabia is a major backer of fighters opposed to Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad. Riyadh financed a big purchase of
infantry weapons from Croatia for Syrian opposition forces,
the New York Times reported in 2013, citing American and
Western officials “familiar with the purchases”.
In a BBC interview in late October 2015, Saudi Foreign Minister
Adel al-Jubeir openly acknowledged that Riyadh supplied
arms to Syrian opposition fighters. “We have to contribute to
changing the balance of the power on the ground,” he said.
The Bulgarian former military officer said some of the weapons
shipped to Saudi Arabia “may have also been used for Yemen,
as the later flights coincided with the beginning of the Saudi
operation there”. Saudi Arabia started military action in Yemen
in late March in support of forces loyal to exiled President
Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi.
Unlike Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates already had
a recent history of buying arms from Bulgaria. A diplomatic
cable from the US embassy in Sofia, published by WikiLeaks,
reported that the UAE funded a 2010 deal to buy tens of
thousands of assault rifles, 100,000 high-explosive charges,
rocket-propelled grenades and ammunition for Yemen’s thengovernment.
The cable also said that Bulgaria consults with the US embassy
on potentially controversial arms deals. Contacted by BIRN,
the embassy declined to say whether it was aware of other
countries buying Bulgarian weapons for use in Syria.
This year, the Bulgarian government issued licences for the
export of ammunition, firearms and defence equipment to the
UAE, the Economy Ministry told BIRN. It declined to state the
value of these deals.
Pieter Wezeman, a researcher at the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute, said “it doesn’t make sense” that the
UAE would buy weapons and ammunition from Bulgaria for
its own forces. He said he suspected these munitions would
be diverted to either Syria or Yemen. Moores voiced a similar
conclusion.

Legal framework

The Americans were working for a US company named Purple
Shovel, contracted by the US military to help train and equip
opposition fighters in Syria, the US embassy said in a terse
statement.

There is no UN ban on supplying arms to Syria and
most elements of an EU embargo were lifted in 2013.
In the Yemen war, the UN has imposed a ban only on
supplying arms to Houthi forces.

“The three contractors were conducting familiarization training
for other company employees at the time of the incident,” the
embassy said, declining to make any further comment.

However, as a signatory to the global Arms Trade
Treaty (ATT) that came into force in December 2014,
Bulgaria also has a responsibility to prevent weapons
being diverted to nations or groups other than the
specified recipients.
The legality of any deals that have led to Bulgarian
weapons reaching Syria may depend on the precise
terms of those agreements.
In arms deals, the importing state has to provide an End
User Certificate, which may include a clause specifying
that the weapons will not be transferred to a third party.
But even if such a clause exists, an importing state may
face little or no punishment for disregarding it.
“If an export is authorized, and diversion takes place,
there is limited action the exporting state can take
(other than not exporting weapons to that country/
entity again),” Sarah Parker, a senior researcher at
Small Arms Survey, a Geneva-based research centre,
said in an email.
“It does have an obligation under the ATT to address
and prevent diversion. So if it sees a recipient is a
diversion risk, it should also share this information
with other exporters,” she added.

supplying weapons to Yemen before its own forces intervened
there, Wezeman said.
The Saudi and UAE embassies responsible for their affairs in
Bulgaria did not respond to questions from BIRN. Bulgaria’s
Economy Ministry said it would not issue licences for arms
deals when concerns were raised about the possible diversion
or re-export of the weapons.

American accident

“It is much more likely that [the weapons UAE bought] would
be rerouted to a third party,” he said.

On June 6 this year, a fatal explosion at an arms testing ground
in rural Bulgaria forced the United States to admit it had been
weapons-shopping in Bulgaria as part of an effort to support
Syrian opposition fighters.

Both Saudi Arabia and the UAE are part of a coalition in
Yemen that has conducted air strikes, deployed ground forces
and supplied weapons to local fighters with the aim of battling
Shi’ite forces known as Houthis. Riyadh was also involved in

A US contractor, 41-year-old Navy veteran Francis Norwillo,
died when a rocket-propelled grenade exploded as it was being
loaded into an RPG-7 launcher. Two other US citizens and two
Bulgarians were also hurt.
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A US government procurement database shows that Special
Operations Command (SOCOM), which was in charge of the
US military effort to assist Syrian fighters, awarded Purple
Shovel a contract worth more than $26.7 million (€24.6 million)
in December 2014 to supply foreign weapons and ammunition.
Their country of origin is listed as Bulgaria.
The contract was amended twice to reach a total value of $28.3
million, according to the database.
Asked about the deal, SOCOM spokesman Kenneth McGraw
said via email: “The weapons that were purchased with this
contract included the AT-5 Anti-Tank Missile Launcher, the
SPG-9 Anti-Tank Recoilless Gun and RPG-7 Rocket-Propelled
Grenade Launcher.”
But he said the weapon involved in the explosion at Anevo was
not part of the contract.
Despite the fatal incident, McGraw said the contract had not
been cancelled.
The grenade was made in 1984, according to Bulgarian
authorities, who are investigating the incident. A Buzzfeed
News report cited an unnamed arms expert saying a grenade of
that age would be “way past its shelf life”. But two Bulgarian
former military officers told BIRN that ammunition has a
decades-long shelf life if stored properly and a grenade made
in 1984 would not be too old to use safely.
Alexander Dimitrov, the owner of Alguns, a private company
that had hired the testing ground on the day of the explosion,
declined to comment.
Purple Shovel, a company based in Sterling, Virginia, also declined
to comment on the incident or the contract with SOCOM.
The US procurement database shows SOCOM also awarded
a contract worth more than $32,000 (€28,200) to another US
company, UDC USA, to supply ammunition from Bulgaria.
The contract was signed on the same date as the Purple Shovel

All the weapons in
Syria are Russian models
Syrian opposition commander

Bulgarian-made PK variant machine
gun (left) and an RPG-7 launcher
(right) used in Western Aleppo
Province in Syria, according to a
Syrian opposition commander who
provided the pictures

deal and displays the same “solicitation ID”, the code used on
a written call for bids to fulfil a contract.
Reached by phone and asked if the contract was for the US
task force arming Syrian fighters, company president Matthew
Herring told BIRN: “No, no, we’re not a part of that and we’re
certainly not at liberty to talk about it.”
The US military effort to train and equip forces to fight the ISIS
militant group in Syria was heavily criticised by members of
the US Congress for being ineffective. On October 9 this year,
the Obama administration announced it was abandoning the
scheme. But a covert Central Intelligence Agency programme
to arm Syrians fighting Assad’s forces remains in place.

