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15 years medienhilfe

From compassion
to professionalism
Roland Brunner, medienhilfe

November 1989: The Berlin Wall is falling.
People all over Europe celebrate and hope that
the danger of war in Europe is history. Gorbat-
schov, Perestrojka, Glasnost: the opening of
minds overcomes the blocs and the cold war.
But the collapse of the political identities revi-
ves spirits long suppressed or superimposed by
the state ideology. And not just in the former
Soviet Union. For years, the former Yugoslavia
had been falling into crisis, unnoticed in the
west due to the Gorbatschov euphoria. There
were massive state debts, credits used for mass
consumption instead of investments, slogans
instead of policy. Since World War II, Tito
ruled the country with charisma and authority,
with ideology and social welfare. But funda-
mental reforms of the economic and political

system were by-passed again and again. After
his death in 1980, the country lacked the inte-
grating figure, the mediator and decision-
maker in times of conflict. Yugoslavia was fal-
ling apart in spheres connected to power and
the interests of the elites in the single republics,
who used nationalist slogans to secure their pri-
vileges. The “anti-bureaucratic revolution” in
Vojvodina and the “yoghurt revolution” in
Montenegro send Slobodan Milosevic and his
fellows to power in the Alliance of Commu-
nists, the Yugoslav ruling party. In 1990 Serb
groups in Serb-inhabited areas of Croatian Kra-
jina rebel against the nationalist politics of the
Croat leadership. The conflicts escalate: inci-
dents, murders, the massive army intervention
against a peaceful manifestation in Belgrade on
March 9, 1991. The army is sent to the Western
border on June 21, 1991, to put down the uni-
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lateral declaration of Slovene independence.
Yugoslavia slips into war, drawn by forces that
fight for their own interests and power. The
short war in Slovenia is followed in summer
1991 by the war in Croatia and from 1992 in
Bosnia-Herzegovina. The previously stable,
peaceful and relatively wealthy country beco-
mes lost in chaos, ethno-nationalism and open
racism, gross human rights violations and war
crimes. War is back in Europe, dashing hopes
for peace with pictures reminding us of the hor-
rors of World War II.

Medienhilfe as commitment 
and voluntarism

Zurich, 1992: The war in Yugoslavia causes
distress and compassion all over Switzerland.
In manifestations thousands of people show
their sympathy. Also media workers are chal-
lenged professionally by this war. With all the
nationalist hatred and the war propaganda rea-
ching us from the area, professional reporting
appears to be “mission impossible”. Almost
noone here knows the country, its economic,
social and political reality. Some have memo-
ries of holidays on the beautiful Adriatic coast
and recall the warm hospitality of the people.
But how do we find out what’s really going on
in a country so close, yet unknown? Who can
we believe in this propaganda war full of hate-
speech? Who can we trust as a source of news
and information? How shall media workers
interpret reports and inform a wider public on
the actual situation?

Compassion and interest in this case translate
into commitment. A group of media workers in
Zurich make contacts with journalists in the
former Yugoslavia who were known to be resis-
ting the hate-speech and war propaganda and
trying to combat the nationalistic horror with
their professional work. These contacts provide
the source of information for our work. But the
reports on war crimes don’t cease to come in.
On December 18, 1992, journalists from the
former Yugoslavia, the newly independent
Croatia and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
(Serbia and Montenegro) are invited to Switzer-
land. The conference “Information instead of
propaganda” brings some 200 participants
together. Thomas Fleiner, professor of consti-
tutional law,  and the participants agree: state-
controlled media in all parts of the former
Yugoslavia have contributed to the war to a
large extent and are therefore also guilty. The
conference lays the basis for the founding of
Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien (Media Aid Ex-
Yugoslavia). A constituting assembly on
January 10, 1993, defines the goals of the new

As the former Programme Officer for 
the former Yugoslavia with HEKS, 

the Swiss Interchurch Agency (1993-2001) 
I learned to appreciate medienhilfe very much.

On their initiative a regular platform 
for Swiss development organisations was

established, exchanging information, coordi-
nating public activities in Switzerland and

getting latest updates from Roland Brunner
and Nena Skopljanac and their media 

partners from the conflict region. 

