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Justice

Between two guards, Milomar Stakić is 
led into the courtroom at the 

International Criminal Tribunal for the 
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The 

Hague. The first UN war-crimes 
tribunal since Nuremberg was 

established  20 years ago this May

Brought to
Entering court: Milomir Stakić, a Bosnian 

Serb doctor charged with war crimes. 
Among his accusers: Ivo Atlija, an eye-

witness to mass murder. This is his story
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1,500 people, the rape of hundreds and 
the creation of three internment 
camps where, according to the in-
dictment, conditions were “abject and 
brutal” and internees subjected to 
physical, psychological and sexual 
abuse, and death. 

Stakić had pleaded not guilty. He 
declined to give evidence.

Ten years earlier, at 3.30 in the 
morning on 24 July, Ivo Atlija 
awoke at his parents’ home to 
the sound of the first artillery 

shell ripping into the tiny hilltop vil-
lage of Brisevo. With his parents and 
other terrified villagers, he scurried 
to the safety of the nearest cellar. The 
shelling continued all day, shaking the 
ground. The bell in the village’s small 
Roman Catholic church crashed to the 
floor when its roof collapsed. 

Of the 120 houses scattered among 
the woods, orchards and vegetable 
plots, not one escaped precision shel-
ling and the resulting fires. There 
were incessant rounds from automatic 
weapons as the attackers closed in. 
They came in two brigades and wore 
red ribbons around their arms. 

From his military service Ivo, a tall, 
good-looking 29-year-old Croat, knew 
the insignia of the former JNA, the 
Yugoslav People’s Army, which, since 
the break-up of the old Socialist Fede-

ral Republic of Yugoslavia, was exclu-
sively Serbian. 

As the villagers ran from house to 
house, a dozen soldiers stopped by the 
cellar where Ivo and his parents were 
hiding. “Why are you shooting at the 

Serb Army?” they shouted. “Hand 
over your weapons.”

“We have no weapons,” Joso Atlija, 
Ivo’s 63-year-old father called back. 
“The only ones shooting around here 
are you.” 

Ivo Atlija took his oath on 3 July 
2002, almost ten years to the day 
after the appalling events he wit-
nessed in his native village of 

Brisevo in north-western Bosnia-Her-
zegovina. Facing him were three jud-
ges sitting in a row, wearing red and 

black robes. To his right was the pro-
secution team in black gowns, and to 
the left, the defence ranks, also robed 
and suited. 

Just a few feet away, flanked by se-
curity guards armed with Smith & 
Wesson handguns, was Milomir Stakić. 
This 40-year-old medical doctor once 
commanded the War Presidency in 
the Bosnian municipality of Prijedor, 
an area that included Ivo’s village of 
Brisevo. And he was now facing war-
crime charges at the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yu-
goslavia (ICTY) in The Hague. 

Stakić had been brought from a spe-
cial prison a few kilometres away, 
which has been home to some of 
Europe’s most notorious mass murde-
rers since the Nazis. Balding, thick-set 
and with a neat, dyed-black beard, he 
sat motionless, his eyes cast down-
wards. 

He looked unremarkable, more like 
a maths teacher than a man facing 
charges of crimes against humanity 

— the forced expulsion of more than 
20,000 non-Serbs, the execution of 

STAKIC looKeD unRemARKAble, moRe lIKe 
A mAThS TeACheR ThAn A mAn fACIng 
ChARgeS of CRImeS AgAInST humAnITy 

Bearing witness:  
Ivo Atlija, now a 
German citizen 
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The villagers, all but three of them 
Croats, were about to become targets 
of two new words in the lexicon of 
terror: “ethnic cleansing”. 

Three months earlier Radovan 
Karadžić’s Serbian Democra-
tic Party (SDS) had staged a 
coup to create a Serb republic 

within Bosnia-Herzegovina that inclu-
ded Prijedor. A key goal was to sepa-
rate the predominantly Orthodox 
Serbs from the other two communi-
ties, the mainly Catholic Croats and 
the Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims). 

