
Balkans
Minorities Puzzle

Balkans, A Minorities Puzzle project, funded by the Council of Europe, was realized by 
United Societies of Balkans (U.S.B.). United Societies of Balkans is a local non-profit 
organization founded in Thessaloniki in 2008 by a group of active young people expe-
rienced in voluntary programs, socially sensitive and with a vision to mobilize the youth 
and make them active in voluntarism, sensitize them around social concerns and give 
them access to knowledge.
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“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions them-
selves, like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very foreign tongue. 
Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be 
able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps 
you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.” 
Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926)

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION

Winston Churchill*  once said “The Bal-
kans have the tendency to produce more 
history that they can consume” 

After Yugoslavia collapsed, it’s been 
proved that, in the region many conflicts 
have been raised and in the close histo-
ry, the Balkans has faced cruel massa-
cres, war and very deep strong nationalist 
movements. 

After many researches and the meetings 
with many NGOs from the Balkan region, 
we have decided to create a project which 
at least can clear our and young people’s 
mind about the most important issue in 
the region; “Minorities”

While we were working on documenta-
ry and traveling around the Balkans, we 
have also decided to write a book about 
our journey with all the clear details. 

In the preparation phase, we all under-
stood that to write about our journey was 
not enough. We didn’t want to do the 
same mistake that most of the research-
ers do skipping the identity concept while 
explaining the situation. 

So, we have decided to divide our book 
into 4 main chapters. First, we’ll try to 
explain identity as a cruel concept; after 
Yugoslavia and the baby countries in the 
region, followed by a general overview 
about the minority issues of each country; 
finally our journey day by day.

We believe that this book and the docu-
mentary can be useful and beneficial for 
young people like us.

*Sir Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill,  (30 November 1874 – 24 January 1965) was a British Conser-
vative politician and statesman known for his leadership of the United Kingdom during the Second World 
War. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winston_Churchill
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CHAPTER 1
Identity

In our life, we’ve been faced many times 
with the same “friendly” question; where 
are you from? This simple question, in 
fact, can be very cruel and dangerous for 
the people who have many ethnical back-
grounds. 

Where are we from and who are we exact-
ly? For me, as a person who was born and 
raised in Turkey, lives in Greece and has 
travelled in many countries even I cannot 
tell you the exact answer. After all, I’m a 
woman, I’m a volunteer, an activist, orig-
inally a Georgian, an advertiser, a Greek 
in Greece, a Turkish in Turkey, a young in 
Europe. 

This is why I am myself and not some-
one else, at the edge of two, three or four 
countries, two or three languages and 
many cultures, traditions. This is exactly 
the thing which determines my identity. 
Would I be more sincere if I cut off a part 
of myself?

That’s why I choose the way to explain 
to myself all my identities, embrace them 
with love and accept them. But some-
times, when I finish explaining the ele-
ments which make me complete, some-
one comes up to me and whispers in a 
very sweet way: “You were right to say all 
this, I got it, but deep inside yourself, what 
do you really feel you are?”

This question made me smile most of the 
times. Today, after the documentary proj-
ect and the unique experience in Balkans, 
it no longer does. It reveals to me a dan-

gerous and common attitude human kind 
usually has. When I am asked who I am 
“very deep inside of myself,” for many peo-
ple, it means there is, deep inside each 
one of us, has one “belonging” and even if 
we have many other elements which make 
us one and complete, it doesn’t matter.  

It means, the path of a free man/woman, 
the beliefs he/she acquires, his/her prefer-
ences, his/her own sensitivity, his/her af-
finities, his/her life - all these things do not 
count. To ask and push a person about 
his/her “deep inside belongings” which we 
do very often these days, means we are 
asking them to look for their fundamental 
belongings, that is often religious, nation-
alistic, racial or ethnic and to boast it, even 
to a point of provocation.Like writer Amin 
Maalouf* once said; “Whoever claims a 
more complex identity becomes margin-
alized.

*Amin Maalouf- Goncourt Prized Author: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amin_Maalouf
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CHAPTER 2

What Happened After Yugoslavia Col-
lapsed.

Before I start telling you about our journey, 
I think I should give a general overview 
about the “Disintegration of Yugoslavia”. It 
will be useful to make the minority issue 
clear and have a general opinion about 
the region. 

“The Disintegration of Yugoslavia” and the 
“Yugoslavian War”, was the firecrackers of 
the racist movements in Balkan region. 

Below, you’ll find a short a map before and 
after*  and timeline the wars in the Bal-
kans. 

*Photo Source: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4997380.stm
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Yugoslavia was first formed as a kingdom 
in 1918 and then recreated as a Socialist 
state in 1945 after the Axis powers were 
defeated in World War II.

The constitution established six constit-
uent republics in the federation: Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, Croatia, F.Y.R.O.M, 
Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia. 
By 1992 the Yugoslav Federation was fall-
ing apart. Nationalism had once again 
replaced communism as the dominant 
force in the Balkans.

Slovenia and then Croatia were the first 
to break away, but only at the cost of re-
newed conflict with Serbia.

The war in Croatia led to hundreds of 
thousands of refugees and reawakened 
memories of the brutality of the 1940s.

By 1992 a further conflict had broken out 
in Bosnia, which had also declared in-
dependence. The Serbs who lived there 
were determined to remain within Yugo-
slavia and to help build a greater Serbia.
They received strong backing from ex-
tremist groups in Belgrade. Muslims 
were driven from their homes in carefully 
planned operations that become known 
as “ethnic cleansing”.

By 1993 the Bosnian Muslim government 
was besieged in the capital Sarajevo, sur-
rounded by Bosnian Serb forces that con-
trolled around 70% of Bosnia.

Meanwhile, initially, the Serb forces at-
tacked the non-Serb civilian population in 
Eastern Bosnia. Once towns and villag-
es were securely in their hands, the Serb 
forces – military, police, the paramilitaries 
and, sometimes, 

1991-1992 
Disintegration

UN Army in Bosnia*

*Photo Source: https://pub.mtholyoke.edu/journal/Bosna/category/Politics
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even Serb villagers – applied the same 
pattern: Bosnian houses and apartments 
were systematically ransacked or burnt 
down, Bosnian civilians were rounded 
up or captured, and sometimes beaten 
or killed in the process.Men and women 
were separated, with many of the men de-
tained in the camps.* 

* International Tribunal for the Prosecution of Persons Responsible for Serious Violations of Internation-
al Humanitarian Law Committed in the Territory of the Former Yugoslavia since 1991/ United Nations:
http://www.icty.org/x/cases/kunarac/acjug/en/kun-aj020612e.pdf

In Central Bosnia, the main Muslim army 
was fighting a separate war against Bos-
nian Croats who wished to be part of a 
greater Croatia. The presence of UN 
peacekeepers to contain the situation 
proved ineffective.
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1995
Dayton Peace Deal

American pressure to end the war even-
tually led to the Dayton agreement of No-
vember 1995 which created two self-gov-
erning entities within Bosnia - the Bosnian 
Serb Republic and the Muslim (Bosnian) 
- Croat Federation.

The settlement’s aims were to bring about 
the reintegration of Bosnia and to protect 
the human rights but the agreement has 
been criticized for not reversing the re-
sults of ethnic cleansing.