Turkish connection
On a hot morning in late July, a dozen Syrian opposition
commanders chatted in the cafe of a boutique hotel near Taksim
Square in downtown Istanbul after attending coordination
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meetings. They were preparing to head for southern Turkey
and then back to the front line in northern Syria.
Three men, commanders of units in Idlib and Aleppo provinces,
agreed to talk to BIRN. One explained that arms are supplied to
opposition forces through two “military operations rooms” —
one in Turkey and one in Jordan. All three said they received
weapons from the operations room in Turkey — which they
called by its abbreviation MOM — including AK-47 rifles,
RPG-7 rocket propelled grenade launchers and SPG-9 antitank guns.

Sofia

Anevo

Bulgaria

Greece

Asked if they received Bulgarian arms, one said: “All the
weapons in Syria are Russian models. Both the regime and
the revolution [opposition] use them. They may come from
countries like Bulgaria, Ukraine, Czech Republic, but we don’t
know where exactly they’re produced.”

In a separate interview, a former Syrian opposition fighter
said he was involved in 12 transfers of Bulgarian weapons
starting in 2013, the biggest of which was worth $7 million
(€6.4 million). The fighter, who asked not to be named, said the
shipments were delivered at the Turkish-Syrian border in two
trucks and were arranged by Syrian and Turkish nationals with
connections to Bulgarian arms dealers.

Black Sea
Istanbul

Turkey
Gaziantep

Antakya

Told that Bulgarian weapons sometimes bear the number 10 inside
two circles, one commander sent a WhatsApp message on his
mobile phone to a fighter in his unit in Syria, who sent back three
photos of weapons. Two of them had the identifying symbol.
A munitions specialist, who declined to be named, later
identified these two weapons as a rocket-propelled grenade
launcher and a PK machine gun. The commander said they
were used in the western Aleppo countryside.
BIRN cannot verify where the photos were taken but N.R.
Jenzen-Jones, the director of British-based consultancy
Armament Research Services, said there were “notable
quantities of arms and munitions produced in Bulgaria which
have been documented in Syria”.
Most of the weapons dated from the 1970s and 1980s and
included small arms, light arms such as anti-tank weapons,
ammunition and ordinance such as rocket-propelled grenades
and mortar projectiles, he said via email.
Bulgaria supplied both the Syrian and Iraqi armies over
many years so some weapons may have come from existing
stockpiles within those countries. But Jenzen-Jones said his
organisation had received “numerous allegations that surplus
Bulgarian material has been provided to Syrian rebel factions”.
“We have not been able to independently verify these claims,”
he added.
Like Saudi Arabia and the United States, Turkey has been
heavily involved in providing support to opposition groups in
Syria. Nihat Ozcan, a retired military officer and an analyst
at the Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey, said
nations backing the Syrian opposition also used Turkey as a
transit point to get weapons into Syria.
“They collect this type of old Soviet arms and equipment from
the [former Eastern Bloc] countries, like Bulgaria, Romania
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or from Central Asia. They bring [them] to Turkey and then
pass [them] to Syria under the United States, Turkish and the
alliance control,” Ozcan said.
A Syrian aid worker with knowledge of moderate anti-Assad
groups in Idlib and Aleppo provinces said weapons purchased
by foreign nations were transferred to opposition forces through
the military operations room.
The arms were delivered to the Turkish-Syrian frontier, where
Syrian fighters picked them up, he said in an interview in the
Turkish city of Gaziantep, near the border.
The military operations rooms in Turkey and Jordan are
supported by a group of Western and Arab countries including
the United States, Saudi Arabia and the UAE as well as the host
nations, according to multiple Syrian opposition sources.
As well as these arms transfers sanctioned by national
governments, there is some evidence that munitions are also
being smuggled into Syria in private deals.
Another man with the group in the Istanbul hotel, who identified
himself as a member of an opposition military council in Homs
province, told BIRN he saw a shipment of Bulgarian weapons
arrive by truck in Homs in August 2012.
The man, who asked to be identified only as Abu Fatima,
said a Syrian businessman allegedly paid $1.6 million (€1.4
million) for the weapons, which included AK-47 rifles, grenade
launchers and ammunition. He said the deal was arranged by
Bulgarian and Syrian arms dealers.
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By Vladimir Karaj
Gurras, Kuqan,
Pristina and Bern

A statue of Mother Teresa of
Calcutta, who was of Albanian
origin, in front of the Grand
Mosque in the town of Scutari,
northern Albania
Photo: Vladimir Karaj

Tolerance Test: Radicalisation
Poses Challenge for Albania
Is a long tradition of religious coexistence at risk
from the rise of a strain of Islam openly
hostile to other faiths?
74

I

n the village of Gurras, near Albania’s border with
Macedonia, the Goroveci family lives in an old one-storey
house filled with potted plants. The house is surrounded by
grapevines, cultivated by the family to produce wine and raki,
the clear spirit common across the Balkans.
The Gorovecis describe themselves as Muslims, although only
one of them fasts during Ramadan. One of their daughters-inlaw, Polieda, is an Orthodox Christian but they have welcomed
her warmly into their family.
“We celebrate Easter and Christmas with the in-laws and
they return our visits for Eid,” says Nevres Goroveci, the

52-year-old mother of two sons, sitting in the garden on
a sunny day. To prove the point, she fetches three hardboiled, coloured Easter eggs, two of them green and one red.
Polieda’s family gave her the eggs last Easter and tradition
says that she should hold onto them until the same festival
next year.
It is not unusual in Albania for members of the same family
to follow different faiths, and for them to celebrate each
other’s religious festivals. This reflects a long tradition of
religious coexistence in a country that has a Muslim majority
but also sizeable populations of Orthodox Christians and
Roman Catholics.
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That tradition is one reason why Pope Francis chose Albania
for his first European trip outside Italy in September 2014. He
described religious tolerance in Albania as “a treasure” to be
protected and held a Sunday mass in front of 300,000 people,
many of them Muslims.

which he does not describe. But he speaks in support of the socalled caliphate declared by ISIS in Syria and Iraq.
“The caliphate is good thing for people of Muslim faith to
live in,” he says, sitting at the Dante Pizzeria in the village of
Tushemisht on the shores of Lake Ohrid, a bike ride away from
his family home.

Another sign of the good relations between religions came
in January this year. Four senior clerics from Albania’s main
faiths — Sunni Muslims, Catholics, Orthodox Christians and
Bektashis, an Islamic mystical movement — walked arm in
arm at the memorial march in Paris after the attacks on the
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo.

Asked about ISIS’s horrific execution of a Jordanian air force
pilot, burned to death in a cage early in 2015, Taulant says the
pilot “hadn’t exactly been throwing candy”.

