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Let us not forget that every place is made up of numerous diverse 
things, never just one. Moreover, often our personal reflections 
on a place we are visiting depend on how we are and what we 
feel at that particular time: whether we are curious or bored, 
whether we laugh or cry, whether there is a storm approaching 
the horizon or perhaps a full moon. 

Such diversity of stories told invites us to think about how we 
understand things, what criteria and influences we use to filtrate 
information and how we present it to others – what we mention 
and what we keep silent about, and why. Diversity encourages 
us to think wider and deeper. 
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Karabakh in the Eyes of a Teacher: 
Working with Children When  
Peace is Fragile

When in autumn 2020 Sona Gevorgyan and I started talking about how 
interesting it would be to film a documentary about her experiences as 
a teacher in a remote village in Nagorno-Karabakh, we both agreed that 
we would definitely visit the place where she used to work, together. 
Despite the fact that Sona had already returned to Yerevan by that time, 
it seemed that the best place to talk about her work was in that place 
itself: in Nagorno-Karabakh, a territory far away from Armenia’s capital 
city and one that has not been officially recognised by the international 
community. At that time we couldn’t have imagined that less than a 
week after our conversation, those first shots fired on a sunny morning of 
September’s last Sunday would start a bloody war, that it would last for 
a month and a half, and that it would cost at least several thousand lives.

Film: „The Teacher“ from Armenia can be found at Lithuanian NGDO 
Platform’s Youtube channel. 

Published: 15min.lt, 2021 04 08. Stasys Vaitonis / Lithuanian NGDO Platform

@S. Vaitonis / Sona

In Nagorno-Karabakh, squeezed in 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, rou-
tine shootings from both sides and the 
so-called contact line alertness testing 
has been a rather common occurrence 
for the last 30 years, since ceasefire 
agreements were signed during the first 
Karabakh war. Local residents were used 
to it, just as the international community 
which largely viewed this stalled, unre-
solved conflict as a boring topic, long 
forgotten. International peacekeepers 
have never come here, but the Interna-
tional Committee for the Red Cross has 
had a presence in the region. And even 
more important work – demining and 
deactivating remaining explosives – was 
for many long years being done by HALO 
Trust, an international NGO.

https://www.15min.lt/en/article/society/karabakh-in-the-eyes-of-a-teacher-working-with-children-when-peace-is-fragile-528-1485332?fbclid=IwAR2DI90YBGo4MEd0uBO-GsYE8h3qgOtMHr7J9Bx9Lxr4SvhZ4BDwMLZ1IGQ
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Karabakh was “not interesting” until 
that fateful 27 September, 2020. But 
even then, during those first days of 
the conflict, it was expected that the 
situation would be normalised in two 
or three days and everything would 
return to how it was before. 
When I arrived in Yerevan in October, 
the possibility to shoot a film about the 
experiences of an Armenian teacher 
in Nagorno-Karabakh didn’t seem of 
primary importance and was somehow 
pushed to the background. Sona’s mind 
was also focused on other things. It di-
dn’t take long for local people to realise 
that this time, the conflict wouldn’t end 
so soon but would instead become a 
serious clash with numerous victims. 
Tens of thousands of war refugees – 
women, children, the elderly – started 
moving from Karabakh to Yerevan and 
other Armenian cities. Only men fit for 
military action and the very stubborn 
remained in the region that was being 
engulfed by military actions. Children 
that Sona knew from Hin Shen village 
where she also used to work, found a 
temporary shelter in Yerevan too. Du-
ring all that time Sona kept in contact 
with them. 
Sona spent two years in Nagorno-Ka-
rabakh, which Armenians refer to as 
Artsakh. Having studied the English 
language in Yerevan and graduated 
in journalism in England, this young 
woman has been long dreaming of 
teaching somewhere far away from 
home. For many years she has been 
volunteering with the Armenian Red 
Cross and joining various educati-
on-related initiatives. 
She went to Karabakh with the as-
sistance from Teach for Armenia, an 
organisation that is part of the Teach 
for All global network. Right after Sona 
returned from London, this organisa-
tion started a programme wherein it 
would send young pedagogues to the 
unrecognised yet Armenia-supported 
Nagorno-Karabakh. 
While living in England, Sona had 
heard lots of positive comments about 
Teach for Armenia and their activities 
aimed at reducing regional exclusion 
and facilitating opportunities for yo-
uth in the provinces. Upon her return 
to motherland, Sona found a job at a 
photography library. It was there that 
she one day had a random conversa-
tion with another young woman, who 
told Sona about her teaching expe-
riences through the Teach for Armenia 
network. 