The Muslim-Croat and Serb entities have 
their own governments, parliaments and 
armies.

A NATO-led peacekeeping force is 
charged with implementing the military 
aspects of the peace agreement, primar-
ily overseeing the separation of forces. 
But the force was also granted extensive 
additional powers, including the authority 
to arrest indicted war criminals when en-
countered in the normal course of its du-
ties.

Croatia, meanwhile, took back most of the 
territory earlier captured by Serbs when 
it waged lightning military campaigns in 
1995 which also resulted in the mass ex-
odus of around 200,000 Serbs from Cro-
atia.
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1999
KOSOVO Intervention

In 1998, the Kosovo Liberation Army - 
supported by the majority ethnic Alba-
nians - came out in open rebellion against 
Serbian rule.

The international community, while sup-
porting greater autonomy, opposed the 
Kosovo Albanians’ demand for indepen-
dence. But international pressure grew on 
Serbian strongman, Slobodan Milosevic, 
to bring an end to the escalating violence 
in the province.

Threats of military action by the West over 
the crisis culminated in the launching of 
NATO air strikes against Yugoslavia in 
March 1999, the first attack on a sover-
eign European country in the alliance’s 
history.
The strikes focused primarily on military 
targets in Kosovo and Serbia, but extend-
ed to a wide range of other facilities, in-

cluding bridges, oil refineries, power sup-
plies and communications.

Within days of the strikes starting, tens of 
thousands of Kosovo Albanian refugees 
were pouring out of the province with ac-
counts of killings, atrocities and forced ex-
pulsions at the hands of Serb forces.

Meanwhile, relations between Serbia and 
the only other remaining Yugoslav re-
public, Montenegro, hit rock bottom, with 
Montenegrin leaders seeking to distance 
themselves from Slobodan Milosevic’s 
handling of Kosovo.
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2000-2003
MILOSEVIC Ousted

Yugoslavia has disappeared from the map 
of Europe, after 83 years of existence, to 
be replaced by a looser union called sim-
ply Serbia and Montenegro, after the two 
remaining republics.

The arrangement was reached under 
pressure from the European Union, which 
wanted to halt Montenegro’s progress to-
wards full independence. However, Mon-
tenegrins hold a referendum on indepen-
dence in May 21, 2006. With 55, 5% in 
favor, Montenegro declared independen-
cy on June 3, 2006. 

Slobodan Milosevic lost the presidential 
election in 2000. He refused to accept 
the result but was forced out of office by 
strikes and massive street protests, which 
culminated in the storming of parliament.

He was handed over to a UN war crimes 
tribunal in The Hague, and put on trial for 
crimes against humanity and genocide.
Kosovo itself became a de facto UN pro-
tectorate, though some powers have be-
gun to be handed back to elected local au-
thorities. One of the main problems in the 
province is getting Serbs who fled as Yu-
goslav security forces withdrew in 1999, 
to return to their homes.

Conflict between Serbs and ethnic Alba-
nians threatened to erupt in late 2000 in 
the Presevo valley, on the Serbian side of 
the Kosovo border, but dialogue between 
Albanian guerrillas and the new democrat-
ic authorities in Belgrade allowed tensions 
to evaporate.

There was, however, a major outbreak of 
inter-ethnic violence in F.Y.R.O.M. in 2001, 
again involving the Albanian minority. This 
was contained by NATO peacekeepers 
and ultimately resolved by political means.
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2006
Death of MILOSEVIC

Slobodan Milosevic was found dead in 
his cell in The Hague on 11 March 2006. 
His long-running trial had been hit by re-
peated delays - partly because of his poor 
health - and no verdict had been reached.
A Dutch investigation concluded that he 
had died of a heart attack, dismissing 
claims by his supporters that he had been 
poisoned.

He was buried in his Serbian home town, 
Pozarevac, but the Serbian government 
had refused to allow a state funeral.

Serbia meanwhile came under intense in-
ternational pressure to find and hand over 
General Ratko Mladic, the former Bosnian 

Serb commander topping the UN tribu-
nal’s list of wanted war crimes suspects, 
alongside his fugitive wartime political ally 
Radovan Karadzic. Ratko Mladic is now 
facing trial on Hague.

In Kosovo reconciliation between the ma-
jorities ethnic Albanians, most of them 
pro-independence, and the Serb minori-
ty remained elusive. Several rounds of 
UN-mediated talks have been held, with-
out any significant breakthrough.  

The Republic of Kosovo unilaterally de-
clared independence on 17 February 
2008. The UN Security Council remains 
divided on the question. The EU has no 

official position towards Kosovo’s status, 
but has decided to deploy the European 
Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo to 
ensure a continuation of international civil 
presence in Kosovo.

On 8 October 2008, the UN General As-
sembly resolved to request the Interna-
tional Court of Justice to render an advi-
sory opinion on the legality of Kosovo’s 
declaration of independence from Serbia. 
This was the first case regarding a uni-
lateral declaration of independence to be 
brought before the court.
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CHAPTER 3
SERBIA

The Republic of Serbia is a democratic 
state of all of its citizens. Its history and 
achievements make it an integral part of 
modern civilization and the international 
community.

Belgrade is the capital of Serbia. With a 
population of 1,576,124 million, it is the 
country’s administrative, economic and 
cultural centre.

Serbia is located in the central part of the 
Balkan Peninsula, on the most important 
route linking Europe and Asia, occupying 
an area of 88,361 square kilometers. The 
length of Serbia’s border is 2,114.2 kilome-
ters. Serbia borders Bulgaria to the east, 
Romania to the north-east, Hungary to the 
north, Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina to 
the west, Montenegro to the south-west 
and Albania and Macedonia to the south.

Serbia is referred to as the cross-roads of 
Europe. The international roads and rail-
ways passing down its river valleys make 
up the shortest link between Western and 
Central Europe, on the one side, and the 
Middle East, Asia and Africa, on the oth-
er. These roads follow the course of the 
valley of the river Morava, splitting in two 
near the city of Nis. One route follows the 
valleys of the rivers Juzna Morava and 
Vardar to Thessaloniki; the other, the Nis-
ava River to Sofia and Istanbul.

Serbia is in the Central European Time 
zone (one hour ahead of Greenwich Mean 
Time). Its climate is temperate continen-
tal, with a gradual transition between the 
four seasons of the year.

It is divided into two provinces, 29 admin-
istrative districts, with 194 municipalities, 
6,169 settlements, 207 city settlements 

Country & Minority Overview

*Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia: http://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/index.php/republic-of-serbia
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and 5,962 other settlements. Belgrade 
and Nis enjoy the status of a special dis-
trict in Serbia.

The ethnic composition of the population 
of the Republic of Serbia is very diverse, 
which is a result of the country’s turbulent 
past. The majority of the populations of 
Serbia are Serbs, but another 37 ethnic-
ities also live on its territory. All citizens 
have equal rights and responsibilities and 
enjoy full ethnic equality.