But this tradition of coexistence faces a challenge from the rise
of an intolerant strain of Islam among a minority of Albanians,
which has even resulted in some travelling to Syria and Iraq to
fight for ISIS, the Islamist militant group that controls parts of
both countries.
So far, the tensions raised by radicalisation in Albania have
been confined to vitriolic online debates, with some Albanians
condemning any display of Muslim identity and others accusing
them of not understanding the Islamic faith.
But analysts warn that unless Albania tackles intolerant rhetoric
on all sides, it could lead to greater polarisation.
“Focusing only on the extremist segments inside the Muslim
community deflects public attention from the constantly rising
phenomenon of Islamophobia,” said Elton Hatibi, a scholar of
religious history and culture.
Besnik Sinani, another scholar and writer on religion, says
religious tolerance is not “something static” but needs regular

Faith in Statistics?
Until well into the 21st century, a census from way
back in 1923 was the shaky basis for statistics about
Albanians’ religious beliefs. But even surveys conducted
in the past few years have failed to settle debates about
the size of different religious denominations.
The 1923 census found that 68.6 per cent of the
population were Muslims, 21 per cent were Orthodox
Christians and 10.4 per cent were Catholics. (Bektashis,
an Islamic mystical movement, were included in the
Muslim total rather than regarded as a distinct religious
group at that time.)
The 1923 census had many limitations, as the nongovernmental organisation open.data.al notes in an
analysis. It accepted only a few categories of religious
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Nevres Goroveci outside her
home in the village of Gurras,
with Easter eggs given to
her by the parents of her
daughter-in-law
Photo: Vladimir Karaj

attention if it is to be maintained. He says Albania needs to
create “a new vision of mutual respect between religious
communities”.

‘Breaking the teeth of the infidels’
Investigators suspect that four adults from the Goroveci
family’s village of Gurras went to the area controlled by
ISIS, including a husband and wife who took their three
children, according to a police report for prosecutors marked
“secret”.

affiliation, meaning other denominations known to exist in
Albania at that time were not counted. Albanians also viewed
religion differently in those days. Under the Ottoman Empire,
whose long rule over Albania had come to an end just a decade
earlier, religion affiliation had legal implications. Christians
had different obligations from Muslims in terms of taxes and
military service, for example.
However, the statistics endured for many decades — in large
part because the communist dictatorship that ruled after World
War Two had no interest in measuring the strength of religious
groups. It banned religious practice and declared Albania the
world’s first atheist state. Religions were permitted again from
November 1990 as the regime crumbled but only in 2011
was a question on religion included in the national census,
producing some surprising results.
The census found Muslims made up 56.7 per cent of the
population, with Bektashis accounting for a further 2.1 per

The investigation that identified Taulant and others as ISIS
sympathisers concluded that some 90 Albanians, including
more than 20 minors, had travelled to Syria. At least 13 of them
have died in the war there.
As part of the investigation, in March 2014 the Serious
Crimes Court in Tirana ordered the arrest of 13 people,
including two self-proclaimed imams, Bujar Hysa and
Genci Balla, accused of recruiting dozens of jihadists to
fight in Syria.

The document says another of the adults was Nevres Goroveci’s
younger son, Taulant, a 28-year-old unemployed economics
graduate. He denies belonging to ISIS, says he never went to
Syria and complains about being monitored by the police.

According to the indictment against him, Hysa said in a secretly
recorded sermon on February 21, 2014: “The day will come in
this world very soon, Allah permitting … to break the teeth of
the infidels, who have oppressed us too much.”

“Under my name in the police computer system, ‘dangerous’ is
written in red,” he says with a sneer while caressing his beard
with his fingertips.

Such rhetoric is a relatively recent phenomenon in Albania,
where Muslims have traditionally followed a mild and
tolerant brand of Islam. Religious identity in Albania has
also long been considered secondary to national identity.
This is in marked contrast to some other Balkan states where
religion and national identity have been closely intertwined.

Taulant says he spent a week in the Turkish city of Adana —
about 120 km from the Syrian border — just to get some work,

cent. The overall Muslim total of 58.9 per cent was nearly 10
percentage points lower than in the 1923 census. Orthodox
Christians were found to make up 6.7 per cent of the
population — a figure more than 14 points lower than in 1923.
Catholics were the only major group whose strength seemed
to have remained constant at around 10 per cent. About
5.5 per cent of people said they were believers without any
denomination and 13.7 per cent did not answer the question.
Only 2.5 per cent declared themselves to be atheist — a
figure many expected to be much higher after decades of
communism.
Various religious groups complained about how the
census had been carried out. The Orthodox church
declared the results “totally incorrect and unacceptable”.
In a survey of its followers in December 2012, the
church reported, more than 65 per cent said they had
not been visited by census interviewers or had not been

asked about religion. The church claims its followers
represent 24 per cent of the population.
To add to the confusion and controversy, a survey
conducted for an academic project by research firm
Ipsos in the same year as the census produced different
results. It found that 59.2 per cent of Albanians
described themselves as Muslims, with a further 7.7
per cent saying they were Bektashis and 0.7 per cent
identifying as Shiites. Just over 17 per cent of people
defined themselves as Orthodox Christians and 5.7 per
cent said they were Catholics.
Neither the census nor the Ipsos survey provides any
information about the number of marriages between
people of different religions.
Sources: open.data.al, Albania’s Institute of Statistics
(INSTAT), Ipsos.
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“The dominant discourse of Albanian nationalism has
downplayed the place of religion in Albanian society,” says
Nathalie Clayer, a professor at the School for Advanced Studies
in Social Sciences in Paris who is an expert on Albanian history.
In the mid-nineteenth century, the founding fathers of Albanian
nationalism sought to build a society centred on ethnicity and
language, even though there were clerics in their ranks.
One of the main figures in this movement was Pashko Vasa,
who wrote one of the first novels with an Albanian theme,
Bardha of Temal, about a tragic love affair between a Muslim
woman and a Catholic man in the city of Shkodra during the
Ottoman era.
A Catholic from Shkodra who served as Ottoman governor of
Lebanon, Vasa also wrote a line in a poem that has become a
cliché: “The religion of Albanians is Albanianism”. The phrase
sums up the notion that Albanian identity is primarily about the
nation itself.
The suspects arrested in 2014 do not hide their hatred of this
idea. In one of his recorded sermons, Bujar Hysa fiercely
attacks “infidel” Albanians. “They have instilled the spirit of
nationalism in imams,” he complains.

Hoxha bans religion
After World War Two, under Enver Hoxha’s communistnationalist dictatorship, Albania moved from religious
coexistence to harsh suppression of all faiths.

A survey conducted for an academic project by the research
firm Ipsos in 2011 found that almost 90 per cent of Albanians
believed in God.
“So, if one uses ‘belief in God’ as a criterion, Albania is one of
the most religious nations in Europe,” says Cecilie Endresen,
a researcher at the University of Oslo and author of a book on
religion and national identity in Albania.
However, the same survey showed that only about 7 per cent of
Albanians attend religious services at least once a week.
Endresen sees the clear division in Albania between religion
on the one hand and politics and the state on the other as one
reason why the country has not been blighted by religious
conflicts.