Sona patiently waited for her moment 
and when it finally came, she chose 
a remote location not far from the 
historic city of Shushi. She went there 
by herself, all alone, determined to 
achieve her mission that was written 
down in her two-year contract. In the 
countryside, there were no comforts 
that are common in cities, let alone 
cultural activities or entertainment. 
Instead of all that, she was met by 
humble mode of life and rigorous mo-
untain environment. However, Sona 
was surrounded by friendly locals who 
showed much respect for “the teacher 
who had come to the village from a 
city”. This provided her with a special 
status in the community, especially 
because there had not been a single 
English teacher in the village for more 
than a decade. 
“I have never felt lonely in my life and I 
know I never will. Why? Because one is 
always surrounded by people and the 
world which one inhabits. Living there 
I felt that I was becoming an important 
part of the community,” Sona says. 
When asked whether she was not bo-
thered by humble daily realities of life 
in the countryside – bringing water in 
buckets from outside, lightning fire for 
cooking and heating on a daily basis, 
getting her hands dirty in her vegeta-
ble garden – Sona firmly replied that 
constant activities and being in the 
community made household challen-
ges totally insignificant. “Living there, 
every day I would be tortured by this 
thought: have I really done everything 
that I could today? Perhaps I could 
have done more?”  

@S. Vaitonis / Sona

In Yerevan during our meetings, wor-
ried about the news coming from the 
war zone, Sona was different every 
time. One day she would be full of op-
timism and hope that this chaos would 
end soon and life would return to 
normal, with its own daily challenges 
and expectations. On other days she 
would wake up and receive a call infor-
ming her that the situation is getting 
worse and worse. As all Armenians, 
during those days Sona always kept 
her cellphone in her hands and was 
non-stop connected to the internet. 
Her Facebook profile was filled with 
melancholic poetry and photos and 
memories from Karabakh; she always 
highlighted the importance of educati-
on, which, Sona is convinced, is the 
key to peace. 
“It is very difficult to talk to the chil-
dren about peace and educate them 
positively when the images and expe-
riences of the first war are still very 
much present,” Sona says. “Although 
this generation was born well after the 
first war and only hear about it from 
their parents and grandparents or see 
it in photographs and war memorials, 
unfortunately this time they, too, were 
forced to experience what it means to 
be a war refugee, to lose one’s home 
and school.” 
In Yerevan I also met with the Teach 
for Armenia HQ team, who at that 
time were trying to figure out how to 
ensure an uninterrupted teaching pro-
cess under doubly difficult circums-
tances – a war and a pandemic. The 
organisation’s interim director Ruiz 
Clark highlighted several times during 
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our conversation the importance of 
ensuring proper education in a place 
where children live in an unrecognised 
territory under constant threat. 
When preparing for filming the inter-
view both Sona and I knew that we 
wouldn’t be able to travel to Nagor-
no-Karabakh any time soon. At that 
time only foreign war correspondents 
were allowed to enter the war zone, 
having done numerous rounds in 
the bureaucratic corridors of various 
governmental institutions to receive 
their press accreditation. 
I left Armenia just as the ceasefire 
agreement was being signed. This 
agreement is considered controversial 
even today: while some emotionally 
affected Armenians were angry for 
their government’s capitulation, 
others strongly defended the country’s 
political and military authorities for, in 
their understanding, rescuing the last 
chance to save what remained from 
Karabakh’s territory in their hands. 
The nation’s unity and cohesion that 
had lasted for six weeks suddenly tur-
ned into a political crisis with no end 
in sight even more than three months 
after the normalisation of the conflict. 
After this unexpected resolution, 
Sona withdrew. For some time she 
was unreachable on email and social 
networks. Later she told me that she 
had gone to southern Armenia on the 
border with Karabakh, where she was 
helping local people to speedily har-
vest pomegranates. Agriculture had 
been left unattended because of the 
war and the dangers that it creates. For 
Sona, working the land was a kind of 
therapy during the time that Armenia 
was living through a collective trauma. 
The Teacher is the short and very sim-
ple title I gave to my film. But when 
I started editing my video material, I 
realised that what was most lacking 
were authentic shots from the village 
where Sona used to work. In this 
situation I much appreciated the help 
of Vaghinak Ghazaryan, a press photo-
grapher recommended to me by Sona. 
During the conflict he spent quite a 
bit of time in Karabakh, documenting 
how local people live in war conditi-
ons. Ghazaryan kindly agreed for me 
to use parts of video material from his 
archive, shot during Sona’s teaching in 
the village period, when local journa-
lists were writing an article about her. 
My search for videos of an ordinary 
Armenian school – to be used as asso-
ciative material in my film – was also a 