Together we published the newspaper
“Brückenschlag” (Bridges) on the actual

situation and ongoing projects in the Balkans.

Before Nato started its war on Kosovo,
medienhilfe, SAH and HEKS provided

a platform for moderate representatives
from Kosovo, with public debates addressing

the large Kosovo-Albanian diaspora 
in Switzerland, to counter-balance 

the radical forces here. 

A highlight of our cooperation was the two
seminars “Peace from the Roots” 1997 and

“Recovery, Return, Reconciliation” 2000
with some 40 committed peace, human rights

and media activists from all parts of the 
former Yugoslavia and from other conflict

areas such as Palestine, South Africa 
and Chile, gathering for a full week in the 

Pestalozzi Children’s Village in Trogen.
We benefited from the good contacts 

and the know-how of medienhilfe. 
Participants experienced empowerment and

used the opportunity for cross-border net-
working and for planning common projects.

For me this cooperation with medienhilfe
brought strong inputs and lasting friend-

ships for which I am still very grateful.

Arne Engeli, ex-Programme Officer HEKS
for the former Yugoslavia
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organization: to provide professional, indepen-
dent information regarding the former Yugo-
slavia in Switzerland, but even more, to support
media workers in the area, enabling them to
continue their struggle against nationalism,
oppression and warfare.

Some 20 people invest hundreds, well thou-
sands of hours of unpaid work to organize the
support. As a starter,  fund-raising activities are
launched, institutions contacted, contacts are
established, material support provided. Nume-
rous solidarity and fund-raising events are
organized, including benefit concerts, street
actions, movie nights, literature evenings with
well-known people from the region such as
Dzevad Karahasan and committed Swiss such
as Paul Parin. Conferences for Swiss journa-
lists try to shed light on the darkness of natio-
nalist propaganda. The seminar “The more we
watch and listen, the less we know” on Decem-
ber 8, 1994, makes the case on media reporting
in Serbia and in Croatia, but also on the stereo-
types and prejudices in Swiss reporting. Swiss
journalists from radio, TV and major print
media discuss with media scientists from Croa-
tia and Serbia the patterns of war reporting and
the possibilities and limits of professional jour-
nalism. Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien becomes
the source of information for Swiss journalists
working in the region or traveling there, looking
for contacts with local journalists and indepen-
dent outlets.  

Journalism for Peace

In 1995, the Dayton Agreement ends the war in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, but does not provide for
peace. The agreement regulates the cohabitation
of the three ethnic groups, at the same time in-
stitutionalizing the ethnification of the political
system. Separate police forces and administra-
tions, separate health and education systems,
segregated schools; society, state, the economy
and all aspects of daily life are separated along
ethnic lines. New challenges arise for media
workers. The consequences of war have to be
overcome and peace promoted. Fundamental
questions of independent journalism are on the
table: professional ethics and standards for
reporting; editorial independence; freedom of
information and expression in the context of a
post-war society. The challenge to committed
journalism concerns its responsibility towards
society. How can media contribute to over-
coming the legacies of war and to healing  the
wounds? How can it promote interethnic com-
munication and share information beyond the
ethnic borders? How can it deal with the recent
past of war crimes and address questions of

guilt and responsibilities, not just blaming “the
other side”, but confronting their own public
with the horrors committed in their name?

For Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien this means
a change of perspective from war to peace
reporting. Media support becomes peace sup-
port and peace promotion. But conflict repor-
ting remains an important issue, as the crises in
Kosovo and Macedonia are still to come. And
the concrete material support continues: a ton
of books for the rebuilt National Library in
Sarajevo, computers for independent media,
CDs and video tapes for radio and TV stations.
Medienhilfe expands its work into new topics
and countries. But the public compassion aroused
by the war is vanishing. Pictures of war no lon-
ger affect the public. Politicians are busy with
the refugees and asylum seekers in Switzerland
much more than with the war in the region. And
the long-lasting engagement of unpaid work
with Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien shows signs
of fatigue: activists are exhausted, do not see the
need or the possibility to continue the work.
The organization has to take a decision: shall we
finish the work and close down the organization,
or continue, but how?