Mixed Marriages
About eight kilometres from the city of Elbasan, Kuqan is a
village of many faiths where marriages between Muslims and
Orthodox Christians have become common.
Sitting at a table in the bar she owns, Irena Sota, a middle-aged
Orthodox woman, says she has no concerns about the fact that
her son will soon marry a Muslim.
“We didn’t grow up with religion,” she says, referring to the
long atheist period under communism.

Yet, despite its brutality, the communist dictatorship did not
eradicate faith among Albanians.
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“At Easter they would check at school if your hands were
painted red to discover the families that still celebrated it,”
she recalls. Sota says her family would break up the coloured
eggshells into small pieces and hide them in chimney ash.

However, Bujar Sulomina, a local wedding photographer,
recalls that intermarriage was not always straightforward. In the
communist era, his aunt ran away from home to marry an Orthodox
man because her Muslim father did not approve of the union.
“Those were nuptials by kidnapping,” he says, using a
traditional phrase for elopements.

Thousands of churches and mosques were razed to the ground
and the property of religious groups was seized by the state.
Only 77 religious buildings were preserved on cultural heritage
grounds, according to a typewritten list submitted in 1967
by the then-culture minister to the Party of Labour’s central
committee.

Clayer, the author of a book on the origins of Albanian
nationalism, says one long-term legacy of Hoxha’s regime was
an increase in the secularisation of Albanian society.

Photo: Vladimir Karaj

She adds that she believes primarily in God rather than in any
particular religious practice.

Although his last name translates as religious leader or
teacher, Hoxha turned Albania into the world’s first officially
atheist country. All religious practice was banned. Dozens of
clerics from each of the main faiths were executed or died in
internment camps.

Ylli Gurra, the mufti of Tirana, who hails from a line of imams
going back seven generations, recalls that the Sigurimi, the secret
police, kept a close watch on his family under communism. A
Sigurimi informant would hide in a barn under their home to see if
they woke up for a pre-dawn meal during Ramadan.

Albert Jakaj, a Roman Catholic
priest Kosovo, just outside the
city of Ferizaj

There is no such drama in the family these days.
The aunt who rebelled against the Muslim father became a
devout Muslim who made the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. One of
Sulomina’s sisters is a Muslim who prays five times a day. His
mother and wife have converted from Islam to become Jehovah’s
Witnesses. Sulomina himself expresses sympathy with Jehovah’s
Witnesses but does not feel part of any organised religious group.
Seran Braho, an 84-year-old Muslim,
and his friend Trifon Ranxha,
a 54-year-old Orthodox Christian,
at a bar in the village of Kuqan
Photo: Vladimir Karaj

Seran Braho, an 84-year-old Muslim, says he is proud of his
three sons’ interfaith marriages to Christian women from the
same village. One of his sons had his children baptised into their
mother’s faith in Greece — and invited an imam along to the lunch
after the ceremony, leaving the Greek priest “deeply puzzled”.
Braho’s friend, Trifon Ranxha, an Orthodox Christian aged 54
who joins him for coffee and raki in the afternoons, says one of

his daughters is married to a Muslim and he is happy for her.
“We are all one and have only one God,” he says.

‘Crypto-Christians’ and Kosovo
Under the Ottoman Empire, both Albania and neighbouring
Kosovo witnessed a phenomenon that shows how complex
religious identity in the region can be. Some people, known
as “crypto-Christians”, declared themselves to be Muslim —
which brought benefits such as lower taxes — but continued to
observe Catholic rituals in secret.

We have to set aside
something of our religion
for our neighbours
Mustafa Memeti, ethnic Albanian imam in Switzerland
The 2011 census in Kosovo found that 95 per cent of people
were Muslims, just over 2 per cent were Roman Catholics
and 1.5 per cent were Orthodox Christians. However, the
true number of Orthodox Christians is higher, as members of
Kosovo’s Serb minority, who are overwhelmingly Orthodox,
boycotted the census.
In recent years, some members of Kosovo’s small community
of crypto-Catholics have felt confident enough to embrace the
Christian faith publicly.
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The Catholic Church’s profile has grown lately, not least through
the construction of a towering cathedral in the capital, Pristina.

premarital sex “used spoons”, among other derogatory terms,
and telling his followers not to marry them.

But Albert Jakaj, a priest, says some Catholics in Kosovo still
prefer to keep their faith secret.

She believes radical Islam is finding fertile ground in Kosovo
and says the authorities are doing too little to stop it. More than
200 fighters from Kosovo have reportedly joined the ranks of
Islamist militants in Syria and Iraq.

“Maybe even their cousins don’t know that they light candles
and colour eggs,” Jakaj says, sitting in a restaurant on the
outskirts of the town of Ferizaj.
He believes these people are not open about their faith mainly
because they fear Muslim families will not let their daughters
marry Catholics. Jakaj says the Catholic Church has accepted
them as parishioners and respects their decision.
“It’s a modus vivendi for them,” Jakaj says.
Alma Lama, a member of Kosovo’s parliament, believes
there is more religious tolerance in her native Albania than in
Kosovo, where she has lived since 1999.
Lama became the target of a campaign of online abuse in Kosovo
after criticising an imam in 2013 for calling women who have
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Mustafa Memeti, an imam
in the Swiss capital Bern,
leading prayers
Photo: Vaxhid Memeti

But Lama herself has been accused of religious intolerance.
She became involved in a heated public spat with an Islamic
youth group, the Forum of Young Muslims, over some of her
comments about Islam, which resulted in each suing the other
for inciting religious hatred.
Meanwhile, the Islamic Community of Kosovo, ICK, which
oversees the country’s mosques, says that it is doing what it
can to stop young people from becoming radicalised, despite
its limited resources.
ICK official Ahmet Sadriu also stresses that radicalism is a
worldwide problem and not only present in Kosovo.
Although they represent different faiths, Sadriu and Jakaj
declare that Albanians in both Albania and Kosovo share a
tradition of religious coexistence going back centuries.
“We are all brothers,” Jakaj says. Sadriu declares that “religious
communities in Kosovo, but also in Albania, have no problems
with each other — and have never had.”

Sweden

Gurras

That statement, however, certainly does not apply to relations
between Muslim Albanians and Orthodox Christian Serbs in
Kosovo, which have long been marked by conflict.
This year, the Serbian Orthodox Church played a prominent
role in the diplomatic campaign that stopped Kosovo from
joining the UN cultural body, UNESCO.

Switzerland’s ‘Man of the Year’
Mustafa Memeti, an ethnic Albanian imam, is working hard to
promote religious tolerance — a couple of thousand kilometres
northwest of the Balkans, in Switzerland.
The country faces its own problems with radicalised Muslims,
many of them from migrant backgrounds.