The Constitution of the Republic of Ser-
bia guarantees rights to minorities, in ac-
cordance with the highest international 
standards. The latest 2002 census puts 
the population of Serbia (excluding Koso-
vo-Metohija) at 7,498,001, which made 
up 92.3% of the population of the former 
State Union of Serbia-Montenegro. Serbs 
make up 82.86% of the population, Hun-

garians 3.91%, Bosniaks 1.81%, Roma 
1.44%, Yugoslavs 1.08%, Croats 0.94%, 
Montenegrins 0.92%, Albanians 0.82%, 
Slovaks 0.79%, Vlachs 0.53%, Roma-
nians 0.46%, Macedonians 0.34%, Bul-
garians and Vojvodina Croats 0.27% 
each, Muslims 0.26%, Ruthenians 0.21%, 
Slovaks and Ukrainians 0.07% each, Go-
rani 0.06%, Germans 0.05%, and Rus-
sians and Czechs 0.03% each.

The official language in Serbia is Serbi-
an and the script in official use is Cyrillic, 
while Latin script is also used. In the ar-
eas inhabited by ethnic minorities, the lan-
guages and scripts of the minorities are in 
official use, as provided by law.
According to a June 2010 UNHCR report, 
Serbia, with 86,000 refugees and 21,000 
internally displaced persons, is still at the 
top of the list of countries in Europe in 
terms of forced migration.

Serbia in 2010 still has 60 collective cen-
ters with more than 4,700 refugees and 
internally displaced persons.

The main religion of Serbia is Christian 
Orthodox, the faith of the Serbian people. 
The Serbian Orthodox Church, which has 
been autonomous since 1219, has played 
an important role in the development and 
preservation of the Serbian national iden-
tity. Beside the Christian Orthodox popula-
tion, there are also other religious commu-
nities in Serbia: Islamic, Roman Catholic, 
Protestant, Jewish and others.
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BULGARIA
Country & Minority Overview

*Bulgaria is one of the oldest European 
States with 20-century-old history and 
traditions. Modern Bulgaria is situated in 
Southeastern Europe, in the Balkan Pen-
insula – a busy crossroad of ancient cul-
tures.

For centuries, the roads passing through 
the territory of the country have been con-
necting Europe with Asia and Africa. Four 
common European transport corridors, 
connecting West and North Europe with 
the eastern and southern part of the conti-
nent, cross their roads here.

Bulgaria is also known for its picturesque 
nature and rich cultural heritage. Accord-
ing to the statistics, the country ranks third 
in Europe only after Greece and Italy for 
the number of its valuable archeological 
monuments. 

*Throughout its history, the Balkan Pen-
insula was a homeland for many diverse 
ethnic groups that were able to preserve 
their national identities despite being shift-
ed among the jurisdictions of powerful 
empires. In modern Bulgaria, the opposite 
has been true: the largest minority ethnic 
group, the Turks, remained in territory that 
their Ottoman ancestors had occupied. 
After the fall of the Zhivkov government, 
Bulgaria moderated its minority policy 
substantially to improve delicate relation-
ships with neighboring countries such as 
Turkey and South Eastern Europe.

Government Minority Policy

The 1893 census listed the following na-
tionalities and religious groups in order of 
prevalence: Eastern Rite Orthodox Bul-
garians, Turks, Romanians, Greeks, Gyp-
sies, Jews, Muslim Bulgarians, Catholic 

*Congress of Military History “Technology and Warfare” August 25-September 1 2012 Sofia- Bulgaria: 
http://www.bcmhll38.com/?view=about_bulgaria&lang=en

*Country Studies/ Bulgaria: http://countrystudies.us/bulgaria/25.htm
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BULGARIA
Country & Minority Overview

Bulgarians, Tatars, Gagauzi (a Turkish 
speaking people of the Eastern Orthodox 
faith), Armenians, Protestant Bulgarians, 
Vlachs (a Romanian-speaking people in 
southwest Bulgaria), and foreigners of 
various nationalities, mainly Russians and 
Germans.

Migrations and boundary changes af-
ter the two world wars reduced the list 
somewhat; few Greeks and Romanians 
remained in Bulgaria by 1990. However, 
Bulgaria’s communist leaders often tried 
to deny the existence of minority groups 
by manipulating or suppressing census 
data or by forcibly assimilating “undesir-
able” groups. In 1985, at the height of the 
last anti-Turkish assimilation campaign, a 
leading Bulgarian Communist Party official 
declared Bulgaria “a one-nation state” and 
affirmed that “the Bulgarian nation has no 
parts of other peoples and nations.”

After the fall of Todor Zhivkov in 1989, 
all the minorities in Bulgaria progressed 
somewhat toward self-determination and 
freedom of expression. New minority or-
ganizations and political parties sprang 
up, and minority groups began publishing 
their own newspapers and magazines. 
Non-Bulgarian nationalities regained the 
right-curtailed in the Zhivkov era-to use 
their original names, speak their language 
in public, and wear their national dress. 
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Romania is a country located at the in-
tersection of Central and Southeastern 
Europe, bordering on the Black Sea. Ro-
mania shares a border with Hungary and 
Serbia to the west, Ukraine and Moldova 
to the northeast and east, and Bulgaria 
to the south. At 238,400 square kilome-
ters (92,000 sq mi), Romania is the ninth 
largest country of the European Union by 
area, and has the seventh largest popu-
lation of the European Union with over 19 
million people. Its capital and largest city 
is Bucharest, the tenth largest city in the 
EU, with a population of around two mil-
lion.

The United Principalities emerged when 
the principalities of Moldavia and Walla-
chia were united under Prince Alexan-
der Ioan Cuza in 1859. In 1881, Carol I 
of Romania was crowned, forming the 
Kingdom of Romania. Independence from 

ROMANIA  
Country & Minority Overview

the Ottoman Empire was declared on 9 
May 1877, and was internationally rec-
ognized the following year. At the end of 
World War I, Transylvania, Bukovina and 
Bessarabia united with the Kingdom of 
Romania. Greater Romania emerged into 
an era of progression and prosperity that 
would continue until the eve of World War 
II. That war caused the rise of a military 
dictatorship in Romania, leading it to fight 
on the side of the Axis powers from 1941 
to 1944.

It then switched sides in 1944 and joined 
the Allies. By the end of the war, many 
north-eastern areas of Romania’s territo-
ries were occupied by the Soviet Union, 
and Romania forcibly became a socialist 
republic and a member of the Warsaw 
Pact.

*Wikipedia/  Romania: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romania
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With the fall of the Iron Curtain and the 
1989 Revolution, Romania began its 
transition towards democracy and a cap-
italist market economy. After a decade of 
post-revolution economic problems and 
living standards decline, extensive re-
forms fostered economic recovery. As of 
2010, Romania is an upper middle-income 
country with high human development.

