MACEDONIA: LESSONS IN TOLERANCE AFTER CONFLICT
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by William Kramer

Given the choice, which after-school program would you expect South Eastern European teenagers to flock to: English language clubs, Internet classes or journalism courses? 

If you chose any of these, you'd be wrong. Instead, Macedonian, Albanian, and Romani youth are participating in "democracy workshops" more than any other class offered by the Foundation Open Society Institute-Macedonia. 

"We were very surprised. We expected more kids to be interested in the other programs and clubs," said Spomenka Lazarevska, FOSI-Macedonia's education and youth coordinator. "But a majority of kids in all eight youth centers chose the Street Law program's democracy workshops." 

	“Kids are not afraid to talk about multiethnic society and multiculturalism, and these issues come up all the time. There are still some biases, but I would say those are largely inherited from the family. Discussing these issues with adults is much more difficult.” 


In addition to running programs like Street Law, in which university law students organize debates, mock trials, and presentations for teenagers, Lazarevska has been busy implementing the South East Europe Youth Initiative. The Open Society Institute launched the $6 million initiative in January as part of its effort to support the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. The Initiative aims to support youth programs that have not received OSI funding in the past. In Macedonia, projects created by the Initiative, together with established Soros foundations network programs like Street Law, work to reduce tensions among the country's Albanian, Romani, and Macedonian populations with activities that promote democracy, ethnic tolerance, and respect for human rights. 

Although there has been official enthusiasm and modest support for FOSI-Macedonia's youth programs, the government is undergoing a period of reorganization and the Ministry of Youth has been temporarily closed. 

"We just started working with the Ministry," Lazarevska said. "It would be a pity if it were closed down for good." 

This uncertainty is common in South Eastern Europe and underlines the importance of the Initiative, which will enable Soros foundations in the region to fund programs for young people between the ages of 14 and 21 who live in remote, rural areas. 

In July, FOSI-Macedonia's National Youth Board, comprised of five young youth leaders and activists, awarded Youth Initiative grants to eight local projects. Among them were "Babylon Three," which aims to support youth centers in eight different towns; a training program for youth who want to become NGO managers; and the student-based monthly magazine Rrezja, published in Macedonian, French, Albanian, and English, which aims to bring youth together on collaborative projects. A grant was also given to the International Roma Center in Macedonia for a project called "Summer Camp- Peace and Friendship," which will help at-risk Romani teenagers from refugee families and integrate them into society. 

"Kids are not afraid to talk about multiethnic society and multiculturalism, and these issues come up all the time," Lazarevska said. "There are still some biases, but I would say those are largely inherited from the family. Discussing these issues with adults is much more difficult." 

As Macedonian, Albanian, and Romani youth work together, sharpen their critical thinking skills, and express their opinions through FOSI-Macedonia's programs, they also develop a sense of the values needed for an open, democratic society. 

"I think some of them will do very well in politics and leadership. Perhaps much better than our existing politicians," Lazarevska said. "But we're not really talking about politics in our programs. Young people want to talk about education, drugs, and universal problems that they're interested in. They see ethnic tolerance not as politics, but as a human issue- as an issue of human rights. And they love to talk about democracy." 

William Kramer is editor of Open Society News. 