Bern

More than 70 people have left Switzerland for the jihadi cause
since 2001, according to a Swiss Intelligence Service report
from October 2015. Fifty-seven went to Iraq and Syria while
14 travelled to Somalia, Afghanistan or Pakistan, the agency
said. Thirteen of these jihadists are believed to have died.

Switzerland
Serbia
Pristina
Kuqan

Kosovo

Albania
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Memeti, who is originally from the Presevo Valley in southern
Serbia, was proclaimed “Swiss of the Year” by the newspaper
Sonntagszeitung, for speaking out against radicalism and for
taking part in the “House of Religions” project in Bern, where
he preaches that Muslims can coexist with people of other
beliefs under one roof.

His mosque is one of eight rooms for different faiths inside the
modern, glass-fronted building. Memeti, who became a Swiss
citizen in 2005, says people of all faiths must be willing to
compromise to live together.
“We have to set aside something of our religion for our
neighbours,” he says.
He sounds the alarm over the attitude of official Muslim communities
in Albania, Kosovo and Macedonia, which be believes have been
too accommodating to hardline strains of Islam.
“The conservatives have found a safe haven under the umbrella
of these institutions,” he says.
He declares it is the job theologians like himself “never to allow
massacres to happen in the name of faith, God or an ideology,
because they have nothing to do with God”.
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By Zornitsa Stoilova
Sofia, Pazardjik,
Plovdiv and
Cologne

A man stands at the
gate of the Ebu Bekir
mosque in the Iztok
neighbourhood of
Pazardjik
Photo: Georgi Kozhuharov

The Roma and the radicals:
Bulgaria’s alleged
ISIS support base
Accusations that a charismatic imam and his followers
have been promoting and helping Islamist militants reveal
a deeper story about a marginalised community
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O

n the crisp morning of November 25, 2014, the Roma
neighbourhood in the southern Bulgarian town of
Pazardjik got an unusual wake up-call. At about 6 a.m.,
paramilitary police in armoured cars rolled through the muddy
streets and heavily armed, masked agents raided various
buildings including the Ebu Bekir mosque.
A local imam, Ahmed Moussa, was first to be taken into custody. By
the end of the day, 26 people had been arrested in a joint operation
by the State Agency for National Security (SANS) and prosecutors
investigating the distribution of Islamist militant propaganda. Police
searched more than 40 houses in the Iztok neighbourhood and other
locations for material supporting ISIS, the violent Islamist group
that controls large parts of Syria and Iraq.
A group of bearded men in the yard of the mosque expressed
anger to reporters. “We don’t have anything to do with ISIS.

I know them as much as I know you,” snapped a large man.
A piece of paper was taped onto his cap, bearing an Arabic
inscription: “There is no other God but Allah” — a phrase
used on the black flags of ISIS militants but also a pillar of the
Islamic creed.
Seven months later, in July 2015, prosecutors submitted charges
against 14 Muslims — including Moussa — from Pazardjik
and nearby Plovdiv, Asenovgrad and Startsevo, accusing them
of inciting religious hatred through their own preaching and of
promoting war by spreading ISIS propaganda.
The Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN, has
obtained the indictment and can reveal new details of the
allegations against the group, including claims that Moussa
and two others provided support to foreign jihadists who
travelled to Syria.
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But the story of Moussa and his associates is also a broader
story — about how Salafism, a fundamentalist strain of Islam
that adheres strictly to traditions and practices from the time
of the Prophet Muhammad, gained a foothold among the
community in Iztok, where it previously had no presence at all.
Decades of neglect by Bulgarian society and institutions left
many Roma feeling marginalised and created fertile ground
for religious fundamentalists, according to local people and
experts in Roma communities and in radicalisation.
For two years, Bulgaria has been devoting considerable attention
and resources to building a border fence to keep out refugees
and migrants from the Middle East. But for much longer, it has
also been building walls between its own communities.
The defendants, meanwhile, are still waiting for their day in
court. A judge ruled on December 2, 2015 that the trial should
not go ahead as the original indictment was unclear and revealed
procedural violations. The prosecutor promptly submitted an
amended indictment to address the court’s concerns, setting the
stage for a trial to get under way in 2016.

He lacks rationality,
but paradoxically that’s what
makes him a leader
Lawyer Harry Haralampiev on Ahmed Moussa

himself, do not have any paid employment, received only primary
education and organise religious activities in their own communities.
Moussa’s neighbourhood, Iztok, lies in the heart of Pazardjik yet
feels separate from the rest of the town. The infrastructure is poor
and no public transport goes there. The majority of its 20,000
people speak Turkish as their mother tongue. Bulgarian society
generally regards them as Roma, although they often identify
themselves as Turks or simply as Muslims. In the past they were
not devout believers, partly because religion was suppressed under
communism. They practised an idiosyncratic form of Islam that
also incorporated elements of Christianity and paganism.
“When we heard the cuckoo call, we believed that somebody
would die. Those were the kind of beliefs we had,” one man
from the community says. “That’s not Islam.”
As Abdullah Salih, the head mufti of the Pazardjik region,
puts it: “They were born as Muslims. They would say they are
Muslims but they didn’t act as Muslims in their everyday lives.
They started learning since then.”

Ahmed Moussa in court in Pazardjik on
March 19, 2014, when he was convicted
of charges including spreading antidemocratic ideology and religious hatred
Photo: Georgi Kozhuharov

Three of the defendants in the case have accepted the allegations
against them. One made no statement about the charges. All the
others, including Moussa and the other suspects named in this
story, have pleaded not guilty.

The preacher and his patch
Moussa is a 40-year-old charismatic Salafist preacher with two
previous convictions for spreading religious hatred (see timeline).
The other 13 people charged by prosecutors following the 2014 raid
are alleged members of Moussa’s inner circle. Most, like Moussa
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After communism fell in 1989, different religious groups found a
responsive audience among the Roma. Some Bulgarian Muslims
travelled to Turkey and the Middle East to deepen their religious
knowledge. They brought back unfamiliar customs and rituals
that caused conflict between new and old imams.

Who are the Roma?
Roma are a diverse ethnic group with origins in
the northwest of the Indian subcontinent who have
traditionally led a nomadic way of life. Roma subgroups
can differ in their culture, religion and mother tongue.

Bulgaria, Roma often call themselves Bulgarians, Turks or
Vlachs. Estimates of their number vary between 400,000
and 800,000. (Bulgaria’s total population was estimated at
7.36 million in the 2011 census.)

According to the European Commission, the Roma people
are Europe’s largest ethnic minority. Of an estimated 10-12
million Roma in the whole of Europe, some six million live
in the EU, most of them EU citizens. Bulgaria is among the
three EU countries with the biggest Roma populations, the
Council of Europe says.