Romania joined NATO on 29 March 2004, 
the European Union on 1 January 2007 
and is also a member of the Latin Union; 
the Francophonie; the OSCE; the WTO; 
the BSEC; and the United Nations. Today, 
Romania is a unitary semi-presidential 
republic, in which the executive branch 
consists of the President and the Govern-
ment.* 

According to the 2002 census, minori-
ty groups include Hungarians 1,431,807 
6.6%, Roma 535,140 2.5%, Ukrainians/
Ruthenians 61,098 0.3% and Germans 
59,764 0.3%. Other estimates, such as 
the European Commission (2004), put the 
Roma population at between 1,800,000 
and 2,500,000. The number of Germans 
fell considerably between 1992 (119,436) 
and 2002 (59,764), due to emigration to 
Germany.*  

*Minority Rights Group International Country Overview/ Romania: http://www.minorityrights.
org/3521/romania/romania-overview.html
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The Republic of Turkey reaches from 
the Balkan region of South Eastern Eu-
rope to the Anatolian peninsula in South 
Western Asia. It shares borders with eight 
countries and four seas, clockwise from 
its north-west border is Bulgaria, then the 
Black Sea, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Iran, Iraq, Syria, the Mediterranean Sea, 
the Aegean Sea and Greece, and the sea 
of Marmara, going into Turkey’s Golden 
Horn, where the country’s biggest city, Is-
tanbul, straddles Europe and Asia.

Turkey’s key minority groups include eth-
nic, linguistic and religious minorities. The 
number of people in each group is un-
known since the state does not ask citi-
zens to declare their ethnic, religious or 
other origin in censuses. 

Main ethnicities are Caucasians, Ezidis, 
Kurds, Laz, Roma, Turks. Main languag-

TURKEY
Country & Minority Overview

es are Arabic, Kirmanji, Kurdish and Zaza 
Kurdish, Laz and Turkish – the only official 
language.

Main religions: Alevism, Armenian, Assyr-
ian and Greek (Rum) Christianity, (Sunni) 
Islam and Judaism.

Officially, the government still only recog-
nizes Armenians, Jews and Rum Chris-
tians as minorities. According to Turkish 
law, definition of minorities is related with 
religion.* 

Minority Rights Group International/ Country Overview Turkey: http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=4387
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ALBANIA
Country & Minority Overview

Albania is a small, mountainous country in 
the Balkan Peninsula, with a long Adriatic 
and Ionian coastline.

Along with neighboring Kosovo, it has a 
Muslim majority - a legacy of its centuries 
of Ottoman rule.

After World War II, Albania became a 
Stalinist state under Enver Hoxha, and re-
mained staunchly isolationist until its tran-
sition to democracy after 1990.

The 1992 elections ended 47 years of 
communist rule, but the latter half of the 
decade saw a quick turnover of presidents 
and prime ministers.

Many Albanians left the country in search 
of work; the money they send home re-
mains an important source of revenue.

Main languages in Albania are; Albanian, 
Greek, Romani, Aromanian, Macedonian. 
Main religions in the country are Islam 
(mainly Sunni) Eastern Orthodox Christi-
anity, Roman Catholicism.*  

Minority groups include Greeks 59,000, 
Macedonians 4,700 (1989 Census; the 
2001 Census had no question concerning 
ethnicity), Roma, Vlachs/Aromanians, , 
Egyptians, Serbs and Montenegrins.

Three minorities are officially recognized 
in Albania as national minorities – Greeks, 
Macedonians and Montenegrins. Roma 
and Vlachs/Aromanians are recognized 
as linguistic (sometimes called cultural) 
minorities. Both linguistic and national mi-
norities are recognized under the Frame-
work Convention for the Protection of Na-
tional Minorities (FCNM) in Albania. Some 
members of the Roma and 

Vlach/Aromanian minorities would like to 
be considered national rather than lin-
guistic minorities. Egyptians are not rec-
ognized as either a national or a linguistic 
minority – although they would like their 
status to be acknowledged as such.

There is an urgent need for reliable fig-
ures on ethnic and religious minorities in 
Albania. Some of the figures which are 
quoted date back to the 1930s. This issue 
has been raised by both the Council of 
Europe and the European Commission on 
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI).

*The UN Refugee Agency:
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,,,COUNTRYPROF,ALB,,4954cdfe1a,0.html
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F.Y.R.O.M. 
Country & Minority Overview

The Former Yugoslavian Republic of 
Macedonia (F.Y.R.O.M.) is a multieth-
nic country. Its population of 2.2 million 
is composed of a variety of national and 
ethnic groups, the most numerous being 
Macedonians, Albanians, Turks, Roma, 
Serbs and Vlachs. All citizens are equal 
under the law. The constitution and its ac-
companying laws provide for the protec-
tion of the ethnic, cultural, linguistic and 
religious identities of minority groups. This 
includes state support for education in mi-
nority languages, the official use of ethnic 
minority languages in areas where ethnic 
minorities are a majority of the popula-
tion, support for minority media and so on. 
The number of the majority group, Mace-
donians, is on the increase and the per-
centage of Albanians in the overall pop-
ulation is also rising rapidly. On the other 
hand, the number of Turks and Serbs is 
decreasing.*  

Ethnic tensions are present in the soci-
ety, despite its constitutional framework, 
which guarantees equality to all national 
groups, and despite the fact that the gov-
ernment is committed to a policy of the 
peaceful integration of all ethnic groups 
into society. The principal source of these 
tensions can be identified as a heritage 
of mutual distrust and prejudice among 
ethnic groups. The tensions are evident 
between the Macedonian majority and mi-
norities, as well as between the minorities 
themselves. Representatives of the eth-
nic Albanian community, by far the larg-
est minority group (23% of the population 
according to the most recent government 
statistics of 1994), are the most vocal in 
charging discrimination. The tension is 
especially evident in western F.Y.R.O.M., 
where an extremely critical issue involved 
the addition of Albanian-language univer-
sity education. After years of dangerous 

*ROMA IN THE SREDOREK SETTLEMENT/ Martin Demirovski. Academos
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unrest, tension was recently alleviated 
due to the efforts of both Macedonian and 
Albanian political parties.

Ethnic Turks make up about 4% of the pop-
ulation. The main Turkish political move-
ment is the Democratic Alliance of Turks 
in F.Y.R.O.M. There are Turkish radio and 
TV programs and newspapers. The Turks 
complain of governmental, social and cul-
tural discrimination. Their complaints cen-
ter on Turkish-language education and 
media. Education in Turkish has become 
very popular since 1998; subsequently, 
the lack of educational courses and insti-
tutions in Turkish began to be especially 
criticized.

Ethnic Serbs, who comprise 2% of the to-
tal population, also complain of discrimi-
nation. The participation of this group in 
the society is evident in its broadcasting on 
national television and on a private, local 
TV station in Skopje. In terms of Serbian- 
language education, there are classes for 
Serbian children in their mother tongue. 

However, in the last five years this kind of 
education for Serbs has declined in pop-
ularity, except in villages around Skopje 
and Kumanovo. For example, the Serbian 
class at Vuk Karadzic primary school in 
Kumanovo had a problem with enrolling a 
sufficient number of students. 

In response to this and similar situations, 
the government stated that the expense of 
this kind of education would be prohibitively 
high without greater student participation. 
There are also a number of Macedonian 
Muslims (Torbesh) and Bosnian Muslims 
(Bosniaks) in the country. Bosniaks are a 
minority group in F.Y.R.O.M. Their native 
land is Bosnia-Herzegovina and their na-
tive language is Bosnian. In 1998 a group 
of Bosniaks established a political party to 
address Bosnian interests in F.Y.R.O.M. 
This political party produced a candidate 
for the Macedonian parliamentary elec-

tions of November 1998. However, Bos-
niaks do not yet have a political voice.

