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Background – The Importance of the Media in the Collapse of Yugoslavia 

Twenty years ago in April 1992, shells began to pound the streets and buildings of 

Sarajevo. Tito’s1 Yugoslavian dream was in tatters, pulled apart both by his death 

and inability to govern beyond the grave and the subsequent rise in nationalist 

fervour in each of the three religious, quasi-ethnic2 groups the Serbian Orthodox 

Christians, Croatian Catholics and Bosnian Muslims.  

 

Unlike many of the “uncivil wars” (Durch, 1996) of the late Twentieth Century, the 

war in Yugoslavia was waged against a very modern backdrop, by a population that 

was in many respects, highly educated and literate, in a country that had only 

recently been able to afford to host the Winter Olympic Games in Sarajevo in 1984.  

Also, despite nearly 40 years of communism, the media in Yugoslavia had been 

relatively free, vibrant and sophisticated and access to international media was 

commonplace (Thompson, 1994a). Television and radio were both widely broadcast 

and watched and the country had a thriving and highly respected filmmaking 

community, playing host to Sean Connery’s James Bond, as far back as 1963 in 

From Russia with Love (Young, 1963). In his book The Fall of Yugoslavia, Misha 

Glenny recalls trying to obtain an interview with Croatian Serb political leader and 

dentist Milan Babic in early 1991 in Knin. When Glenny does finally succeed in 

meeting Babic, we get a snapshot of Yugoslavia as it was, just before the war ripped 

the country to shreds: 

“Babic is sitting in a front room, perhaps it is his own, but nobody tells me. He 

is watching television. We are in a flat which would not look out of place in 

                                                
1 The former Yugoslavian President Josip Broz gave himself the nickname “Tito”. 
2 The issue of ethnicity in the former Yugoslavia is not simple as each of the major ethnic groups has so much in 
common culturally, socially and physically. Yet ‘ethnicity” defined the Balkan conflict.  (See: Evangelista, 2011, pp.86-
90).  
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any moderately prosperous suburban estate in Western Europe.” (Glenny, 

1996, p. 16) 

Yet despite the fact that Yugoslavia appeared to possess most of the trappings of the 

sort of civilised society that many development agencies seek to build in developing 

countries – a high standard of living, good education, a sophisticated media – these 

assets did not stop the country sliding into war.  

 

The Balkans has a long history of rivalry and fighting between the various ethnic 

groups3. Under the Turkish and then the Austro Hungarian empires, different groups 

enjoyed preferential treatment and pre-eminence. In the preamble to World War II, 

there was pressure from Croatian nationalists for more autonomy within the Kingdom 

of Yugoslavia4 and the between 1941 and 1945 the different nationalist militias fought 

bitterly, committing terrible atrocities against each other (and against other 

minorities), with the Croatian “Ustashe” siding with the Nazis and the Serbian 

“Chetniks” siding with the communists (Evangelista, 2011). But in Tito’s Yugoslavia, 

tensions subsided and the different communities in Yugoslavia co-existed peacefully 

(Hayden, 1996; Oberschall, 2000). However this peaceful coexistence did not mean 

that deep rooted prejudices between communities did not exist, but as Thompson 

(1994) argues, these prejudices alone were not sufficient to start a war, they had to 

be manipulated. 

 

In their quest for nationalist states, the political leaders, Serbia’s Slobodan 

Milosevic and Croatia’s Franjo Tudjman, were seeking to un-mix communities that 

                                                
3 This ebb and flow is best encapsulated in Ivo Andric’s Nobel Prize winning masterpiece, The Bridge over the Drina 
(Andric, 1994).  
4 The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was founded in 1918 at the end of WWI and was then renamed the 
Kingdom of Yugoslavia (land of the South Slavs) on 3 October 1929.  
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had co-existed happily under Tito – a policy that would ultimately lead to ethnic 

cleansing and see over 3 million people forced out of their homes during the conflict 

(Evangelista, 2011). Many academics (Thompson, 1994a; Shawcross, 2001; Erjavec 

and Volcic, 2006; Evangelista, 2011) argue that the media was the key tool used to 

achieve this, in the absence of the military muscle to achieve these goals without 

public consent. 

“Neither side fighting in Croatia, and none of the three sides fighting in 

Bosnia-Hercegovina…was strong (or resolute) enough to win outright victory. 

Media coverage has therefore been manipulated to sustain domestic public 

support for the struggle. The systematic capture and destruction of 

transmitters proved how much store the warring sides set by the electronic 

media.” (Thompson, 1994a, p. 1) 

By the early 1990s use of the media to incite ethnic violence was not new. As Bratic 

and Shirch (2007) point out among other examples, Hitler used the media effectively 

to incite hatred of and violence towards Jews, homosexuals and other minorities in 

1930s Germany. Thompson argues that in the former Yugoslavia all the nationalist 

leaders used the media to play on the differences between communities. 