@S. Vaitonis / Clasroom

@S. Vaitonis / „Teacher“

very interesting experience. During my 
visit, coronavirus hit again in Armenia. 
And even though the war in Nagor-
no-Karabakh pushed the pandemic to 
the margins, the government imposed 
restrictive measures in an attempt to 
prevent overcrowding in hospitals, 
which were needed for the injured. 
One of the imposed measures was the 
closure of schools for an unspecified 
period of time and moving teaching to 
digital space. 
When I realised that I wouldn’t be 
officially allowed to film in a school 
in Yerevan, I decided to try my luck in 
the countryside and succeeded in my 
second attempt. First, after trying to 
speak to a school guard in Gavar town, 
two cars unmarked in any special way 
suddenly showed up. Men in uniforms 
and in civilian clothes got out and poli-
tely but firmly started questioning me 
about what I wanted to film, and why. 
Later local people explained to me 
that these were state security officials 
and that during that tense period they 
would promptly react to reports about 
every suspicious foreigner, especially 
those who were collecting informa-

tion in remote locations and perhaps 
spying for enemy states. 
I cannot make public the name of the 
other town that I visited, as that was 
my promise to the people who helped 
me. I managed to get them agree to 
allow me to film in an empty classroom 
under the strict condition that there 
would be no references to that specific 
place. Armenia at that time was living 
through a very sensible period. Many 
school halls around the country were 
filled with portraits of young soldiers 
who had died during the war. Their 
photographs had ribbons around them 
and were drowning in flowers. Most of 
the soldiers who died on the frontline 
were unexperienced conscripts – strai-
ght-out-of-school 19-year-olds. The 
elderly man who allowed me inside 
the school wiped his tears and asked 
me not to film those photographs of 
dead youth. 
After our conversation, Sona got a job 
with Teach for Armenia. This time this 
young woman with versatile expe-
riences is employed as an emergency 
education manager. 

Ugne Kumparskaite
truksta vienos s Classroom
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MOSAIC VOLUNTEER 
EXPERIENCES

Civic space contains knowledge, experiences, ideas, and 
willingness to share and cooperate with others. It is exactly 
this space that invites people to travel abroad to volunteer 
or participate in traineeship and exchange programmes, 
and to engage in various activities on their own initiative.
Let us not forget that every place is made up of numerous 
diverse things, never just one. Moreover, often our personal 
reflections on a place we are visiting depend on how we are 
and what we feel at that particular time: whether we are 
curious or bored, whether we laugh or cry, whether there 
is a storm approaching the horizon or perhaps a full moon. 
Such diversity of stories told invites us to think about how 
we understand things, what criteria and influences we use 
to filtrate information and how we present it to others – 
what we mention and what we keep silent about, and why. 
Diversity encourages us to think wider and deeper. All the 
stories can be found at “GLOBAL DIARIES. Photography 
and storytelling”. 

Laurynas Trakimas. Mexico

Lithuanian NGDO Platform Publikuota: Lithuaniatribune.lt, 2021 03 16

Perhaps the best remedy in an alienated – 
and alienating – society is open and honest 
human contact. Since social relationships 
are formed from early childhood, it is 
exactly at this time that human values, so 
often lacking in contemporary world, must 
be fostered most strongly. Robin Mubarik, 
who came to Lithuania from Pakistan to 
study, volunteered at the Dienvidis day 
centre for children in Klaipėda city. He 
says: “Four days a week I would spend time 
interacting with children aged 4–16. These 
are children considered to be at social risk due 
to the trauma they had experienced at home 
by alcoholic or abusive parents, or they had 
already been involved with law enforcement. 
They desperately need positive role models 
in their lives.  They loved having a college 
student come by and play games, read, or just 
talk to them. I think this really increased their 
self-esteem and showed them that they could 
change their lives now, at a young age, and 
begin to make smarter decisions. Volunteering 
with this organisation also benefited me. It 