The raising of public awareness and relat-
ed activities on the part of the government 
and most international organizations in 
F.Y.R.O.M focuses mainly on the relations 
between Macedonians and ethnic Alba-
nians. Very few organizations have paid 
sufficient attention to the difficult problems 
between Albanians and Roma or Alba-
nians and Turks. Only during the last two 
years have governmental and nongovern-
mental organizations identified problems 
between minorities in F.Y.R.O.M. society. 
On the basis of these insights, internation-
al organizations have been willing to pro-
mote programs for interethnic tolerance in 
a few cities e.g. Tetovo, Skopje, Gostivar, 
Kumanovo.*  

*Adacemos: http://academos.ro/sites/default/files/biblio-docs/341/plugin-12.pdf
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One two three count one two three…

Here we go! 19th of May me, my 17 ki-
los of backpack and my dear colleague 
Asterios… In the Skopje bus terminal we 
were waiting for the bus which supposed 
to take us to Nis/ Serbia. 

We’ve started our journey at 10:00 pm 
and we’ve managed to arrive to Nis al-
most 3.00 am. But was it enough? No! We 
had to wait 3 hours for the next bus which 
we have to take to Zajecar a city located 
in the eastern part of Serbia. Journey took 
us 3 hours and here we are! Our partner 
Darko Petrovic (He’s a total sweetheart, I 
have to tell you this) took us from the cen-
ter and we went to his apartment togeth-
er. After a long journey it was nice that at 
least we didn’t have to stay in a hostel! 

My first impression about Zajecar was not 
good at all. In the morning, we couldn’t find 
a place to change money, we were total-
ly broke and you know we are Mediterra-
nean we need to eat something and drink 
tones of coffee to become human again! 
I’ve spent at least 1 hour to find a bakery 
and I was spinning around the same circle 
but I couldn’t see the bakery in front of me. 
We were totally wasted, yes!

In Asterios’s case, it was a bit harder to 
wake up. He’s Greek; he needs Frappe 
(Greek coffee) at least 3-4 times in a day. 

First two days, I and Asterios were real-
ly excited about the whole documentary 
and the project. At the same time, topic 
was really delicate and yes we had some 
concerns about the way we’ll express our-
selves and reflect it in the documentary. 
With all the stress and questions on my 

SERBIA
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mind at the same time I couldn’t help but 
wonder; what makes Balkans so special 
and important? What is the magic of the 
region that every single person I’ve met 
from Balkans has love- hate relationship 
with it? I found different answers in differ-
ent countries. I’ve found different things to 
love embrace and feel connected in every 
city that I’ve been in. Serbia was the first 
but not the least. 

First 2 days we only talked about our proj-
ect and tried to make new ways to make it 
better and better. At the same time, we en-
joyed the Zajecar and amazing traditional 
food. I have to tell you this; I added almost 
4 kilos during the trip.
The person we supposed to make inter-
view was living in Nis, the city we arrived 
first and in order to complete the first part 
we had to go back to Nis. With the help 
of Darko, we took the bus and arrived to 

the city.  Darko had to arrange his own job 
and he joined us one day after we arrived 
to Nis. 

Nis is one of the oldest cities in the Bal-
kans and Europe, and has since ancient 
times been considered a gateway be-
tween the East and the West. The river 
Nisava divides the city into 2 parts and we 
were so lucky that we found an extreme-
ly cheap hostel – 10EU per night- with a 
view of the river.

We were in Serbia and yes we had to eat 
so we just went out from the hostel, found 
a small place to taste “cevapi” the tradi-
tional Serbian meat dish.  

And here’s our guy! The very kind and 
brave person that we supposed to inter-
view! 

Here comes the interview part! With the 
stress of the first interview and the delicate 
subject I have to admit, we were nervous 
a bit. Then somehow with the positive en-
ergy among us and the good communica-
tion, in a historical part of the city and with 
a very active LGBT NGO  member we 
finished the interview.

I remember that night very clear! I was 
sick and tired. City was covered by rain 
clouds and we were in the balcony with 
Asterios, talking about funny things with 
the smile on our faces. 

We packed our stuff, take the morning bus 
to Bulgaria and said a huge goodbye to 
lovely Serbia…

With the smile on our faces…
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Keep it in your mind; 

Serbian currency is Dinar and 1 Euro 
equal approx. 0.87 Dinar. 

Serbian cuisine has full of meat products. 
You should definitely try “cevapi”.
Travelling between Serbia and Kosovo 
is not always a smooth sailing. So don’t 
be surprised if you experience difficulties 
crossing the border.

You can reach Serbia by bus from almost 
every Balkan country. Don’t bother your-
self and your budget to take the plane.

Taxis are very cheap and it’s much more 
useful than use public transport.

Serbians know how to have party. If you 
want to have a traditional Balkan experi-
ence try “Kafana”; the place has the same 

logic with Greek taverns but in Balkan 
way!

Visit glamorous and old Serbian church-
es. You’ll be amazed! 
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Surprise Maria! We’re in front of your door, 
could you just open it?

Yes, we arrived to Sofia; The capital and 
the biggest city in Bulgaria.  Our beloved 
partner and very close friend Maria is there 
in front of the door, waiting for us, helping 
with the backpacks with a shocked im-
pression on her face!

I was thinking; “Here we are in Sofia, the 
city I had the chance to discover 3 years 
ago as an Erasmus student. Everything is 
the same, everything is like the way that I 
left and missed.”

Another surprise came out! Our president 
Aristodimos and almost whole USB family 
came to Sofia the same day with us to see 
Eurovision song contest all together, have 
fun and shopping! What a boss, right? 

BULGARIA

First 2 days, we were in Sofia, discover-
ing the city and having fun. But for Aste-
rios it was a bit different. He was looking 
to the buildings, trying to find “the get into 
the soul of the city” and a proper place to 
make the interview. Eh, he’s a director, 
what to do? 

After USB family and Aris left, all the 
stressful but enthusiastic process we’ve 
been through in Serbia has started again! 
It was time to meet with partners and get 
back into the work! 

On 3rd day we met our partners Karina 
Tatarova and Zina Lyubenova to discuss 
about our topic and clarify the shooting 
place. We had a case about a Turkish ori-
gin Bulgarian Muslim girl and suddenly an 
idea conjured up in our minds! “Why we 
are not trying to speak with authorities and 
if they let us we can make the interview in 31Unit
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the mosque.”

We immediately made all arrangements 
and got our permission to do it! Asterios 
was really happy because we had the 
chance to film the biggest mosque in So-
fia, something that totally fit in our case 
and concept.

That day, we’ve been in the rain almost 
whole day, totally wet but smiling. It was 
so funny that at some point we just gave 
up trying to avoid ourselves from the rain 
and start to enjoy it. I was really happy. 
Last time I did that, I was 9 years old. 

The day after, we had to go back to real-
ity. Finally we got all the permissions and 
arranged everything; we’ve started to film 
and made the interview. 

Thanks to our partners Karina and Zina, 

they supported us a lot; Bulgarian part 
was one of the best parts in the documen-
tary.

About Sofia, it’s one of the most alive 
places in Balkans. The student population 
in the city, the ultimate nightlife, cheap but 
chic coffee shops and bars around makes 
you feel like you are in a true European 
city with the touch of Balkans. 