“Media did not inject their audiences with anti-Muslim prejudice or exploitable 

fear of Croatian nationalism. The prejudice and fear were widespread, latently 

at least; there was a predisposition to believe news which elicited and 

exploited the prejudice. Media could not produce a nationalist society; without 

media, however, Serbia’s leaders could not have obtained public consent and 

approval of its extreme nationalist politics.” (Thompson, 1994a, p. 128) 
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The first step was to establish a partisan editorial line within the media 

establishments themselves and to gain control over the means of distribution of 

media content. According to Thompson (1994), both the Zagreb and Belgrade 

governments pursued systematic and ruthless policies towards independent and anti-

government media organisations. Broadcasting licenses were withdrawn or withheld 

and access to radio and television transmitters was restricted. As control over the 

media was established, “so called patriotic journalism” (Erjavec and Volcic, 2006, p. 

305) took hold and the serious business of propping up the nationalist policies of the 

regimes began (Thompson, 1994a; Shawcross, 2001; Erjavec and Volcic, 2006). 

Despite moves by many media professionals to form unions and to set up alternate 

publications, radio stations and TV networks (most notably in Belgrade), the 

measures were imposed from the top down. Independent organisations were starved 

of resources. Journalists that disagreed with editorial policy were harassed, sacked 

or sent on long-term leave and in many cases they were beaten by nationalist thugs 

for their dissent. State media organisations like HRTV (Croatian Radio Television) 

and Serbian Radio Television (RTS) were purged of ethnic minorities in the workforce 

(Thompson, 1994a). Journalist William Shawcross sums up the scale of the media’s 

responsibility for fuelling the war in the Balkans.  Writing in 1994 at the height of the 

conflict in his introduction to Thompson’s book, Shawcross says: 

“RTS [Serbian Radio Television] is a lying machine designed to inspire, 

provoke and underwrite nationalist fears and hatreds. So is Croatian Radio-

Television. The Bosnian government also publishes propaganda and 

distortion.” (Thompson, 1994b, p. viii) 

Thompson then further enhances our understanding of the power and influence of 

the media during the conflict when he says: 
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“Television and radio signals spread across republican borders, interweaving 

in the atmosphere as nations mingled on the ground.  Media ‘campaigns’ 

were the forerunner of military campaigns. Verbal violence engendered 

physical violation. Many media were purged of independence and dissent, in 

brutal ways that anticipated the purging (‘cleansing’) of territories.” 

(Thompson, 1994a, p. 2) 

 

By 1992 the conflict had spread throughout the region. The media picture painted 

by each ethnic group was one of victimisation, invasion and of a threat to the 

traditional homelands of an indigenous people (Erjavec and Volcic, 2006), yet the 

geographical reality of pre-conflict Yugoslavia was more complex and it was much 

harder to define national boundaries along ethnic lines. The simplistic argument was 

based on the goal of an ethnic and religious mono-culture – Serbia for the Serbs, 

Croatia for the Croats (Erjavec and Volcic, 2006; Thompson, 1994a) – and on 

geographic fiction. Over the centuries different groups had settled in different areas 

and outside the main ethnic strongholds (Zagreb for the Croats, Belgrade for the 

Serbs etc.) there were large pockets of the various different ethnic groups dotted 

around the region5. In establishing the Yugoslav state post 1945, Tito had specifically 

sought to draw the administrative boundaries for Yugoslavia’s republics that 

encouraged multiculturalism, and accordingly all the republics contained large 

minority communities (Foley, 2010). Prior to 1991 and the start of the war, the 

republic of Croatia included large Serb communities in the east of the country near 

Vukovar and to the south around Knin. Sarajevo was a truly multi-ethnic town, indeed 

it is often forgotten that Sarajevo had a significant Jewish community (Dzidic, 2008), 

but this community is barely discussed in the context of the Balkan wars, focused as 
                                                
5 To illustrate this complex issue, see the Map in Appendix 1 for and Ethnic Composition of Bosnia Herzegovina 
before the war in 1991. 
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they are on the Serb, Croat, Muslim question. Bosnia was split almost equally 

between the three main religious groups (See Appendix 1) and there were large 

Muslim communities in Serbia, including over 200,000 in the southern Serbian town 

of Novi Pazar (Glenny, 1996, p. 127). 

 

UNPROFOR and UNTV 

Following a meeting in Geneva at which Milosevic and Tudjman both requested 

the United Nations (PIO, 1996) mediate in the escalating conflict in Croatia6 and set 

up the United Nations Protected Areas (UNPAs7), the United Nations was parachuted 

into the Yugoslavian context in 1991. While there is a broad range of literature and 

many hours of film and other media focusing on the conflict in the former Yugoslavia, 

there is little or no literature about the UNTV project. Badsey provides one specific 

reference to “UNPROFOR TV” (Badsey, 1997), but no analysis of the project and 

neither is UNTV mentioned by Price and Thompson (2002), despite and extensive 

study of the use of media in peacekeeping and a specific chapter on the Bosnian 

conflict. Paul Sargent, Head Curator of the Film Archive at the Imperial War Museum 

in London, where the UNTV archive is now housed, confirms that to date, the 

academic community has shown “zero interest” in the UNTV project (Sargent, 2012).   