A new generation takes over: while many
activists of the first hour are leaving the orga-
nization, others continue and some new ones
join. There is a will to professionalize, to leave
volunteer work behind, to build on the experi-
ence and competences gained through the
years. Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien is re-born,
with a new office, new staff, new program:

“The more we watch and listen, the less we know...”
medienhilfe conference in December 1994 with media scientists
from Croatia and Serbia.

Photo: Silvia Luckner, medienhilfe
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Bridges of Communications – the slogan is our
program. In cooperation with the Swiss For-
eign Ministry, Political Division for Human
Security, a large-scale program for the West
Balkans is established, aiming at peace promo-
tion through media support. In October 1996,
the first edition of Medienhilfe-Info is published.

Some time ago Medienhilfe became the focal
point for Swiss relief and development agen-
cies starting to work in the former Yugoslavia.
We coordinate “Infokreis Ex-Jugoslawien”, a
regular platform for program officers of Swiss
organizations. Medienhilfe provides insights
and contacts, organizes common activities such
as the newspaper Brückenschlag, published for
the International Day of Human Rights, and the
seminars “Peace from the Roots” and “Return,
Recovery, Reconciliation”. For a whole week
these seminars bring together some 20 repre-
sentatives from countries in conflict with Swiss
development experts, to evaluate the work
being done, develop further perspectives and
plan new activities and co-operation.

Media fighting for democracy

After years of oppression by the Serbian regime
against the Albanian population, the year 2000
brings another war to the region. Serbian troops
expel the Albanian population from Kosovo,
until Nato starts a war against Serbia, forcing
Serbian troops out of Kosovo and establishing
a UN protectorate. Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien
immediately helps the local media in Kosovo to
rebuild the destroyed infrastructure and the
Albanian-language outlets, oppressed for many
years. But from the very beginning, also the
non-Albanian minorities in Kosovo and inter-
ethnic media projects are part of our mission.
Cooperation between Albanian, Serbian and
Turkish language radio stations is established,
with the active involvement of Medienhilfe.

November 2000: Not least thanks to the long-
lasting engagement of independent media, Slo-
bodan Milosevic is finally forced out of power
in Serbia. Also here, Medienhilfe provides vital
support. As in other countries, we engage in
supporting the young and fragile democracies:
specific election projects are designed together
with local media partners, explaining to citizens
the election process, providing a civic, peace-
ful and democratic platform for the struggle
over opinions and political options.

As the situation in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzego-
vina and Serbia slowly stabilizes, Macedonia –
considered by many a haven of peace and
stability in the Balkans – falls  into a short, but
intense crisis in 2001. Open warfare between the
Macedonian army and Macedonian-Albanian

medienhilfe started operating 15 years ago. 
At the time, I was a member of the Swiss

National Parliament and professionally 
working as the person in charge of inter-

cultural pedagogy in the town of Lucerne. 

In both functions I was convinced of 
the work medienhilfe does: as a politician, 
I am aware of the importance of informed,

non-inflamatory media for the formation 
of political awareness. As an organizer 

of study trips to the West Balkans I knew
very well about the disastrous role 

of the media in creating and spreading 
stereotypes and prejudices and reducing

people to enemies, ultimately leading to war.
Therefore I have been following the work of

medienhilfe with the greatest interest and 
sympathy. 

Since I started working as the director 
of the feminist peace NGO cfd (Christian
Peace Service), running also a project in

Palestine with partners in the media field,
this interest got even deeper. 

I hope the cooperation between 
medienhilfe and cfd will continue with
mutual benefit for both organisations! 

I wish medienhilfe the financial security 
to  continue its important work.

Cécile Bühlmann, Executive Director cfd
– Christian Peace Service
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irregular forces for the independence of Alba-
nian territories  seems to be tearing the country
apart. The Nato war left Kosovo de facto inde-
pendent, thereby encouraging the radical forces
of Macedonia’s Albanians to claim this inde-
pendence for themselves. Kosovo was teaching
them that warfare is a promising and fast way
to achieve independence, whereas political
negotiations last for years without  showing
results. The gap between the Macedonian-Slav
and the Macedonian-Albanian population goes
deep, but even deeper is the rift between the
respective politicians. And the media portray
completely opposite images. Macedonian and
Albanian language media seem to report from
two entirely different countries, with the percep-
tion of reality divided along ethnic lines. And
smaller minorities such as the Roma disappear
in the power struggle between the two big ethnic
groups.

Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien saw the war
coming and tried to sound the alarm. Once again
journalists served as our early warning mechan-
ism. They understood the dynamics by reporting
daily on the incidents and the rising tempera-
ture, by analyzing the conflict and the interests
behind the driving forces. For the media it was
obvious that things got hot. In close exchange
and cooperation with our media partners,
Medienhilfe manages to prepare itself and to
react fast with an emergency program: Thanks
to generous financial support by the Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation SDC,
flag jackets are acquired for front-line jour-
nalists. Medienhilfe engages in setting up,
together with other international agencies, the
International Media Fund IMF, to provide
coordinated and targeted support to indepen-
dent media in Macedonia. Financed by SDC,
Medienhilfe provides a full-time employee in
the field to coordinate the IMF.  

Media, minorities and military

All through the years of war and post-war,
minorities constitute an important field of work
for Medienhilfe. We understand the way a
society and a political system deals with its
minorities as an indicator for democratization
in any country. The new countries in the area of
the former Yugoslavia still find it hard to treat
their minorities – all too often still considered
enemies – in a fair way and in correspondence
with international laws and human rights treaties.
In this context, peace promotion for Medien-
hilfe Ex-Jugoslawien implies direct assistance
to minority media. While strengthing the posi-
tion of the respective minorities, we at the same
time build bridges of communication towards

the majority population. Cooperation and co-
productions between minorities and mainstream
media aim to overcome prejudices and stereo-
types among the majority population. 

The minority affected more than any other in
the whole region, even if never a part of the
conflict, is the Roma population. Living on the
lowest level of society, marginalized to its most
outer limits and derogatorily called “gypsies”,
the Roma were at least given working places in
the all-Yugoslavia industry and some social
security by the previous system. The collapse
of Yugoslavia was also the collapse of these
structures – and the Roma were the first to get
crushed under the wheels of changes. Back in
the late 90s, Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien starts
working directly with Roma media. Media sup-
port becomes an integral part of development
cooperation: media help to build up the self-
awareness and self-confidence essential to de-
velopment and integration into the mainstream
society.

Building on the positive experience and the
competences acquired over the years working
with Roma media, a regional program exten-
ding far beyond the former Yugoslavia is deve-
loped. In cooperation with and financed by the
Open Society Institute – Network Media Pro-
gram (OSI-NMP) the “Rrommedia.net” is set
up, a support program for Roma media all over
Central and Southeastern Europe, from Slove-

Poster for a medienhilfe benefit event in Zurich 1996
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nia to the Ukraine, from Hungary to Macedonia.
Some six million Roma live in these countries as
the largest stateless minority in Europe, often
subject to racist prejudices and attacks. 

Medienhilfe is concerned not only with mino-
rities and their rights. As committed as we are
to the disadvantaged, we must not forget that
the problem is mainly the attitude of the domi-
nant and ruling parts of society. The reform of
the armed forces is one of the biggest challen-
ges the new democracies face. Until recently
the so-called security structures were seen by
most people as a threat to their security rather
than a protection. The democratic control of
army and police, their subordination under
politically elected and democratically accoun-
table responsibilities, the transparency of their
structures and functioning are unknown regions
for the citizens of these countries.  And these
forces often find it difficult to adapt to demo-
cratic procedures and public. Together with
DCAF, the Geneva Center for the Democratic
Control of Armed Forces, Medienhilfe organizes
two conferences in Macedonia and in Serbia.
Boris Tadic, at the time Minister of Defense in
Serbia, and the Swiss Ambassador opened the
conference in Belgrade. Participants, high-rank-
ing army staff and media representatives, dis-
cuss freedom of information and its limitations
in professional reporting.