https://issuu.com/vbadmin/docs/foto_albumas_2021_en
https://issuu.com/vbadmin/docs/foto_albumas_2021_en
https://lithuaniatribune.com/mosaic-volunteer-experiences/?fbclid=IwAR0Q9ZSEwrnzwvbUcSWbfwpnIlWBPrPCSlzF2-3otbXJ967j-N3T1OY6xiA
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showed me that compassion, empathy, 
and love was what these young people 
needed. They needed to feel valued and 
encouraged about life.”
Working with children is also what 
another volunteer – Edvard Ghaza-
rayan from Armenia – dedicated 
himself to during his time in Lithuania. 
He volunteered at the SOS Children’s 
Village Day Centre in Vilnius. Edvard 
says: “When I started my volunteering, 
the children there seemed bored and not 
interested in any activity. I suggested to 
my co-workers to organise handcrafting 
masterclasses and cooking lessons. Then 
we started making lunch together. And 
when I finished volunteering, I felt that 
they had become a team, ready to help 
each other. From the very beginning, I 
felt like I was at home in Lithuania. But of 
course there were some challenges. The 
biggest was that I didn’t have social work 
education and experience in that sphere. 
So in the first month it was hard for me 
to make contact with the children. But 
with the help of my colleagues I finally 
did it.”
When we grow up, in our activities 
we often return to our childhood 
dreams, only this time we are more 
conscious and our dreaming enters 
the paradigm of actually being able 
to change harmful practices by taking 
action. This is what happened to Greta 
Tautavičiūtė, who, as a child, was very 
interested in orangutans. Later she 
went on volunteering with the Oran-
gutan Foundation International. Greta 
says: “Together with other volunteers, 
for three weeks we lived in a rainforest 
where we contributed to the preservati-
on of a natural reserve and had to find a 
way to help a crocodile become self-su-
fficient and learn to catch its own food, 
without the help of humans to whom he 
had been accustomed. I returned from 
this volunteering experience with more 
awareness and consciousness. By consu-
ming products that contain palm oil, we 
directly contribute to the orangutans’ 
extinction, because entire rainforests – 
home to these beautiful creatures – are 
being destroyed to make way for oil palm 
plantations.”
After several months of volunteering 
with Volunteer Initiative Nepal, cine-
ma-maker Šarūnas Mikulskis returned 
to Lithuania with a new documentary 
film Simple Dreams, which tells the 
personal stories of several Nepalese 
people. Šarūnas says: “Filming provides 
an opportunity to find yourself in a place 

Gintė Marija Ivanauskienė. Ghana

Gabrielė Tervidytė. LIthuanian specialists working with the Palestinian children

Ugne Kumparskaite
ir cia gal reikia suvienodinti su pries tai buvusiu stiliumi po foto, nes cia nera pvz. sito @
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where few wander. What I mean is not 
some exotic places or traditions, which 
tourists do not lack there, but the simple, 
daily life of local people. People in Nepal 
met me with my camera as people every-
where meet foreigners with a camera 
– with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. 
The first couple of days I just drank tea 
and talked or stayed in silence with the 
future protagonists of my documentary 
film. Trust came slowly and gradually, 
together with me getting a deeper 
understanding of that person’s life.”
Documentary film and cinema in 
general can become a very powerful 
tool that can be used to care for 
one’s mental health, especially where 
people constantly experience psycho-
logical (and other types of) violence 
and especially where that violence 
is being used intentionally, systemi-
cally and under military occupation. 
Gabrielė Tervidytė, coordinator of 
the development cooperation project 
“Psychosocial therapy through perso-
nal documentary”, says: “Challenges 
faced by young people living in the 
West Bank of Palestine are completely 
different to those that youth in Lithuania 
or elsewhere in the West deal with. All 
Palestinians who live in these occupied 
territories, including the young ones, 
are forced to constantly encounter, in 
the streets and at military checkpoints, 
highly armed Israeli soldiers who not only 
restrict their freedom of movement, but 
also create this persecuting sense of not 
having a single place to feel free, open, 