 

As part of the UN mandate, the Tudjman and Milosevic agreed to allow the UN to 

take control of the municipal authorities and the local police in the disputed regions of 

Croatia in order to re-establish law and order while a diplomatic solution was sought 

for the disputed territories. According to Roy Head, former Series Producer at UNTV, 

                                                
6 The conflict had yet to spill over into Bosnia proper. The shelling of Sarajevo by Bosnian Serb forces did not start 
until April 1992. 
7 UNPAs - the areas of Croatia that Croatian Serb paramilitaries had taken over, following the break up of Yugoslavia 
and Croatian independence 



   

© Andy Johnstone/www.wilddogworld.com    info@wilddogworld.com Tel: +44 7899 921 667 8 

there was no provision, as part of this agreement for the UN to intervene in what 

Price and Thompson (2002) refer to as the “media space” or any insistence that 

either the Croatian or Serbian Media moderate their nationalist rhetoric and steer a 

more tolerant line towards the ethnic minorities under their control (Johnstone, 2012). 

Given that only two months prior to this Geneva meeting, the UN had concluded the 

Paris Peace Agreements to secure the long term future for Cambodia, a part of which 

included mandated control by the UN over Cambodian media, the failure to seek 

similar control or measures in the Yugoslavian context should be examined. Roy 

Head, who had worked for the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 

(UNTAC) as a producer for UNTAC Radio8 prior to taking up his post in Zagreb in 

1994, is clear that the UN would never have managed to get Tudjman and Milosevic 

to agree to cede control of the media to the UN (Head, 2012). Yet given the 

circumstances of the Geneva meeting, the mounting international pressure on both 

sides to resolve the dispute in Croatia and the UN’s success with negotiating media 

terms in Cambodia not two months before, the absence of any plan to manage the 

media space in the Balkans from an early stage is a stark omission – a mistake 

which was subsequently repeated in the Dayton Peace Agreements in 1995 and that 

undermined attempts to establish lasting peace in Bosnia (De Luce and Thompson, 

2002, p. 204).  

 

Shawcross (2001) pinpoints the root cause partially when he writes, “the glaring 

problem was that the West had never defined a political objective for former 

Yugoslavia” (Shawcross, 2001, p. 128). But the truth is that there were plenty of 

political objectives amongst the Western playmakers, but few of them dovetailed into 

a coherent policy that allowed the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) a 
                                                
8 UNTAC Radio was mandated to encourage all Cambodians to participate in the elections in 1993. For more 
information see Martson (Martson, 2002) 
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workable mandate from the outset. The political horse-trading between Germany and 

the rest of the EU over recognition of Croatia, the reluctance of the US to intervene 

early in the piece, combined with Europe’s insistence that they would seize the 

opportunity to resolve the issue on their own patch created the perfect recipe for 

political fudge, playing into the hands of Milosevic and Tudjman with direct 

consequences for the UN’s media project. The contrasts with UNTAC in Cambodia 

were stark. 

“In Cambodia Radio UNTAC gave the Cambodian people – for the first time 

ever- and objective and unbiased source of information. It diminished the evil of 

propaganda and was essential in convincing them that their vote really would be 

secret and so they could defy intimidation. In Yugoslavia, the Croatian, Serbian 

and to a lesser extent Bosnian Muslim media poured out hate day after day.” 

(Shawcross, 2001, pp.127-128) 

The European Union and other organisations like UNESCO made efforts to counter 

this hate media by providing media equipment to independent stations and by 

funding unique projects such as Radio Brod, an independent radio station 

transmitting from a former Arctic survey ship (Thompson, 1994). But equipment 

destined for these operations often ‘went missing’ – in one instance $236,000 worth 

of equipment destined for Studio B in Belgrade disappeared between the Serbian 

capital and the Hungarian boarder (Thompson, 1994, p.114). UNTV, however was 

unique and innovative as it was attempting to build peace by creating programming to 

rival the hate media produced by the nationalist government networks. 

As the Balkan conflict developed and the UN project evolved into a full-blown 

mission – UNPROFOR – the UN Press and Information Office (PIO) in Zagreb was 

established. UNTV made up part of this PIO (alongside print and radio units) and was 

all but independent of the UN in New York, with the local PIO officers effectively 
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responsible for deciding on both the editorial line and the content for UNTV 

programming. In a recent e-mail, Will Stebbins, who ran the unit until the autumn of 

1994 said:  