Security checkpoints sprang up. 
Travel permits became compulsory 
for non-Serbs. Ivo had been sacked 
from his job at the iron ore mine 
where he and his father worked. Many 

Croats and Muslims were rounded up 
and sent to internment camps. 

And now it was Brisevo’s turn to be 
cleansed. Over the course of three 
days, in a lurid game of cat and mouse, 
the desperate villagers found them-
selves forced to run from house to 

house or into the woods to escape 
trigger-happy Serb soldiers. Spent 
AK-47 rounds littered the ground. Bo-
dies lay where they fell. 

Chaos reigned. At one point Ivo en-
countered his 58-year-old mother. She 
ran towards him, screaming. “Run 
away, they killed your father! Go whe-
rever you can.”

Ivo fled across a brook and crou-
ched behind a tree in the woods. But 
his mother had not followed him. 
There was nothing he could do as the 
soldiers locked her in a pigsty and 
then turned on her 65-year-old neigh-
bour, Pero Dimac. 

They found a bible in Pero’s house 
and beat his head with it. “Let your 
Catholic Jesus help you now,” they 
jeered. They set fire to his home. They 
made him strip to his underwear and 
kneel in prayer as they taunted him. 
Pero was weeping, bleeding, shivering 
with fear. A soldier ordered him to run 
towards where Ivo was hiding. Ivo saw 
the soldier raise his arm and shoot 
Pero Dimac in the back of the head. 

Sixty-eight Croats were gunned 

down in Brisevo. They included two 
boys under 16, 14 women and four in-
valids. All buildings were looted and 
destroyed. When they finished, there 
was nothing left of a place Croats had 
called home for 700 years. 

Ivo survived by moving from vil-
lage to village, hiding in the base-
ments of friends’ houses or in the 
woods when those villages were 

attacked and then returning to help 
bury bodies. Boldly, after a month, he 
went with two others in to Prijedor to 
see Milomir Stakić, the War Presi-
dency leader. “We went as a three-
some because it was too dangerous to 
go anywhere alone,” he says now. 

“We said we were from Brisevo, that 
we’d like him to help us move out. We 
said we had relatives in Germany, Cro-
atia, Austria. It didn’t matter; the only 

thing that really mattered was to leave 
where war was still raging.” Stakić re-
fused. Ivo went back on the run. 

Finally, in November 1992, Ivo got 
out of Bosnia and into Croatia on a 
UN refugee convoy. However, the 
Serbs would not let him leave until he, 
like all refugees, had signed a docu-
ment saying he was going of his own 
free will and handed over his property. 

In Zagreb, Ivo was reunited with his 
mother and other members of his fa-
mily. Then in January 1993 he made a 
statement to the Croatian Information 
Centre. In spite of the trauma he had 
suffered, he recalled every detail of 
the many horrors he had witnessed. 

He made a map of where he and 
other survivors had found the bodies 
of his father and other dead villagers. 

“We dug holes at sundown just where 
they were,” he said. “We couldn’t take 

Armed Serb militiamen 
engage with Croat 

forces in 1991

The village that vanished

Sarajevo

b o S n I A  - 
h e R Z e g o V I n A

Prijedor

Brisevo

DeSpeRATe VIllAgeRS RAn fRom houSe  
To houSe To eSCApe The TRIggeR-hAppy 
SolDIeRS. boDIeS lAy wheRe They fell
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them to the cemetery because of the 
snipers. It was 30°C in the shade. The 
smell was awful.” 

Ivo had also made diagrams show-
ing the actions of Serb extermination 
squads in Brisevo and other villages 
he visited on the run. On one he 
wrote: “On the 25th of July 1992, the 
Serbs celebrated their bloody victory.”

 

On 23 March 2001 Milomir 
Stakić, four years after 
being indicted, was arres-
ted in Belgrade. He was on 

his way to The Hague. So too, from his 
new home in Germany, was Ivo Atlija. 

Ivo was among more than 80 people 
who would testify in Stakić’s trial, pro-
viding a small but important contri-
bution to the prosecution’s jigsaw of 
evidence. 

“I felt a need to do everything I 
could to help punish the guilty. They 
massacred innocent people in my vil-
lage — my father, family, friends. 
What should I do? Light a candle? Pray 
to God? I decided the only thing I 
could still do for them was testify. It 
was my duty.” 