Finally again we packed our hopes, 
dreams and energy and we were on the 
road again. This time destination was Ro-
mania. 

Keep it in your mind; 

From all Balkan countries you can reach 
Sofia by bus. Also city has really good 
connection with other European countries 
by bus and plane. 32 Unit
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Bulgarian currency is Lev, plural Leva. 1 
Euro is equal to 0.96 Leva.
Eat traditional Banitza! I don’t have any 
word to express that food! 

In the capital city, Sofia has many accom-
modation options. If you are young and 
broke, travelers like us, I strongly suggest 
you to try Art Hostel Sofia. The address is; 
21/A, Angel Kanchev str., and it provides 
cheap accommodation and a friendly at-
mosphere where tourists and locals min-
gle in the small basement bar. Dormitory 
beds start from 12Euro. “The Guardian” 
says: “Probably the coolest youth-hostel 
in Europe”.  It’s right! Asterios, for instance 
enjoyed a lot at the hostel. I saw he even 
dropped a few tears when we left.

Sofia is one of the oldest cities in Europe 
with ruins spread across the city center. It 
was founded because of the quality of its 

mineral waters. In the city alone there are 
7 independent mineral water springs.

Sofia is one of the greenest capitals in Eu-
rope, with the big park zones ideal for bik-
ing. Slow traffic in downtown is perfect for 
cycling. On a bike you will save time and 
will enjoy sport activity.

Visit St. Alexander Nevsky Cathedral. 
It’s one of the largest Orthodox churches 
worldwide.

Sofia is full of trendy cafes with outdoor 
seating in the summer and good-quality 
restaurants. You’ll not regret.

If you have time you should definitely visit 
National Bale and Theatre. 
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ROMANIA

“It’s been almost 9 hours and we haven’t 
arrived yet?” 

Yes, it was my first sentence when I woke 
up on the bus, passing by some villages 
close to Bucharest. 

Asterios was tired and you could see it in 
his eyes, he was about to say his famous 
sentence; “Eh, what could possibly go 
wrong?”  It was too late to warn him, be-
cause every single time he said that, we 
had an epic fail moment. He opened his 
mouth and I started to wait. “What’s next?” 

We’ve arrived in Bucharest and it hap-
pened. We missed the train to Galati a 
border city close to Moldova, because of 
a very enthusiastic tourist lady whom we 
shared taxi to train station, and the next 
train was 6 hours later. See, what could 
possibly go wrong? 

We were totally tired and waiting in the 
train station. Changing money was a prob-
lem in the morning and yes we were des-
perately hungry. We have waited 2 hours, 
money exchange offices were open and 
finally we had money! 

Finally we took the train but this time there 
was another problem, weather was so 
warm and there was no air conditioner in 
the train. What luck! 

We arrived to Galati, for 3 Euro distance, 
thanks to taxi driver we paid almost 15 Eu-
ros to the hotel and finally we managed to 
rest a bit. After 1-2 hours our partners Da-
nutza Stefan and George Natu called us 
and picked us for a dinner. Unfortunately 
Irina Popescu, our main contact wasn’t 
there, she was in Denmark but she was 
always calling us and asking if everything 
is ok.34 Unit
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My first impression about Galati was; “Am 
I in a little Italian town, seriously?”  Be-
cause of the Italian/ Latin effect from the 
history and also after WW2, city was full 
of Italian touch. 

You could see pizzeria’s everywhere you 
go! It was totally out of the Balkan and Ro-
mania concept on my mind! 

Next day we had a nice city sightsee-
ing with Asterios and took many photos 
close to Danube River. Also by chance we 
stopped by  a little festival in the town. 

In Galati, cuisine was based on Italian cui-
sine and it was 3 times cheaper! Of course 
we enjoy the food and nice weather for the 
afternoon and in the  evening we met our 
partners again to clarify the project details. 

3th day, thanks to Danutza and George 

we managed to make the interview in a 
very efficient way. 

We were extremely tired and travelling to 
another country idea was too much for 
both of us. Plus, from Galati to Istanbul; 
our next destination was 22 hours by bus 
it was impossible to take it anymore!

We booked our flight from Bucharest to 
Istanbul and next day in the morning we 
took the train to Bucharest.

We had only one day in Bucharest, we 
didn’t know what to do and also we didn’t 
have any energy actually to do something. 
We found a cheap hostel close to city cen-
ter and rest. After a while we had a nice 
and soft city sightseeing, we’ve tried real 
Romanian food in a traditional Romanian 
restaurant and everything started to be-
come more clear. During the trip, the only 35Unit
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thing I’m pretty sure is “Food is the answer 
to all questions and is the cure to all prob-
lems!” 

We took the taxi, but this time we were 
careful about the money, we arrived to air-
port, looked at beautiful Bucharest for the 
last time and took the plane.

Everything was going as we have planned; 
project was very successful but what 
about the tiredness?

Keep it in your mind;

Romania is a country of great natural 
beauty and diversity and a rich cultural 
heritage. Romania enchants visitors with 
its scenic mountain landscapes and un-
spoiled rural areas, but also with its histor-

ic cities and its busy capital.

Romania is a large country which can 
sometimes be shocking with contrasts: 
some cities are truly Western Europe; 
some villages can seem to have been 
brought back from the past. We’ve seen 
it in Galati. 

Romanian currency is Lei. 1 Euro equals 
approx. 4.53 Romanian Lei.
Getting to Romania is easy from nearly all 
parts of the world, due to its position. You 
can reach there by bus, train and plane. 

Romania is one of the most religious coun-
tries in Europe, and the Orthodox Church 
is omnipresent. You will certainly want to 
visit some churches and monasteries for 
their beauty and history.

Don’t expect Romania to be a cheap trav-

el destination! It was one of the most ex-
pensive in the Balkans after Turkey.
Romanian food is distinct yet familiar to 
most people, being a mixture of Oriental, 
Austrian, and French and of course Italian 
flavors, but it has some unique elements. 
You should definitely try Mamalinga! 

Romania has a long tradition of making 
wine. You’ll love it!

Finding an accommodation in Romania is 
very easy, for any price. In all the touristic 
places, as soon as you get to the train sta-
tion several people will come to you ask-
ing whether you need an accommodation, 
or you can book it in advance.
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TURKEY

“Welcome home Sezgi!” 

After another long trip, here I am, my 
country, my dearest city, the city of beauty 
and charm, Istanbul!

When we get off the plane, I smell the air 
and I was there! Finally! Suddenly all my 
tiredness and sickness has disappeared. 
We took the shuttle bus to Taksim to meet 
our partner Alper Gürlek who is also a very 
close friend of ours and a very dedicated 
partner. 

Finally we arrived to home and rest a bit. 
We had a shiny day in Istanbul in front of 
us and the persons we supposed to inter-
view were living in an island 1 hour from 
the main land name Buyukada. 
Buyukada has always been a special 
place for me. It was really strange to go 
there for a documentary project. The nar-

row streets, coffee shops and taverns 
were full of memories. 

Our case in Turkey was a really delicate 
and important. It was about Armenian mi-
nority in Turkey and we managed to reach 
a person who works for the local authority, 
willing to talk to us and try to explain the 
situation from his point of view.