“When I arrived at UNPROFOR there was no clearly articulated institutional 

mission for any of the information arms. The guy before took a sort of 

archivists approach, shooting reams of video and then assembling into long 

items focused on logistics etc. He was almost purely focused on the 

institution, with the war itself just background. When he went on holidays and 

I took the opportunity to take over…I more or less invented a mission. I was 

fortunate that Cedric Thornberry, who was head of civil affairs and the chief 

civilian at the time, liked the work I did, so I had free rein. It was basically 

what a dewy-eyed 27 year-old thought UNTV should be doing...we focused 

on promoting the institution, but one that trying to build bridges between the 

enemy communities - as well as showing the damage inflicted by the war on 

all.”  (Stebbins, 2012) 

Roy Head, who arrived at UNTV from UNTAC in 1994, continued Stebbins ‘dewy-

eyed’ vision for UNTV. Building on his experience both with the UN at UNTAC Radio 

and at the BBC, Head oversaw the production of nearly 100 hours of broadcast 

television for the local networks. Unfettered by UN red tape and protocol from New 

York, Stebbins and Head set new standards for development agency filmmaking, 

thanks in no small part to a sizeable budget. While Stebbins took over an office with 

three staff, but the time the UN media mission closed, UNTV had a fulltime staff of 

around 20 people, including around 10 international media professionals and 10 local 
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staff, covering stories from across the Balkans and beyond, on subjects as diverse as 

the Macedonian economy and refugees in Southern Germany9. 

 

As Lowenberg (2006) and Head (Johnstone, 2012) have pointed out, this ad hoc 

media policy was not uncommon in UN field mission media units – in fact it was 

standard practice. Indeed it was repeated in Kosovo in 1999 at UNMIK, when ex-

UNTV producer Janina Hrebickova was installed as the first Chief of UNMIK 

Television. The upside of the policy was that driven, talented and experienced 

television producers were enabled to produce innovative content, free from the 

restrictions of an overbearing central press office, but the downside was, that without 

the robust support of the UN in New York, the project lacked the political clout that 

may have secured broader distribution for the project’s programming. Indeed Roy 

Head recalls being laughed at when trying to negotiate airtime on RTS and simply 

being lied to and then ignored by Radovan Karadzic when trying to negotiate airtime 

on TV Pale10 (Johnstone, 2012). 

 

UNTV Programming 

Aside from various formal duties, such as covering speeches, visits and press 

conferences from visiting UN dignitaries and other official events, UNTV unit’s main 

project output was a half hour TV show each week, usually composed of two or three 

short ten to fifteen minute documentaries. Largely driven by current events, the 

programme covered a wide range of subjects and the producer/directors generally 

                                                
9 I worked as a staff cameraman at UNTV from November 1994 and to October 1995 and this is information is 
compiled from personal experience & knowledge. 
10 Pale was the Bosnian Serb capital during the war in Bosnia. 
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adopted what Nichols would describe as classic expository documentary production 

techniques, with a “voice of god” narrative style (Nichols, 1991).  

 

But the UNTV project of the early 1990s also coincided with a seismic shift in 

video production technology and a production methodology that was empowering 

ordinary people – a revolution that would ultimately give birth to the ‘citizen journalist’ 

of the 2000s, where users became content producers and the traditional boundaries 

between the public and the media became blurred. In 1993, the BBC in London 

launched a project called Video Nation that distributed low budget Hi-8 video 

cameras around the UK so that people could record a Video Diary. These recordings 

were then shaped into a one-hour film (BBC, 2012). Inspired by this project, UNTV 

became an early adopter of this video diary style and used it to produce some of its 

most compelling television, as series of films known as the Video Letters. 

 

The Video Letters focused on personal stories about individuals separated from 

their friends by the conflict. The UNTV mandate was, according to Roy Head to bring 

the warring communities together (Johnstone, 2012), as a result, the Video Letters 

series almost always focused on inter-ethnic relationships – a Croat writing to a Serb, 

a Bosnian writing to a Croat and so on. The concept was simple and the films were 

powerful, illustrating as they did the human side of the conflict and the individual 

voices, so often subsumed beneath the militaristic chauvinism of the political leaders 

and their ‘soldiervision’ (Bell, 1996). Former UNTV producer/director Rob Mackey 

recalls:  

"I remember being in Sarajevo and hearing the theme music [for the UNTV 

programme] playing as people watched it one night, and even spoke to people 
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there who had seen one of the Video Letters I did - which was about a young 

Croatian Serb woman living in the Krajina who missed her Croat friends. What 

was sort of remarkable about that was the people who told me they'd seen it on 

TV were Bosnian Muslims, living under siege in Sarajevo, surrounded by Serb 

forces, and yet they said they felt sorry for that young woman, who was not only 

a Serb living in the Krajina, but even worked as a police officer at a checkpoint 

between the Krajina and Croatia." (Mackey, 2012) 

 

The Video Letters were at their most powerful when the producer/directors 

successfully managed to track down the intended recipient and to film a response, 

enabling the subjects/authors to speak to each other across the front lines of the 

conflict. However, with so many displaced people and refugees spread across such a 

huge country often in cramped, temporary accommodation, tracking down the 

recipients was often a challenge but Rob Mackey and Denise Seneviratne managed 

to do this successfully in their film with Draga and Nada – Serb and Croat friends 

from Mostar (Mackey and Seneviratne, 1994). Sitting in their small flat in Mostar, 