and belonging. Psychological and mental 
problems occurring from the need to 
resist the occupation, both peacefully 
and non peacefully, generation after 
generation, are among the most horrible 
consequences of the ongoing Israeli 
occupation of Palestine. Every year, 
500-700 Palestinian children are detai-
ned and “tried” in Israeli military courts. 
Such treatment of minors would not 
be tolerated in our society, however for 
Palestinian children this is bitter reality.”
Honesty is one of the fundamental 
daily conditions that lead us to having 
solid relationships with ourselves 
and with others. It is much needed in 
both professional life and in situations 
in which me might at first feel a bit 
uncomfortable. Remembering her 
volunteering experiences in Colombia, 
Justina Kaluinaitė says: “A colleague 
of mine had contacts with another 
organisation, Escuela Movil Acj, Bogotá, 
that works with youth living in proble-
matic neighbourhoods. There I met 
Oscar, a social worker with 15 years of 
experience of working with the so-called 
youth “gangs”, aiming to improve their 
social skills. Oscar himself visits various 
neighbourhoods and what he does first 
of all is try to make a connection with 
local communities. Poverty, violence, 
drug abuse, forced prostitution are 
major problems there. For street youth, 
music is of huge importance – it is their 
preferred way to express suppressed 
feelings and the difficulties of their lived 
realities – hence, one of Oscar’s methods 

to engage the youth in his activities is 
to record their musical performances. 
Later on we helped organise a street rap 
festival. At the beginning I wasn’t sure 
how I could make myself useful, because 
such work required very strong specific 
skills. However, after several workshops, 
when people sensed that I sincerely pay 
attention to them and it is important to 
me, our connection was established.”
It’s a paradox – or perhaps not at all 
– that tragic situations often reveal 
the best of people, not only the worst. 
And while tragedies would better be 
omitted altogether, when they do 
happen, people who come together for 
a common goal become live evidence 
that human values operate not only 
in theory, but also in practice. Stasys 
Vaitonis is a witness to one such 
example. He says: “The armed conflict 
between Armenians and Azerbaijanis 
that renewed in September 2020 in the 
disputed territory of Nagorno-Karabakh 
created a humanitarian crisis. More 
than half of the civilian population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh were forced to leave 
their homes under gunfire. Thousands of 
refugees are coming to Armenia. They 
need clothes, food, shelter, and psycho-
social assistance. The many local and 
international humanitarian organisati-
ons already present in Armenia are not 
enough and cannot cope. In the country 
itself there is a sense of unity in the 
society and determination to help those 
most in need. Various civil initiatives and 
volunteer-based activities are spontane-

Šarūnas  Mikulskis. Arun with children

Ugne Kumparskaite
atrodo lyg dvigubas tarpas
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ously sprouting up. Work doesn’t stop 
even on a sunny Sunday afternoon. In 
this cellar-warehouse there were several 
teenagers from Nagorno-Karabakh 
working there. Refugees themselves, 
they said they cannot just sit and do 
nothing under such circumstances.”
Local people are the best experts 
in solving their own problems. Yet 
sometimes outside help is being 
put to good use, too. Ugnė Grigaitė 
works in mental health. Talking about 
her academic efforts to contribute to 
the work done by local people, she 
says: “Violence against women who are 
accused of witchcraft is part of Nepal’s 
realities. We conducted research in 
Nepal about this particular type of 
violence together with Manchhe Boksi 
Hunna, the only NGO in the country 
that specifically works with the problem 
of accusations of witchcraft (mostly 
women) and all its tragic consequences. 
We also participated in awareness-rai-
sing events. Our research contributed to 
the continuity and expansion of the work 
of local NGOs in this field, as well as to 
the substantiation of their importance 
and the development of new initiatives. 
I am also very happy for the fact that 
the recommendations of our report were 
formulated based on the good practices 
created and developed by local people, 
as well as their ideas on how best to deal 
with challenges related to this problem 
in Nepal.”
Every story contains within itself 
numerous details, participants, influ-