But by chance and with the help of Alper, 
we found another person to interview. It 
was a great chance for the documentary 
and of course we didn’t miss it!

The result was amazing! Just perfection!  

2nd day we visited the island and arranged 
everything we need with our partners. 
Then I met my family after 5 months I’ve 
spent in Greece. I was visiting my country 
like a tourist, what a strange feeling! 37Unit
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On the 3rd day, finally we have finished 
the interviewing part and started to enjoy 
the city. As I said before; “like a tourist in 
my home”. Asterios was totally impressed 
by the city, its great history and beauty. 
He even told me that one day he wants 
to make a movie in Istanbul. What else I 
could want! 

But after all, we were still tired and after 
almost one month traveling, we really 
needed to go back to our lovely Thessa-
loniki and rest. After nights we’ve spent 
in hostels and stranger houses, all I want 
was my bed and pillow. We had only 15 
days to rest in Thessaloniki and after we 
had to hit the road again to Albania and 
F.Y.R.O.M.

I said goodbye to my city, the city I was 
born, grown up and fall in love every day, 
and we hit the road to Thessaloniki, my 
second home. 

Keep in your mind:

Istanbul is a bridge between Europe and 
Asia. Even only this could be enough to 
see it and feel the diversity in the city. But 
we have more. Turkish currency is Turkish 
Lira. 1 Euro equals approx. 2.21 Turkish 
Lira.

Visit touristic places and get into amazing 
history of Byzantine Empire and Ottoman 
Empire. You can get free map and tour-
istic information from almost everywhere. 
Drink “Turkish Tea” and “Turkish Coffee”. 
After a city sightseeing or while you try to 
discover the rhythm of the city, you’ll need 
it!

Ferry around the Bosporus. A truly relax-
ing way of getting across one of the world’s 
busiest waterways is to take one of the 
half-hourly commuter ferry services up the 
Bosporus from Eminönü. Alight ashore at 
Beşiktaş, Ortaköy and Bebek along the 
way to take in the lush parks and palaces.

Hang around under the Galata Bridge 
and if you feel hungry get a “simit”. It’s a 
traditional Turkish snack; you can find it 
on streets. Make your stomach extremely 
full with amazing Mediterranean- Turkish 
food. 

Escape to Prince’s Islands. You can easi-
ly take the ferry to islands from mainland. 
You’ll see the Armenian, Jewish, Greek 
and Turkish culture together in the islands. 
Try to see old Ottoman palaces and be a 
real tourist! You’ll enjoy in every museum 
and exhibition center! 38 Unit
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F.Y.R.O.M.
(Asterios Gouisos)

Ahem. Is this thing on? Testing, one, two, 
three… OK, we’re good. Let’s get on with 
this!

So there I was, in the first days of July, 
traveling (once again) to Skopje. Only this 
time, it was different - I was alone on this 
one. And without my life-support system 
(aka my trusted colleague Sezgi, which 
used to take care of everything not con-
nected to the actual shootings of the docu-
mentary parts), I must admit that I was just 
a little bit nervous about the whole deal. 
Add to that some really bad experiences 
regarding the last time that I had traveled 
alone, and I think that you get the gener-
al feeling. But in typical Asterios fashion, 
I shrugged my head, patted myself in the 
back and mumbled “Eh, what could possi-
bly go wrong…”

(At this point I could keep on with the actu-
al account of the events but after that last 
line most readers will just expect things 
to go AWFULLY wrong, and since I don’t 
want to fool you around with false prom-
ises just for the sake of suspense - what 
can I say, I’m an ethical writer - I’ll just 
say it outright… admittedly, almost noth-
ing went wrong, and I encountered only 
few, mostly minor difficulties in my second 
journey to Skopje. Enough wasting page 
space and the readers’ valuable time, let’s 
get on with the story already!

My latest journey began at the 30th of 
June, during a particularly hot afternoon, 
where I got on the bus that would take me 
from my native city Thessaloniki to Sko-
pje. The journey was as someone would 
expect any long-hour lonely journey to be 
- trying hard to battle the infinite forces of 
sheer boredom while also looking outside 39Unit
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of the window at the (sometimes interest-
ing) changing of the scenery. Plus some 
much-appreciated breaks (for example 
during the border passing) which were like 
a blessing for all of the nicotine-addicted 
passengers, myself included (smokers 
will know what I mean).

I arrived late in the night, and I immediate-
ly contacted my partner, Darko Nestorov, 
with whom all the preparations for my ar-
rival had been made (via my life-support 
system as always). After he told me what 
to do, I took a taxi cab (it’s not like I had 
any other choice - alone in a city where I 
knew next to nothing about) and went on 
to the hostel that Darko told me about. He 
had made a reservation for me and I en-
countered no problems at all at this point. 

Plus, the hostel was excellent and the 
prices very logical, thus both I and my wal-
let were deeply satisfied on that account.
After I settled in, I once again called my 
partner and arranged for a meeting - just 
a quiet night out in the city, in order to talk 
about the basic stuff that I would need 
from him in the next days. I went where he 
told me (once again via taxi), we met and 
we went in a nice place to eat (remember, 
at that point I was tired from a long jour-
ney and most importantly I was starved 
to death). After I ravaged the food in front 
of me, we talked about the basic stuff 
that I mentioned earlier and soon after I 
left once again for the hostel (and some 
much-deserved rest).

(Admittedly, because of my exhausted 
state of mind, I didn’t get any “feeling” or 
impression of the city around me - that 
came in the next days.)

The next days went without any really 
memorable detail or event - I wish that I 
had any kind of particularly amusing an-
ecdote from my experiences to share with 
you, but the truth is, it was a quite sim-
ple experience. I would wake up (in the 
hostel room I was really lucky - I had the 
room all for myself except only for the last 
night) and contact my partner for the daily 
arrangements. I met with the person that 
I was supposed to interview, a friend of 
Darko’s and a really nice and open-mind-
ed individual who knew a lot about the 
subject of our documentary (plus, a per-
son active in NGOs) - generally, an ideal 
interview subject.

The shootings went without a hitch, and I 
got the chance to fool around in the city, 
getting to know it and its important land-
marks. I could see a lot of the Balkan ele-
ment in it, mixed a little bit with European 40 Unit
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sensitivities (not as much as in Serbia for 
example, but it was still there). Also, my 
director’s eye was fascinated with a lot of 
contrasting elements around the city, con-
trast being something that I’m particularly 
interested in. The last thing that I’m going 
to say about Skopje (but I have to under-
line that this one is clearly my own PER-
SONAL opinion) is that I got the impres-
sion of people trying really, really hard to 
establish their own sense of identity, in an 
almost confounding way. But I guess that 
you have to go there to understand what I 
mean. Overall, it’s a nice place worthy of a 
visit - especially if you have a helpful local 
guide to show you around.

The only major problems that I faced were 
due to either my own stupidity or because 
of bad circumstances. The problem that 
my own stupidity caused was that I didn’t 
exchange my Euros to local currency until 

the evening of the second day, something 
that could have cost me dearly (any regu-
lar traveler would tell you the same piece 
of advice - exchange to local currency 
as fast as possible). Thankfully, I had my 
partner around in order to ask the proper 
transaction rates, so nobody was able to 
take advantage of my mistake. Still, it was 
stupid of me not to exchange immediately. 
Lesson learned, I guess!