Nada and her family watch the video letter from their old neighbour Draga with tears 

in their eyes. Draga has been forced to flee by the fighting, but in the film she fondly 

recalls their friendship and has vivid memories of the swimming in the Neretva river 

that flows through the town, over which arches the famous Mostar bridge, shelled 

and eventually destroyed by the Serbs that had been driven from the town. The 

resulting film is a powerful reminder of the multi-ethnic communities that the war was 

tearing apart – a message lost in all the political posturing and hate media that was 

being churned out by the official media outlets and the antithesis of the ethnic 

cleansing that characterised the conflict, images of which dominated the world 

media. But while UNTV was clearly working to try to bring communities together, it 
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has been argued that because of the flaws in the UNPROFOR mandate, the UN’s 

humanitarian efforts were actually running counter to the mission’s objectives and the 

objectives that UNTV had established for itself. 

 

But in pursing its humanitarian mission (Foley, 2010), the UN Security Council 

failed to “understand that such systematic and ruthless campaigns as the Serbs and 

Croats were running would view the UN”s humanitarian operation not as an obstacle, 

but as an instrument of their aims” (Shawcross, 2001, p. 155).  The argument goes 

that having failed to protect the civilian populations in places like Srebrenica and 

Knin, the UN then unwittingly helped to facilitate the Serb and Croat social 

engineering, by providing the buses and protection convoys that effectively 

completed the ethnic cleansing – a concept that would have horrified many of the 

UNPROFOR mission’s staff, but a charge that was nonetheless levelled against the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and other agencies such 

as the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) by the Bosnian government 

among (Glenny, 1996, p. 208) others.  But if the attitudes of former UNTV staff can 

be used as an indicator of a general attitude to the purpose of the UNPROFOR 

mission, the UN staff in the former Yugoslavia actually believed that they were doing 

their best to help and recognised the significance of the moment. In an e-mail 

discussion with former UNTV cameraman Mark Turner, this passion for and 

commitment to the UNTV project comes across very strongly. Turner says: 

“I have always thought that of all the stuff I've ever been involved with in this 

business the only thing with any true, lasting relevance was the UNTV stuff.” 

(Turner, 2012) 
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 In this respect, the ideas and messages in the Video Letters – love, community, 

peace, ethnic integration – are a better reflection of what the UNPROFOR mission 

was hoping to achieve, even if the television pictures of Serbs fleeing the Krajina 

after the Croatian offensive Operation Storm in 1995 or of Bosnians pouring into 

Tuzla after the massacres at Srebrenica (amongst many other disasters) were a truer 

reflection of UNPROFOR’s actual ability to achieve those goals. 

 

The end of innocence – finding a purpose 

Mandated to try to foster understanding between communities with programming 

destined for broadcast on the local TV networks across the region, UNTV attempted 

to maintain editorial balance in its output. A random analysis of UNTV’s output shows 

for example that films would take care to show both sides of an argument, 

canvassing opinions from different ethnicities in the same film (See Seneviratne, 

1994b; Seneviratne, 1994a; Seneviratne, 1995b). The editorial line shied away from 

critical analysis of each side's military and political objectives, focusing on the human 

stories of displaced people, grieving parents and innocent victims.  

 

The international media had been quick to condemn those they perceived to be 

at fault and ultimately take sides in the conflict against the Bosnian Serbs (Glenny, 

1996) (Bell, 1996). However, itt is important to note that while the majority of stories 

of brutality, violence and war crimes that were put out by the international media 

focused on the activities of Serbs and Croats, the Bosnian Muslims were not 

blameless, but the international media were reluctant to paint pictures of the Serbs as 

victims or the Muslims as aggressors – Glenny cites the slaughter of Serbs at 

Brutanac by Bosnian Muslims in January 1993 as one example (Glenny, 1996, p. 
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221). Bell insists that the reason for the media’s partiality was in part that the Bosnian 

Serbs were never willing to give proper access to the international media (Bell, 1996, 

pp.110-113) and that the TV crews in particular were cumbersome and unwieldy, 

making traveling to different locations to make news reports especially hard.   

“For the kind of TV news operation that we were mounting is not a free 

running enterprise. It has a certain centre of gravity, and that is hard to move.  