ences, oppositions, consequences, 
reasons, and interpretations. No 
one land is one particular thing only, 
therefore describing it with one word 
would not only be unfair to its diversi-
ty, but also very limiting. Independent 
journalist Giedrė Steikūnaitė says: 
“Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, is a very 
green, very clean, and very quiet city. 
Green for its warm climate; clean for its 
wide campaign against waste and huge 
fines for littering; and quiet, for its past 
and, partly, for its present. The youth 
here are highly motivated, energetic, and 
see their future in the IT sector. But the 
majority of Rwandese – some 80 per 
cent – are small-scale farmers. Many 
live in financial poverty. Some receive 
help from a governmental programme 
titled Girinka (which translates as “May 
you have a cow”), under which a family 
is being given a cow; cattle means better 
nutrition for the children, higher social 
status for the parents, and free organic 
fertilizer for the agricultural lot.”
Not everything in life goes according to 
one’s plans. Just like humans, Mother 
Nature, too, makes jokes – sometimes 
with horrific consequences. Just ask 
Laurynas Trakimas who volunte-
ered with Asociación Mexicana de 
Voluntariado Internacional. He says: 
“Shortly after my arrival, the volunte-
ering project I had come to join had an 
unexpected turn: at that time, two major 
earthquakes hit Mexico. The second 
one cost the lives of almost 200 people, 
numerous families were left homeless 

and jobless. It is absolutely true that in 
the face of a tragedy people help each 
other, whatever the needs. The whole 
community became united as a fist. To 
witness this and to contribute to it was a 
very strong emotional as well as humane 
experience.”
Volunteering provides a wide range of 
life lessons to volunteers themselves. 
Apart from the benefits of the actual 
work done, learning these lessons is 
one of the most important aspects of 
becoming a volunteer. Gintė Marija 
Ivanauskienė, who volunteered with 
Ghana’s Urban Poor Child Organizati-
on, says: “The main lesson I learned is 
to find ways to be useful. As opposed 
to doing whatever comes to your mind, 
when you are abroad you should first 
thoroughly examine the situation and 
find out what is most needed. I learned 
to be flexible and not to impose my 
personal opinions on anyone. It is very 
easy to shout out ideas without knowing 
the realities of the place and their 
customs – but such ideas never come to 
fruit. Undoubtedly, the biggest changes 
a volunteering experience can bring is to 
the volunteer themself: during this time 
the volunteer’s mentality is changing 
rapidly. Later on, by way of the domino 
effect, the mentality of their circle of 
people also changes. I returned having 
understood how little I know about the 
world. I now carefully choose my words 
and notice how many stereotypes of all 
kinds we have in our minds.”

Giedre Steikūnaitė. Ruanda Safemotos
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FROM PREŠEVO WITH LOVE:   
the story of how Serbia‘s youth welcomed 
one million refugees

Every year, the 19th of August is marked as the International 
Humanitarian Day – a day to honour humanitarian workers and 
remember those who lost their lives while engaging in humanitarian 
work in conflict situations.
Yet, humanitarian work is not exclusively the realm of international 
NGOs and their personnel. In certain situations, each and every one 
of us could – and has the responsibility to – assist people in dire need.

AFP/„Scanpix“/Preševas, Serbia. 2015-2016 

Situated in a picturesque mountain 
valley in southern Serbia, the village 
of Preševo used to have lots of work 
back in the day, i. e. back in the times 
of Yugoslavia. Grafofleks the printing 
house, July 7 the plastic factory, and 
the tobacco factory, among others, 

Lithuanian NGDO Platform Published: 15min.lt, 2021 05 14

employed a large portion of the valley’s 
inhabitants, most of whom are ethnic 
Albanians. Today a monthly salary 
in the valley averages at around 100 
Euros, while unemployment stands 
at 49 per cent. It is Serbia’s poorest 
region.

It was this same Preševo, together 
with the tiny neighbouring village 
of Miratovac, that in Spring 2015 
welcomed thousands of people who 
were seeking refuge in Europe. They 
arrived from war-torn Syria and from 
Iraq – the land that has endured 
decades of torture by Western 
bombs, occupations, and sanctions; 
from Afghanistan – a land destroyed 
by those same Western bombs, 
and from the exploited countries of 
Africa, that have been left barely alive 
economically.
It was here in Preševo – Serbia’s 
southernmost point, almost on the 
border with Macedonia – that in 2015 

https://www.15min.lt/en/article/tribune/from-presevo-with-love-the-story-of-how-serbia-s-youth-welcomed-one-million-refugees-1240-1471068?copied&fbclid=IwAR1RCXsUjwhYACLPlyCQX6QE4ZZrJGZudmy-vJSob38_YP5CpBo9zoWpw2w
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the largest refugee camp in all the 
so-called Balkan migration route was 
established. In three years, this town 
with a population of 25,000 became 
temporary home to a million refugees 
seeking safety in Europe.
But whom were they met by at 
Europe’s “official” entrance?