The other problem wasn’t exactly a prob-
lem, more like a wasted opportunity. My 
partner said that he might be able to ar-
range an interview with a person of po-
litical importance (plus a background as 
an ethnical minority, which meant IDEAL 
interview subject for the documentary), 
but in the end the person politely declined 
due to his own reasons. Still, being very 
helpful, he offered us a chance to arrange 
an interview with the mayor of the city. 

Sounds good, right? The problem was that 
this was my last day there and I found out 
that I couldn’t extend my stay, mostly due 
to the return tickets that I had booked in 
advance. I tried to change them but to no 
avail, as it turned out. I had to either leave 
or SERIOUSLY over-extend my budget. 
So, I had no other choice but to leave, re-
gretting such a wasted opportunity.

And thus my return journey began, taking 
the morning bus from Skopje to my be-
loved Thessaloniki. Oh, and when I say 
“morning” I mean “effectively still night” - if 
I remember correctly, the bus left at around 
6:00 - 6:30. So, armed with only three 
hours of sleep and a brain that wasn’t quite 
in working order yet (no coffee at all), I be-
gan my journey back… which yeah you 
guessed correctly, involved a lot of sleep. 
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Soon enough, I was back to my country… 
another journey having been completed.
(The truth is that I could have added much 
more detail to my accountings of the 
events, but as an earnest writer I shall be 
upfront with you - first it would bore you to 
death and secondly the couple which lives 
three buildings over are having a real fun 
time for the last half-hour and have appar-
ently forgot the windows open. As a result, 
I’m not afraid to admit that my concentra-
tion has been completely and irreversibly 
broken to pieces at this point. So I leave 
you with this, my dear readers - have as 
much fun as you want but please keep 
the windows shut down… thanks in ad-
vance!!).

Keep in your mind:

F.Y.R.O.M. is very close to Greece and 
has good bus line, plane connections to 
many European and non- European coun-
try. F.Y.R.O.M currency is Dinar and 1 
Euro equals approx. 60 Dinar.

Accommodation is not a problem in espe-
cially Skopje. Try Urban Hotel Skopje and 
enjoy your time!

Are you hungry? Just follow the smell and 
soon you’ll find a cheap bakery.

Visit museums and especially Jewish mu-
seum in Skopje and Mother Theresa’s 
Memorial House.

OK, you had your breakfast and now you 
need a coffee! I suggest you to go a very 
nice coffee shop name Cafe Di Roma. It’s 

just in front of the Mother Theressa’s me-
morial house. Ask someone, they’ll help 
you for sure!

Go to the old city and see the real old 
Macedonian architecture. Cross the 
“Stone Bridge” and here you are! You’ll 
have a journey in time! Maybe that’s why 
Macedonian’s say; Skopje; Timeless City.  
Nowadays, most of the Albanian minori-
ties live there. You’ll have the sense that 
city is like divided two parts; European and 
Balkan at the same time. For those who 
like contrasts it’s an amazing experience.

Eat meat! Do it! If you compare with Euro 
zone, Skopje is very very cheap and has 
amazing Balkan cuisine. Also they usually 
drink Rakia with their meal. I don’t have 
one of these Balkan stomachs so I suf-
fered a lot! If you are brave enough, go 
for it!42 Unit
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“Here we are, on the road again for the last 
part of the documentary!”  Me and Asteri-
os with our backpacks on our shoulders, 
we were going for another adventure. 

I’ve never thought that to reach Albania 
could be that much difficult. But it was. Af-
ter 11 hours of bus trip, finally we were in 
Tirana, a beautiful and small Balkan city. 

“I guess it’s our destiny right Asterios?” I 
asked this question to him because it was 
morning again and we were extremely 
hungry. He said; “Eh, it happens!” 

Sometimes I think I have the ability to find 
cheapest but coolest hostel in the town. I’ll 
not be modest, I’m sorry. Our hostel was 
really nice and comfortable and we had 
enough time to rest, prepare ourselves 
and meet with our sweet partner Olsi Du-
zha. The person we supposed to inter-

view and even the place, questions and 
the technique was already planned. What 
a nice feeling, you cannot imagine! 

Our case in Albania was about Greek mi-
nority in the country. If I’ve ever learned 
something from this project is that in every 
Balkan country I’ve been, every case we 
had in the documentary was delicate and 
important. There we had the same in Al-
bania, a nice combination of Muslim and 
Christian cultures and way of livings. 

This time we were out of time and bud-
get, we had to shoot the documentary im-
mediately and go back to Thessaloniki in 
order to start write the book and edit the 
final version of the documentary.  Thanks 
to our partner, at the end of the second 
day we were perfectly OK with the timing 
even we had plenty of time to have a city 
sightseeing around the Tirana. 

ALBANIA

We’ve seen the nice artificial lake in the 
city, Communist Ex Leader Enver Hoxha’s 
House and Albanian lifestyle. 

It was really interesting because in Alba-
nia almost everyone was able to speak 
Italian. We’ve learned that because of the 
geographical situation and political rea-
sons in the past, many people know Ital-
ian. It was a nice detail about the country 
and it has explained the Italian effect in 
the Albanian cuisine and coffee culture. 

At the end, we’ve packed our bags for the 
last time; we took the bus to Thessaloniki. 
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Keep it in your mind:

Albania is a small country in the Balkans. 
It shares borders with Greece, F.Y.R.O.M., 
Kosovo, and Montenegro. 

Albanian currency is Lek. 1 Euro equals 
approx. 140 Lek.

Albanians enjoy the long walks in the 
city streets, drinking coffee, and among 
the younger generations, participating in 
nightlife activities such as cafe lounging 
and dancing. Do the same! 
If you visit Albania in summer time the 
coastline is always a place to go, with its 
clear turquoise seas, and its many islands 
cast upon it, like in Saranda.

Visit Petrela Castle near Tirana and dis-
cover the ancient times of Albania.
Restaurants are very easy to find. Albania, 
like the Balkans in general, has a primarily 

Turkish influence in its cuisine. This influ-
ence stems from over 400 years of Otto-
man rule in the region. Recent influences 
after the fall of communism in the early 
1990’s have been from Italy and Western 
Europe in general.
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Conclusion

Many people around me think I’m very 
lucky because I had the chance to expe-
rience and realize this project. I also do 
think so. The project and travelling with 
Asterios put lots of strong stones to me, to 
my personality and memories. 

They say, home is where your heart is. Af-
ter all that time I’ve spent in Thessaloniki, 
I’ve realized that my home is Thessaloni-
ki. It will always be. 

All I can say is thanks a lot to everyone 
who supported us before, during and af-
ter our journey. Especially to our pres-
ident Aristodimos Paraschou, my dear 
crazy colleague Asterios, my dear friend 

and mentor Olympia Datsi, my beloved 
friend Sophia Kontos who made my days 
in Thessaloniki extremely memorable, my 
family especially my mother who emotion-
ally supported me during my stay in Thes-
saloniki, all USB family, Christina Kontaxi 
for her patience and help about editing the 
book, our partners all over the Balkans 
and the brave people whom we made in-
terviews.  We couldn’t manage to do it that 
much amazing!

Sezgi ŞAHİN
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