Self-starting and independent print reporter, like Maggie O’Kane of the 

Guardian, could travel extensively in Bosnian Serb territory, even alone and 

by bus, with only a note book in hand or note even that…But with television it 

is different. Stealth is not our style. Our equipment is cumbersome, an 

obvious target for obstruction and harassment, and not so easily moved 

across front lines.” (Bell, 1996, p. 113) 

A cumbersome crew is not really an excuse for poor editorial balance, but in the 

context of a conflict where checkpoint guards ruled border crossing with an air of 

menace, demanding press passes and free cigarettes while brandishing guns, it is an 

understandable explanation. By contrast the UNTV’s production teams, armed with a 

UN pass and white UN vehicles, had a far greater freedom of movement and enjoyed 

the kind of privileged access throughout the conflict zone that was often denied to the 

international media, thus a balanced editorial content in the UNTV films, consistent 

with the UN mandate, was easier to achieve. However, the root of UNTV’s 

impartiality was owed less to an ability to roam more freely through the conflict zone 

and more to UN’s political position as a mediator in the conflict. Although UNTV was 

not directly controlled by New York, the project was still infused with the UN ethic of 

neutrality. 
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Ultimately, the ‘dewy-eyed’ innocence that Stebbins described (above) and that 

characterised UNTV’s early output finally began to change in 1995. The confrontation 

lines had remained stagnant for nearly two years since 1993, but in 1995, the war 

was moving towards a bloody endgame. Up until 1995, along with countless 

humanitarian stories, UNTV still regularly produced films about UNPROFOR 

peacekeepers and peacekeeping operations, such as On Igman – Ski Patrol (Foster, 

1995b) and Separation Zone (MacCormick, 1995) – effectively PR for the mission. 

But this positive spin on the UN’s role began to crack as the refugees poured out of 

Srebrenica in July 1995 as the town fell to the Bosnian Serbs and UNPROFOR’s 

inability to stop the tragedy became apparent. In films such as After Srebrenica: 

Tuzla (Currie, 1995a) and The Fall of Zepa: Zenica  (Seneviratne, 1995c) UNTV was 

willing, perhaps for the first time, to shine a light on the UN’s own failings and in so 

doing, silence any critics that argued that UNTV was nothing more than propaganda 

for a failing mission. In Currie’s film a young Bosnian woman from Srebrenica 

recounts how Serb soldiers arrived in a stolen white UN vehicle, took her away to 

their barracks, threatened her with guns and knives and then raped her. In The fall of 

Zepa, the UNTV crew vox pops numerous Bosnian refugees and in one instance is 

itself the subject of a tirade from an unnamed Bosnian lady:  

“Why didn’t you come and see how it was? Why didn’t you come? You left us 

in hell to be beaten-up, slaughtered and abused. They were burning 

everything, destroying…you left all those heavy weapons against unarmed 

people and now you come and film us! Why didn’t you come and film us 

there? Why didn’t you come to hell as well, to save us? Instead you come to 

film us here!” (Seneviratne, 1995c) 

The editorial decision to include these comments was made in Zagreb, a 

consequence of the devolved UN media policy evident in other missions (Lowenberg, 
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2006). UNTV staff were keen to effect change (Johnstone, 2012; Stebbins, 2012), but 

ultimately felt frustrated, ham-strung by a mandate that left UNPROFOR unable to 

intervene to prevent these atrocities from occurring, leaving UN staff powerless to do 

anything other than to attempt to clean up the mess – the net result was a series of 

films that while still focused on producing balanced content, did not shy away from 

being honest about UNPROFOR’s weaknesses. Had UNTV been operating under 

strict control from New York, it is doubtful that the UN would have been prepared to 

admit its failings so publically in programmes designed for broadcast across the 

region’s media. The decision to do so was bold and set a new tone for future UNTV 

output. 

 

Following the scale of the atrocities committed in the summer of 1995 by the 

Serbs in Srebrenica and then by the Croats in the Krajina UNTV’s editorial line 

towards the combatants shifted. Although the communities portrayed in earlier films 

shot in late 1994 such as Across the Barricade (Seneviratne, 1995a) and Gornji 

Vakuf split in two (Currie, 1995b) were still divided by war, the interviewees had, 

more often than not, had time to reflect on events and offered a more considered 

perspective. The narratives focused on regret at the division in the community and 

bitterness was masked by hope for the future. UNTV portrayed everyone as a victim 

of war. By contrast, in the summer of 1995, with crews on the ground witnessing the 

arrivals of the first refugees from Srebrenica and filming first hand testimonies from 

traumatised women of rape, violence and murder, UNTV finally acknowledged that 

not only were their victims, but there were perpetrators too and the perpetrators were 

named. In Exodus from Srebrenica (Foster, 1995a) Abida Hasanovic recounts how 

the Bosnian Serbs took all the Muslim of fighting age, including her 17-year-old son, 

lined them up two by two and shot them.  
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UNTV had found a new sense of purpose and the moral courage to speak out, 

not only for the victims, but also against the violence and its perpetrators.  In August 

1995, when the Croat forces, backed by U.S. military observers, finally swept into the 

Krajina to retake control of the region from Serbian forces in Operation Storm, UNTV, 

thanks to its privileged access, produced several news stories of crucial importance. 

As a unit, UNTV had taken many witness statements from refugees and displaced 

people across the region, but it had rarely lead on a news story, operating mostly well 

back from the front lines in the conflict. As the Croats swept through the region 

around Knin, forcing an estimated 250,000 refugees to flee the region (Crvenkovic, 

2005), villages were set alight and many elderly Serbs were butchered in cold blood 

(Shawcross, 2001, p. 155). On assignment in Knin at the time, one UNTV crew lead 

by producer Richard Bramford ventured up the hillside towards a plume of smoke 

and found the village of Grubor in flames. Several elderly ladies greeted the crew. 