Greetings from town youth
It was Preševo’s youth who 
pronounced the first “Welcome” to 
people who had travelled thousands of 
kilometres by land or by sea, to reach 
Europe. Without any encouragement 
from outside, these young people 
voluntarily formed refugee support 
groups. “Our aim was to be close to 
them so that they did not feel alone,” 
says one of the volunteers, a sporty 
young man with a fashionable haircut 
in Prugëtimi: Aktivizmi qytetar (The 
Journey: Civic Activism), a new film 
documenting the story. “There were 
people who lost their family members 
during the journey.”
The group, which consisted of no 
more than 12 people, took up a variety 
of tasks. The first one was to meet 
migrants at the Serbia-Macedonia 
border where they were given food and 
water, medicine and clothes. But the 
most important thing was to provide 
accurate information regarding 
what comes next: further actions, 
challenges and possibilities, and, 
importantly, what kind of help people 
might realistically expect to receive in 
the village. After that migrants were 
assisted in boarding buses that would 
bring them to Preševo for government 
registration. After many hours of 
waiting for the required documents, 
they would continue their journey 
through Serbia.
“At the beginning the work started 
in the area in front of the police 
station. This was where refugees 
positioned themselves in Preševo 
before help started to arrive from 
various international organisations,” 
says Petrit Arifi, volunteer-turned-
coordinator for Youth for Refugees, an 
NGO that was established on the basis 
of the initial informal volunteer group. 
“Sometimes approximately 10,000 
people passed through that place 
every day. While I was there, there 
were approximately 10-12 activists 
and various volunteers.”
Arifi says that at the beginning, only 
people living in the areas through 

which migrants travelled offered them 
any help. At that time there was no 
assistance neither from governmental 
institutions, nor international 
organisations. As the “official” refugee 
camp only had the capacity for a 
thousand persons, many remained 
without a shelter. “There were people 
[in the village] who turned their 
business offices into shelter for the 
refugees. Many people prepared food 
for the refugees because it was known 
that the majority of the refugees 
hadn’t eaten for days,” says Arifi about 
the townspeople’s response to the 
crisis.
As migrants’ needs and realities 
became better understood, the 
spectrum of volunteers’ activities 
expanded. Preševo’s youth introduced 
asylum seekers to local culture and 
cuisine and invited them to visit 
their town’s tourist attractions. 
Additionally, various sport activities 
were organised, while families with 
children were shown local schools and 
introduced to the education system in 
place.
Right next to the registration centre 
volunteers set up a café for refugees 
and named it Umbrella. Coffee, tea, 
and sandwiches were distributed for 
free, financed by the International 
Rescue Committee. The idea came 
to Valon Arifi, one of the founders of 
Youth for Refugees. For people who 
found themselves in dire uncertainty, 
the café became a place for meetings 
and conversations – a small reminder 
of an earlier life back home.

Local volunteers also helped organise 
transport for migrants to reach the 
border with Hungary or Croatia – a 
distance of some 600 kilometres from 
Preševo. At the time, the EU didn’t 
yet have such strict border control 
policies as it set up later, and orders 
from Brussels and other European 
capital cities hadn’t yet been given to 
force asylum seekers out. At that time, 
helping people in need wasn’t being 
considered a crime, yet.