The ICTY building is located in 
The Hague’s international 
zone. It is an ugly 1950s con-
crete monolith, once the HQ 

of an insurance company. Inside, in 
Chamber II, Ivo Atlija turned to face 
Joanna Korner, the senior attorney in 
the team prosecuting Stakić, as she 
started her questioning. The atmos-
phere was hushed.

In a deep voice Ivo described bury-
ing his father. “We found [his] body 
about 20 metres from his house. He 
had three gunshot wounds in his 
back.” Joso Atlija had built the five-
bedroom family home in the centre of 
the village himself. 

“Where did you bury your father?”
“About 10 metres from the place he 

was killed.” 
“Were the first people you buried 

Pero Dimac and your father?”
Ivo nodded. He paused frequently, 

reining in his feelings. 
Korner requested an aerial video to 

be shown of the site where Brisevo 
had stood. Painstakingly, Ivo explai-
ned whose house had been where. He 

talked through the maps he had made, 
about the visit to Stakić in Prijedor. 
The lack of drama in his testimony 
made it all the more moving. 

During cross-examination the judge 
was concerned that, given 10 years 
had elapsed since the meeting, Ivo 
should be absolutely sure the accused 
was the man he had gone to see in 
Prijedor.

He asked Stakić to stand and, tur-
ning to Ivo, said: “Could you please 
approach Dr Stakić and try to look in 
his eyes and identify him?” 

Ivo took a few paces across the car-
peted chamber. From 10 feet he stared 
at Stakić. His hair was cut differently, 
the beard was not the same, but the 
body language brought it all back. Ivo 
says now: “I remembered that unlike 
most Serbs, who were in uniform, 
Stakić wore an expensive suit. He was 
extremely arrogant and didn’t look us 
in the eye [but] out the window as 
though we were not there. He beha-
ved like he was God.”

But in Trial Chamber II Stakić did 
look Ivo in the eye, and then turned 

away. The interpreters had stopped 
speaking. The court reporters ceased 
to type. 

When he sat down the judge asked 
him: “When you say ‘Mr Stakić’, then, 
it’s the person you just approached 
here in the courtroom?”

“Yes,” Ivo said. “I refer to that person.”

After a trial that lasted 150 
days, Milomir Stakić was 
convicted of persecution, 
deportation and extermina-

tion. He lost his subsequent appeal 
and is now serving a 40-year sentence 
in a French prison. 

Ivo Atlija has German citizenship 
and now works as a technician in a 
hotel near Frankfurt, where he lives 
with his wife and young daughter. 

“When Stakić was convicted I felt a 
certain satisfaction, but that could not 
erase all that grief,” Ivo says. “All those 
people are dead and those who aren’t 
are dispersed all over the globe.  

“Nothing is as it was, nor will it ever 
be again. The Tribunal has an impor-
tant role in bringing the perpetrators 
like Stakić to justice, but the result can 
never be closure. My hope for the fu-
ture is with my wife and little daughter.” 

Today in Brisevo, the village that 
vanished, the church is the only buil-
ding left. In the graveyard is a large 
cross of black marble near to where 

The International Criminal Tribunal for 
the former yugoslavia is funded by 

the un, it costs more than €150 million a 
year to run and comprises 787 lawyers, 
judges, counselling and support staff 
drawn from 77 countries. 

The Court’s Victims and witnesses 
Section has so far supported and prepared 
4,500 witnesses to give evidence. 

Trials can take years because of the 
complexity of the charges, the time it 
takes to gather witness statements and 
evidence that has to be translated. of the 
161 people indicted for war crimes in the 
former yugoslavia, 67 have so far been 
convicted.

Twenty years of justice

“They mASSACReD InnoCenT people In my 
VIllAge. The only ThIng I CoulD STIll Do 
foR Them wAS TeSTIfy — IT wAS my DuTy” 



overflow
Ivo’s father lies buried. It carries a 
simple inscription: “The Lord has 
seen your pain.”

Additional reporting by Barbara Erbe.

 