Wailing and in tears the women took the crew to see the bodies of their husbands. 

The men had been butchered. According to the testimony of one of the women, one 

elderly man who had been bed ridden and unable to flee the Croatian advance was 

shot through the head at point blank range and was filmed lying in a pool of blood 

with a spent bullet casing on the floor. The resulting film, Human rights abuses 

Grubor (Bramford, 1995) was shown around the world, including on CNN’s World 

Report, the BBC news and would later be included in the major BBC documentary 

The Death of Yugoslavia (Percy, 1995). The film was also later used in evidence at 

the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague 

(Walhain, 2010).  
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Finding an Audience 

For UNTV Human rights abuses: Grubor (Bramford, 1995) was a major scoop 

and, coupled with After Srebrenica: Tuzla (Currie, 1995a) and The Fall of Zepa  

(Seneviratne, 1995c), it could be argued that UNTV had gone some way to justifying 

the huge amount of time and money invested in the project11. But these harrowing 

films12 were not ultimately part of the UNTV mandate and were only made on the 

initiative of its local producers and their purpose, according to Roy Head was to “get 

the international press riled up” (Johnstone, 2012). Head asserts that UNTV’s original 

mandate was to develop programming for the local television networks and to build 

bridges between communities within the region (Johnstone, 2012). Without a 

mandate to dictate terms to the media outlets and with no transmission facilities of its 

own, UNTV relied on negotiating airtime slots with the national broadcasters for the 

programme’s local distribution. This, recalls Head, it achieved with only partial 

success, screening regularly in Bosnian territory, but rarely on the government run 

networks in Croatia or Serbia (Johnstone, 2012)13.  

 

However, the project included no monitoring and evaluation as part of its 

structure, so measuring the impact and the relative success of the unit is virtually 

impossible. Head acknowledges that this was a real weakness in the project’s 

structure (Johnstone, 2012). Although Head reports that UNTV’s films were screened 

across the region, aside from anecdotal evidence about people sitting down to watch 

                                                
11 I don’t have a budget breakdown for the UNTV unit, but if you consider that we ran 3 TV crews with Sony Beta-sp 
400 kits, two edits suites, a staff of up to 20 people (including 10 or 12 international staff on UN salaries) and add in 
all the logistics involved in working in a war zone, you can quickly appreciate that the unit was very well resourced. 
12 The Grubor film sparked Roy Head into commissioning a wave of new films aimed at exposing Human rights 
abuses by Croatian forces during Operation Storm. The day after I got back from shooting the Grubor piece, I was 
sent back out into the field with a producer, looking for more evidence of atrocities. 
13 The Sarajevo government was, according to Head most welcoming towards the UNTV programming. Films were 
screened occasionally on the Croatian HRT current affairs show Slikom na Sliku  but Head recalls his proposals 
being laughed at by the heads of Serbian Television and simply ignored by Radovan Karadzic. The independent 
station Studio B in Belgrade did screen the films (Johnstone, 2012). 
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the UNTV programmes (as that shared by Robert Mackey above), we have no idea 

just how many people actually watched the transmissions. Furthermore we can on 

speculate on their impact. As Head says: 

“…It would have been interesting to know whether we actually did shift 

attitudes. We just simply don’t know. The films that we made that we thought 

were moving and we thought were good, may have just simply fallen on deaf 

ears, we may have preached to the converted and had no impact on the 

hardliners at all.” (Johnstone, 2012) 

 

Final Analysis 

 Bratic and Shirch argue “the media’s impact on the escalation of conflict is more 

widely recognized than the media’s impact on peacebuilding” (Bratic and Shirch, 

2007. p. 6). The use of the media as a peacebuilding tool in the early 1990s was a 

relatively new development and UNTV was an innovative project. As such, it is 

remarkable that to date, UNTV has been given such scant academic consideration. 

Ultimately, set against the yardstick of its own ambition, the project failed. As Head 

points out in his interview for this project: 

“We know it didn’t work as NATO and the Dayton Agreements solved the 

problem and we didn’t get peace breaking out as a result of our programmes.” 

(Johnstone, 2012) 

When compared to other more successful implementations of media strategies 

designed to effect political and social change, the project was flawed.   

 

While failing to provide a complete critical analysis of the UNTV project, De Luce 

and Thompson have argued that: 
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“By not contesting the propaganda battle, or by doing so faint-heartedly, the 

United Nations in effect pandered to the regime-controlled media, handing 

them easy victories for public opinion.” (De Luce and Thompson, 2002, p. 