Comprehensive understanding 
and support

Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien shows progress
also institutionally: in 2001 the association is
entered in the Business Register, at the same
time recognized as a tax-exempt organization
of public interest. We also receive the right to
employ civil servants.  

Expanding geographically beyond the former
Yugoslavia also brings a change of name. In
2002, celebrating ten years since the founding,
Medienhilfe Ex-Jugoslawien becomes medien-
hilfe. An Advisory Council to support the work
of medienhilfe is established with personalities
from trade and industry, politics and culture.
Building on the volunteer organization motiva-
ted by compassion and commitment against the
war, a professional organization is formed with
regular staff, programs in more than ten coun-
tries and a broad range of thematic competence.
In 2005 a Steering Board is established as a
strategic body to guide the work of medienhilfe.
One year later the next changes come: in order

medienhilfe supports professional and 
independent media in Central and 

Southeast Europe since 15 years. 

Our perception of reality is shaped 
by what is published in the media and how it
is portrayed there. Media play an important

role in the society of each country when it
comes to questions of social cohabitation 

and political control. medienhilfe contributes
substantially to peaceful conflict resolution 

and sustainable peace in Central and 
Southeast Europe.

In the framework of its development co-
operation, the Government of Liechtenstein

supports the project “Multilingual Media
Productions”. It contributes with its funding

to sustaining the cooperation of local 
independent radio stations in Kosovo 

and private TV broadcasters in Macedonia.
medienhilfe is an appreciated and trusted

partner we gladly cooperate with. 

I would like to express my gratitude 
to the staff of medienhilfe for their 

huge commitment in this field of work 
so important for the development of 

Central and Southeast Europe.

Rita Kieber-Beck, 
Member of the Government of Liechtenstein,

Minister for External Affairs, 
Culture, Family and Gender Equity
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to work efficiently with limited resources and
to provide an even closer support to our part-
ners, medienhilfe hires experienced staff in the
program countries, cutting back the staff in the
Zurich head office.

medienhilfe’s development is not only insti-
tutional, geographic and thematic. Important
progress is achieved also in methodology.
From the support to individual journalists at the
beginning, an institutional cooperation with
media outlets evolves. At the start providing
mainly financial and material assistance, over
the years the cooperation expands to include
key fields of competence medienhilfe can pro-
vide to its partners. The focus shifts from edu-
cation and training of journalists to a more
systemic understanding of media assistance. A
good journalist is not a guarantee for good
media reporting. If the editor is uncooperative,
or the media outlet has weak management or is
not financially viable, the article will not reach
its public. medienhilfe understands the media as
a system of interlocked mechanisms. We there-
fore developed a comprehensive system of assis-
tance that includes training in: 

tmedia management (market analysis,
human ressources etc.)
professional know-how for media workers
(including editors)
technical skills (new digital technology)
networking and co-productions.

Continuing our policy of the last 15 years,
media partners are the first and last concern of
our work. medienhilfe chooses its partners care-
fully based on clearly defined criteria. In pro-
ject cooperation, the responsibility and the
final decision rests with the partners; medien-
hilfe offers material and technical assistance
according to the partners’ needs. The success
and sustainability of our partners and the market
viability of their productions are the goals we
are working for.

The competence gained during the last 15
years is made available also to media in other
areas of conflict and crisis. In 2007 medienhilfe
for the first time provides trainings for media
staff in Israel and Palestine. First steps for the
Middle East program of medienhilfe are taken.
A program document with crucial points on
media development in the region is elaborated,
media partners are identified, projects discussed
and fund-raising activities start.

Also a media support program in Africa is
initiated. Worldwide, the need and interest for

media assistance is extensive. medienhilfe has
a small, highly experienced team and a large
pool of media experts available able to provide
important expertise to media outlets in coun-
tries in conflict or crisis. Finally, there are few
organisations worldwide with a background of
15 years of committed work in this field. We
are grateful to all those who make this work
possible with their volunteer assistance and
their financial support, in the interest of inde-
pendent media and professional journalism
around the world.

Adil Kulenovic, journalist, editor, founder and owner  
of RTV Studio 99 in Sarajevo, an important partner 
of medienhilfe after the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina.