The Roma are the youngest ethnic group in Bulgaria.
Nearly 57 per cent of the Roma population is aged under
30, compared to only 28 per cent of ethnic Bulgarians.
Only nine per cent of Roma completed secondary
education and just 0.5 per cent completed higher
education, according to the 2011 census. Only 38.8 per
cent of Roma people are economically active.

Academics say many people who belong to a Roma group
choose not to identify themselves this way as Roma have
frequently faced discrimination and marginalisation. In

Moussa quickly became an authority for some people in the
neighbourhood, who say he is a good man. One woman says
he would “scatter his heart to give it to the poor”. Under his
leadership over the past decade, his followers gradually
changed their appearance, customs and habits. They abandoned
their Bulgarian names for Arabic ones. (Moussa himself was
previously named Angel Stoyanov.) They began celebrating
only Muslim festivals, not national holidays — or even
birthdays. Men grew long beards, and started keeping their
hair short and wearing long robes. Women began to cover their
faces behind burqas.

Sources: European Commission,
National Statistical Institute

Spreading propaganda and supporting jihadists?
Now Moussa stands accused of promoting war through his sermons,
both online and offline, with the ISIS flag in the background. He
repeatedly told his followers that it was every Muslim’s duty to join
the caliphate proclaimed by ISIS in Syria and Iraq, including its
army, according to witness testimony cited in the indictment.
An anonymous witness quoted in the document claims that
Moussa required his followers to collect money for ISIS
fighters during Ramadan. He is also accused of spreading
religious hatred through a book containing concepts from the
Wahhabi tradition, which is widely seen as a hard-line and
intolerant strain of Islam.

Moussa was a Christian until the age of 20, attending the local
evangelical church, but he later became a standard-bearer of the
new Islam in Iztok. Court documents from his previous convictions
sketch out a brief version of his transformation. During a visit to
Austria in the mid 1990’s, he converted to Islam and later attended
a one-year course for imams in the Bulgarian village of Surnitsa.
He was introduced to Salafist ideas by his teacher there, who had
a religious degree from Saudi Arabia.

The prosecution charges all the other defendants with spreading
religious hatred by using social media to share photos and videos
of ISIS fighters, videos of ISIS executions and religious chants
calling for military jihad. Investigators found photos of the
defendants posing with flags and merchandise such as hats, T-shirts
and key rings associated with the militant group. The indictment
says their Facebook profiles featured them pointing with an index
finger to the sky, a sign used widely by ISIS supporters.

Diagnosed with a combination of depression and schizophrenia
in his youth, Moussa does not have a licence to be an imam from
the official Muslim authority in Bulgaria. Never the less, he turned
his own home into a place of worship and started preaching. He
later joined the Ebu Bekir mosque, which was built in 2002,
partially with money from a Saudi foundation. He used to preach
everywhere — in cafés and on the streets, at weddings and at
funerals. His ideas travelled through Skype and You Tube to
neighbouring towns and migrant communities in western Europe.

Moussa and two of his closest followers from Pazardjik, Stefan
Alexandrov (known as Suleiman) and Angel Simov (known
as Airi), are also accused of giving logistical support to three
travelling jihadists who went on to fight in Syria. The three
fighters are named as Said Husejinovic, a 33-year-old French
citizen of Bosnian origin, Murat Ayyildiz, a 38-year-old
Turkish citizen with a German residence permit, and Izudin
Crnovrsanin, a Serbian citizen aged 26. All are said to have
taken part in military action in Syria.

Abdullah Salih, the head mufti
of the Pazardjik region, in his
office in the town of Velingrad,
on June 11, 2015.
Photo: Zornitsa Stoilova
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Timeline: Key facts about Ahmed Moussa
1995 Moussa goes to Vienna, Austria, to work in
construction and converts to Islam.
1999 He attends a one-year course for imams in the
Bulgarian village of Surnitsa.
2001 While working in Cologne, he makes contact
with representatives of the Turkish radical Islamist
organisation Kalifatsstaat (“Caliphate state”).
2004 Moussa is convicted by the Pazardjik regional
court of spreading anti-democratic ideology and religious
hatred, provoking national hostility and hatred against the
Bulgarian nationality, and for desecrating the Bulgarian
flag. He is given a five-year suspended prison term and
ordered to pay a fine of around €500.
2012 A series of raids by the State Agency for National
Security leads to the trial of 13 Muslim religious
leaders including Moussa. Charges include spreading
religious hatred and belonging to an unregistered
organisation.

19 March 2014 All 13 people are found guilty of being
members of the organisation “Al Waqf al Islami”, which
was not registered in Bulgaria. Moussa is also found
guilty of preaching anti-democratic ideology and hatred.
He is sentenced to one year in prison but does not go to
jail pending an appeal, which has not yet been decided.
25 November 2014 Moussa is arrested at the Ebu Bekir
mosque in Pazardjik. He and 13 of his followers are accused
of inciting religious hatred through their own preaching and of
promoting war by spreading ISIS propaganda.
2 July 2015 Prosecutors complete their investigation.
Moussa and his followers are committed for trial.
2 December 2015 The Court of Appeal in Plovdiv
terminates proceedings before the trial has even got under
way, saying some of the allegations are unclear and that the
indictment suggests the procedural rights of 11 of the 14
defendants have been infringed. The following week, the
prosecutor submits a new indictment, with changes aimed at
addressing the court’s concerns.

Stolipinovo, the largest
Roma neighbourhood in
the city of Plovdiv

Sources: Court decisions in Ahmed Moussa’s first two trials, court press releases.

Husejinovic and Ayyildiz are still fighting for ISIS while
Crnovrsanin was arrested in Serbia in March 2014 to
face charges related to taking part in the war in Syria,
according to a statement SANS provided in response to
questions from BIRN.
The indictment states that two of these men visited Pazardjik
on their way to Syria in November 2013. Both Husejinovic
and Crnovrsanin stayed in Moussa’s house and their visits
overlapped. Ayyildiz visited Alexandrov’s home in the
summer of 2014.

through Bulgaria? Why didn’t they arrest and extradite them
immediately?” he says.
Haralampiev describes Moussa as a complex man. “He has a
magnetic influence over his community,” he says. “He lacks
rationality, but paradoxically that’s what makes him a leader.”

Zoya Simeonova at the
community centre she manages
in Iztok on June 10, 2015.
Photo: Zornitsa Stoilova
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People in Iztok say that Moussa’s followers, estimated to
number between 300 and 500, keep themselves apart from
others in the neighbourhood.