202) 

To be more effective UNTV required either the buy-in of the local political and media 

establishments or a mandate that would have allowed the UNTV more control over 

the airwaves and transmission of the content. The UNPROFOR mandate did not 

provide UNTV with a solid platform to work from. Reflecting on what UNTAC 

achieved in Cambodia, the mass participation in the country’s first elections in 1993 

following the tyranny of the Khmer Rouge, Roy Head is candid about the failure of 

UNTV’s capacity: 

“We did not have the horse power of three channels of Tudjman television 

and three channels of Milosevic television. They really out gunned us. In 

Cambodia we had a whole radio station and were simply more powerful than 

any other radio station there and we did not have anything like that ability in 

the former Yugoslavia.” (Johnstone, 2012) 

Faced with the relentless bombardment of a frightened audience with nationalist 

propaganda and hate media (Thompson, 1994a) and with no control over 

distribution, UNTV was clearly in no position to effect the change that it was devised 

for. In an age before the internet (where the potential for viral films and user 

generated content can bypass traditional distribution channels and therefore play a 

role in subverting official state policy and media pronouncements as arguably seen in 

the Arab Spring in 2011), UNTV’s films were bound to traditional analogue 

broadcasting technologies that the UN did not control. With UNTV producing content 

that promoted tolerance and inclusiveness, the films struggled to secure regular 

airtime outside Bosnian government territory, where the UNPROFOR mission was 
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most welcomed. The UNTV project shows that documentary films that seek to deliver 

social change must find ways of reaching the audience if they are to achieve their 

goals. Without a ‘route to market’ success is far harder to achieve. 

 

But, despite the failure of UNTV in the UNPROFOR mission, the UN hierarchy 

clearly saw merit in the concept that documentary and the media could help resolve 

conflict. Four years after Dayton, UNMIK TV was set up as part of the UN mission in 

Kosovo in 1999. However, as Lowenberg (2006) points out, despite the UNPROFOR 

experience, the UN was slow to implement change and many of the same mistakes 

were ultimately repeated with the UNMIK TV project. 

 

The devolved nature of the UN’s media strategy, where editorial control over 

content was determined largely my staff in the local mission rather than in New York 

(Lowenberg, 2006; Johnstone, 2012), allowed the project to find a purpose outside its 

original mandate. UNTV was effective at documenting humanitarian crises and 

human rights abuses in areas that were often (though not always) in accessible to 

the international press corps and feeding the resulting films to international networks 

such as CNN.  Film of the shocking events at Grubor (Bramford, 1995) or the witness 

statements from refugees from Srebrenica (Foster, 1995a; Currie 1995a) or Zepa 

(Seneviratne, 1995c) were largely possible as a result of the privileged access that 

the UNTV crews enjoyed on the ground, with their UN passes, white UN vehicles and 

access to UN bases. At the same time the UN was fortunate that the unit was staffed 

by journalists and crew that cared enough about the issues to step outside the 

original mandate to create programming that tackled more difficult subject matter, 

who were prepared to ask questions about UNPROFOR’s performance and 
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accordingly transformed the UNTV into something more significant that a UN PR unit 

that shied away from contentious content. 

 

One of UNTV’s great strengths was that given its good resources and long lead 

times, it was able to cover in some detail, stories which the rolling 24 hour news 

agencies did not have the capacity to address. As Bell (1996) points out, the 

pressure for many journalists to file daily and sometimes hourly reports from the 

conflict zone often meant that they did not stray far from their offices to report stories. 

UNTV crews ranged across the conflict zone, often reporting stories that would be 

otherwise ignored. While these films may not have necessarily hit their desired target 

audience on each occasion, the archive itself is unique and finds additional value 

retrospectively. As Kay Gladstone from the Imperial War Museum in London has 

pointed out:  

“The collection also has special value for the IWM as our first (and probably 

last) recording of a conflict where the voices of participants are heard raw.” 

(Gladstone, 2012) 

 

As Roy Head makes clear, the project was designed without any monitoring and 

evaluation component (Johnstone, 2012) and as such it is impossible to know if 

UNTV’s films changed attitudes or made any impact on local population in the former 

Yugoslavia. In as much as UNTV (and the other UN media projects) failed to stop the 

war, we can conclude that the project failed in its mission. But if we take a broader 

view, these comments alone from Gladstone (above), suggest that the UNTV project 

ultimately found an additional measure of success as a significant historical archive 

and as one of the first attempts by any agency to use documentary to resolve conflict 
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and build peace. The fact that the UNTV archive has since been used in evidence at 

the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague 

(Walhain, 2010) and a resource for other filmmakers such as the BBC (Percy, 1995), 

reinforce Gladstone’s point. As former UNTV cameraman Mark Turner points out: 

“If one of the witness statements or some footage of a massacre site I shot is 

used in evidence then I will have done something worthwhile in this life.” (Turner, 

2012)    

 

** 

Andy Johnstone.    

Devon, July 2012 
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Appendix 1. 

Ethnic Composition of Bosnia Herzegovina before the war in 1991. 

 

Source: Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Ethnic_relations_1991.GIF 
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