Europe barricades itself
That first half a year volunteers 
with Youth for Refugees worked 24 
hours a day, dividing themselves up 
in three shifts of 10 people each. 
This lasted until, at the beginning of 
2016, European Union member states 
officially locked their borders and 
refused to allow in any more asylum 
seekers or economic migrants.
Up until 2015, the main migration 
route to Europe from Africa and West 
Asia was the Mediterranean sea. But 
after Europe enforced stricter sea 
patrols, and the continent’s southern 
states started more and more often 
to refuse migrant boats entry to their 
harbours, migrants were forced to 
look for new, safer ways to travel.
One of these, the so-called Western 
Balkan corridor, is a migration route 
that usually begins in Turkey and 
continues through Greece, Bulgaria, 
and Macedonia, then passes through 
Serbia, from which the road unwinds 
onward in the direction of EU member 
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states Hungary and Croatia. For 
many migrants, however, the final 
destination is not here, it is in western 
and northern Europe – places such as 
Germany, that had announced an open 
door policy in regards to migrants and 
where many migrants already had 
family members.
But in Spring 2016 the situation 
changed drastically as Europe 
barricaded itself. Macedonia, together 
with EU member states Croatia and 
Slovenia, announced that they were 
completely shutting down their doors 
to migrants. Greek authorities used 
extreme violence to destroy a migrant 
camp in the town of Idomeni, near the 
border with Macedonia. Hungary, led 
by its far-right racist prime minister 
Viktor Urban, built a 175 km long 
wall along its borders, meant to make 
migration more difficult. They did it 
during the very peak of the crisis. 
At the same time, the EU signed an 
agreement with Turkey, which ordered 
that people who had managed to 
reach Greece were to be sent back 
to Turkey, including those who were 
planning to ask for political asylum in 
Europe.
As the EU barricaded itself, the 
situation in Preševo also changed. The 
number of newly arriving migrants 
dropped significantly; during that 
period only 200-300 people were 
being registered daily. The town’s 
volunteers adapted their activities 
accordingly: after the EU closed its 
borders, an internet café was opened 
for people stuck in Serbia, to facilitate 
easier communication with their 
friends and families back home or in 

Europe; a school was established for 
migrant children and for adults, film 
screening evenings started taking 
place.

We were once refugees, too
Preševo is a town the size of Kėdainiai 
or Utena. Unsurprisingly, thousands of 
people entering and leaving every day 
was a huge challenge to the town’s 
infrastructure as well as the daily lives 
of its inhabitants. So where does such 
solidarity with strangers come from?
For some it is a reflection of their 
personal experiences. “The biggest 
motive or reason for why we helped 
or associated with them is that our 
families were in the same situation 
as they are now 20 years ago,” says 
a young volunteer to the camera. 
“Our families were refugees as well, 
they faced a similar situation to the 
refugees who arrived in our city from 
Syria. We tried our best to make them 
feel at home here.”
Idro Seferi, a journalist living in 
Belgrade, says that since his arrival 
in Preševo it’s been emotionally hard 
for him to see children sleeping in the 
street during cold, rainy nights. He 
knows what it feels like. “I used to be 
a refugee after the Kosovo wars,” he 
says. This is the reason why he has 
decided to postpone his personal 
projects and instead immerse himself 
in the efforts to provide assistance to 
people stuck in Preševo.
Some other volunteers, who during 
the hardest moments gave their time 
and energy to help those who needed 
it most, say they were motivated by – 

simply – human values. “I was young 
and I didn‘t know what was going on 
but I knew that they needed help and 
we were there to provide that,” says 
17-year-old Drilon Ismaili.
His first task was to make friends 
with the arriving youth, to help them 
feel welcome. “I think everyone is 
welcomed everywhere because we 
are all humans and we need to respect 
ourselves, first of all ourselves and 
then other people. And not respecting 
or judging the refugees is a really bad 
thing to do. I wouldn’t do it myself and 
I hope my [fellow] citizens wouldn’t do 
it either,” says Ismaili. “Be kind to them 
because right now they are in a war. 
They are trying to help themselves. 
This is not for fun, this is all they have. 
You need to be kind to them, welcome 
them and make them feel loved.”
How do the young people of Preševo 
themselves see their work in the name 
of humanity? “We made a huge effort 
in terms of hospitality. We should 
be proud of it,” says the sporty guy. 
“It has influenced our mentality a 
lot with regards to our beliefs about 
humanity. We have learnt a lot about 
human rights because of the variety of 
people that have passed through and 
the compassion they displayed. This 
was one of the main reasons why we 
helped them.”
Currently, there are around 6,000 
refugees and migrants in Serbia’s 
migrant detention centres, waiting for 
a chance to continue their journey. 
Living conditions in these centres, as 
elsewhere in Europe, are often close 
to unlivable.
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