Sasho, a 50-year-old man, offers another example as he sits on a
warm day outside the kebab shop and café he owns in the centre
of Iztok. “You see,” he blurts out, pointing a finger at patrons of
a neighbouring café. “Those with the beards won’t come and
sit at my place.” He says people from Moussa’s community
will only visit his competitor, because he is a Muslim man:
“They don’t communicate with others any more.”

The prosecutor in charge of the case declined a request
from BIRN to interview Moussa, who remains in custody
awaiting trial.

“If this is true, then I ask the rhetorical question: why didn’t
the authorities arrest these people who were travelling

Setting themselves apart

Zoya Simeonova, who manages a local council-run community
centre, recalls a group of children showing up at the door one day.
“They told me that they wouldn’t come to the community centre
any more because they’re Muslims,” she says. “That’s when I
realised that kids are being kept away from public institutions.”

At least 332 foreign fighters from western Europe and the
western Balkans passed through Bulgaria en route to Syria
and Iraq between the start of 2013 and June this year,
although not all made it to the battlefields, SANS said in its
statement.

It is not yet clear who will be Moussa’s legal representative if a
trial eventually goes ahead but Harry Haralampiev, a lawyer who
acted for him in his two previous trials, expresses some scepticism
about the claims that the preacher harboured jihadists.

Photo: Zornitsa Stoilova

Other Muslims in Iztok share his opinion and reject Moussa’s
interpretation of Islam. “I can’t live like they used to live
a thousand years ago. I prefer that stream of Islam that
corresponds with contemporary life,” says Yashar Angelov, a
55-year-old clerk who works at the town hall in Pazardjik.
He says Moussa has had some positive impact — some people
have given up drinking and taking drugs, for example — but

Yes, my wife wears
a burqa but how does that
make her a terrorist?”
Rujdi Zakir, member of Moussa’s congregation
Angelov has lost many friends who have cut themselves off
from the rest of the community.
Relations between the small Christian congregation in Iztok
and Moussa’s followers are even more strained. In a fast food
place filled with the noisy conversation of construction workers
at lunch, Yanko Angelov, the son of a local evangelical pastor,
lifts his T-shirt to show a pistol in his waistband. He says he has
carried the gun for protection ever since he and his father were
attacked back in 2005. Four years ago, he also claims, a group
of Muslim men from Iztok gave another pastor and his friend a
severe beating with bats and iron pipes.
Angelov is convinced these attacks had a religious background,
although they appear in police records just as “crimes against
public order and peace”. He says conflicts between evangelicals
and the “Talibans”, as he calls them, are common in Iztok.
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He contrasts Bulgaria with Germany, where he says no one is
trying to divide people by ethnicity or religion.

Bulgarian workers from
Pazardjik gather on
Hansemann street in the
Ehrenfeld district of Cologne

Eliza Aleksandrova, a Bulgarian who runs centre for Muslim
women in Cologne, expresses a similar view. Aleksandrova
helps families from the Pazardjik community find jobs and
start German language courses. “German society is open to
differences and that’s why they have a shot at starting a normal
life here,” she says. She has been following the news about
the investigation into Moussa and his followers with dismay.
She is convinced the Bulgarian authorities are overstating
the problem because they know and understand little about
religion, especially Islam.

Photo: Zornitsa Stoilova

Prevention not convictions
Health mediator Asen Kolev,
right, talks to people in the
Stolipinovo neighbourhood
of Plovdiv on June 9, 2015.

Back in Bulgaria, Ivelina Karabashlieva, an expert in the
prevention of radicalisation, also has concerns about the
implications of putting Moussa and his followers on trial.
She used to work in the same field in the Netherlands and
thinks Bulgaria lacks a comprehensive approach. “Bulgaria
should invest in prevention. You can’t change mind-sets
with convictions,” Karabashlieva says.

Photo: Zornitsa Stoilova

“Economic genocide”
Some people suggest the reasons Moussa’s followers have
embraced Salafism are not primarily religious.
“The main problems in this neighbourhood are social and
economic ones,” says Yashar Sali, the face of ‘official Islam’
in Pazardjik as the imam at the town’s central mosque. “If they
lived a normal life, they wouldn’t care about those different
streams,” he says, claiming people from Iztok have been
abandoned by the state and subjected to “economic genocide”.
As Bulgaria switched to a market economy in the 1990s, Roma
were among the hardest hit. Many had been employed in staterun factories that closed and agricultural cooperatives that
were broken up. Cutbacks in health and education spending
had particularly damaging effects in the rural and isolated
communities in which many Roma live. They were left with
limited access to hospitals, schools, kindergartens, social
services and public transport. According to the 2011 census, 60
per cent of Roma over 15 years old are economically inactive.
At least two generations of Roma have grown up practically
illiterate and in deepening poverty.
Antonina Jeliazkova, an anthropologist and head of a Sofiabased non-governmental organisation that works with minority
communities, says it is no surprise people in Iztok seek a new
identity. “The want to feel a part of something bigger, something
that breaks down the walls of their ghettoization,” she says.
Yanko Mishev, head of the trustees of Iztok’s Ebu Bekir
mosque, says employers are prejudiced against people from the

Work in Germany offers the Roma an economic lifeline but the
official investigation into Moussa and his group suggests it can
also create dangerous connections. A witness told prosecutors
that one of the defendants, Angel Simov, got to know the
Turkish man he allegedly helped travel to Syria while they
were working together in Germany.

Mishev is speaking a few days before the start of the holy
month of Ramadan and Iztok is waiting for the Gastarbeiter
— those who work in Germany and other western European
countries — to return for the holiday.
He estimates that more than half the neighbourhood’s
inhabitants work abroad. “If you meet any young men on the
streets, they’ll be gone in a month,” he says.

In Cologne back in 2001, Moussa himself got in touch with
the Germany-based Turkish radical Islamist organisation
Kalifatsstaat (‘Caliphate state’) and agreed to spread their
ideas, according to court documents. German authorities
banned the group in December of that year.

Reporters road map

A representative of a German security agency told BIRN it was
aware of Moussa, his group and their ties to Germany but could
not provide any more information.

Poland
Cologne

Cologne has more than 5,000 Bulgarian residents, including many
migrant workers from Pazardjik. Groups of them hang around the
corner of Hansemann Street and the tree-lined Venloer Street in
the Ehrenfeld district. They are there at 6 a.m., when trucks collect
them for construction work, and again in the evening, smoking
cigarettes, the working day etched on their faces.

Germany
Czech Republik
Slovakia
Austria

Switzerland

Hungary

Slovenia
Croatia
Italy

Romania Pristina
Bosna and
Herzegovina Serbia
Bulgaria

Montenegro

Plovdiv

Sofia
Macedonia

Albania
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The German connection

community and will not give them jobs. “Pazardjik is the most
racist town,” he says over Turkish coffee after Friday prayers.

Pazardjik

“Bulgaria should invest in prevention. You can’t change mindsets with convictions,” Karabashlieva says.
The state should offer an alternative to ISIS propaganda, she
says. This means teachers must be prepared to discuss the issue
with their pupils and know how to spot signs of radicalisation.
Social workers and local council officials should be trained
in the basics of Islam and Salafism to understand what is
dangerous and what is not, Karabashlieva says.
Wandering through the dirty streets of the Roma
neighbourhoods in Pazardjik and Plovdiv, Asen Kolev stops
frequently to chat. As a health mediator, his job is to connect
local people with state medical services. It gives him a good
sense of the public mood.
Ever since the arrests of Moussa and his followers, he says, a
gesture of some kind from the authorities has been desperately
needed to calm anger in the community. Maybe a few new
streetlights. Or a small festival for the kids. A sign that someone
from the local leadership cares about these people. But there
has been nothing.

Standing on this corner is Rujdi Zakir, a small and talkative man
from Pazardjik who works at a coal plant in Cologne. A member
of Ahmed Moussa’s congregation, he angrily denounces
politicians and the media in Bulgaria, accusing them of stirring
up conflict by demonising the imam and his followers. “They
say we’re from the Islamic State. Yes, my wife wears a burqa but
how does that make her a terrorist?” he asks.
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About The Programme

T

he Balkan news media are increasingly required to report on complex reform
issues with regional and European dimensions. Regional journalists, however,
are underprepared to tackle these issues, lacking resources for appropriate
training or the funding necessary for in-depth cross-border reporting.
To tackle these obstacles, Balkan Fellowship for Journalistic Excellence was established
in 2007.
The fellowship ABOUT takes an international approach and is designed to support
quality reporting, initiate regional networking among journalists and to advance
balanced coverage of topics that are of key interest in the region and the European
Union (EU).
Each year, ten Balkan journalists are selected to take part. Successful applicants
receive both editorial back-up and the financial assistance necessary to produce the
articles. This ensures participants can travel to research their topic, conduct interviews
in person, and broaden their understanding of cross-border phenomenon so that their
final stories meet the highest journalistic standards of accuracy and balance.
Fellows must be available to attend seminars and editorial sessions during the course of
the programme. Participants are expected to complete 2,000-word stories, which will
be subject to international-style editorial processes and which showcase top-quality
journalism with a cross-border reporting angle. The final articles are disseminated in
local languages, English and German and are republished in the Balkans and beyond.
The coverage of themes crucial to the development of the Balkans and its integration
within the EU is central to the programme. The fellowship sets high standards for
Southeastern European journalism and helps the industry to focus on the challenges
posed by EU-oriented reforms and to improve understanding among Balkan nations,
the wider region and the union.

Partners
ERSTE Foundation
In 2003, ERSTE Foundation evolved out of the ErsteOesterreichische Spar-Casse,
the first Austrian savings bank. Being one of Erste Group’s shareholders, ERSTE
Foundation invests its dividends in social development projects in Austria and
Central and South Eastern Europe. It supports social participation and civil-society
engagement; it aims to bring people together and disseminate knowledge of the recent
history of a region that has been undergoing dramatic changes since 1989. As an active
foundation, it develops its own projects within the framework of three programmes:
Social Development, Culture and Europe.
www.erstestiftung.org
Open Society Foundations
The network of Open Society Foundations (OSF) is a grantmaking operation founded
by George Soros in 1993, aimed to shape public policy to promote democratic
governance, human rights, and economic, legal, and social reform. On a local level,
OSF implements a range of initiatives to support the rule of law, education, public
health, and independent media. At the same time, OSF works to build alliances across
borders and continents on issues such as combating corruption and rights abuses. One
of the aims of the OSF is the development of civil society organizations (e.g., charities
and community groups) to encourage participation in democracy and society.http://
www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
BIRN
The Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN) is a regional media development
organisation, working with Balkan journalists to produce reports on a variety of
political, economic and social issues. Its member organisations throughout the region
run a range of training and public debate projects to enhance the capacity and impact
of analytical and investigative journalism. Together, they produce Balkan Insight, the
leading publication covering the region’s path to Europe.
www.birn.eu.com
Media Partners
Prominent German, Austrian and Swiss newspapers, Die SüddeutscheZeitung, Der
Standard andNeueZürcherZeitung, are media partners of the Balkan Fellowship for
Journalistic Excellence programme. Besides being involved in the selection committee,
they actively participate in seminars, support fellows if needed and seek to republish
the best articles produced by them.
www.sueddeutsche.de
http://derstandard.at
www.nzz.ch
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Biographies of Fellows

Vladimir Karaj has
been an editor at the
Albanian newspaper
Mapo since 2013.A
journalist since
2002, he has worked
for various media
outlets and also
had a stint as the
chief editor of a
small newspaper.
He concentrates on
reportage and indepth stories, mainly
concerning crime
and politics.
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Fotini Barka is a
freelance journalist
based in Athens.
For many years
she worked at the
Greek national
daily newspaper
Eleftherotypia.
She has written
extensively about
arts and culture in
Greece and abroad,
both as a reporter
and a commentator.

Lindita Cela is a
journalist at Ora
News TV in Albania.
She has worked
as an investigative
journalist for
almost two decades,
covering organised
crime, corruption
and human
trafficking.

Kostas
Koukoumakas
is a freelance
journalist based
in Thessaloniki,
northern Greece.
He is a contributor
to VICE and to
magazines published
by Kathimerini
newspaper.

Jasmina Lazic is a
journalist at Vreme
weekly and features
editor at ELLE
Serbia magazine.
She specialises in
health and women’s
rights issues and has
reported from some
of Europe’s top
health and science
congresses.

Jeton Mehmeti
works as a policy
analyst at the
GAP Institute,
a Kosovo think
tank, and teaches
at the Department
of Journalism at
the University of
Pristina.

Mariya Petkova
is a Bulgarian
journalist covering
stories in eastern
Europe, the Balkans
and the Middle East.
She is currently an
online producer at
Al Jazeera English.

Damir Pilic is
a journalist for
SlobodnaDalmacija
newspaper in Split,
covering social
issues. His reporting
assignments have
taken him to Cuba,
China, Vietnam,
Russia and the
Middle East. He has
published several
books about the
social pathology of
Croatian society,
including two
novels.

Laura Stefanut is a
freelance journalist
based in Romania.
In the past few years
she has collaborated
with German public
broadcaster ARD on
investigative stories.
After leaving her
job at a national TV
station, she has also
become involved
in developing
Romanian
independent media

Zornitsa Stoilova
is a journalist
and editor at the
Bulgarian business
publication Capital
Weekly. She covers
human rights, social
affairs and civil
society issues. She
is the recipient of
several awards
for protecting the
rights of children
and minorities in
Bulgaria.
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