CAPACITATING FUTURE DECISION-MAKERS

· The third in the series of the seminars realized under the same name with the assistance of the Balkan Trust for Democracy -  

1.

The seminar was organized on April 28-30, 2006 in Novi Sad.  

Twenty-one young people from several Vojvodina towns – Novi Sad, Sombor, Pancevo, Zrenjanin, Kovacica, Odzaci and Sid – applied for the seminar. Given that a number of young Belgraders, too, have manifested their interest to attend some of the seminars in the series, the most persistent of all, a Belgrade girl, was invited to join in.  

Though assembled from various communities, trainees soon begun to socialize smoothly. A visit to the Serbian National Theater in Novi Sad just added to the group’s homogeneity. By mere coincidence, the theater’s repertory coincided with the seminar’s main topic. Thus Shakespeare’s “Measure for Measure” was, in a way, 
a scenic illustration” of the seminar. According to trainees, going to a theater was the examples other organizations, particularly those providing educational outreaches for the young from various communities, should follow.  

2.

Asked, “What was it that motivated you to apply to the seminar?” the great majority of trainees quoted “eagerness to learn something new,” “personal advancement,” “curriculum,” “inherent curiosity,” “posing questions and engagement in debates,” “keynote speakers and good organizational arrangements,” “friends’ recommendation” and “earlier experience.”   

As for their expectations from the seminar, the trainees mostly referred to “new knowledge and skills.” 

Throughout the three-day seminar, the trainees carefully listened to keynote speakers, never hesitated to interrupt them so as to pose questions and actively partook in debates. They made no bones about their dilemmas or personal views – even when the latter sourced from prejudice. Opposing views were articulated with polemic fervor, though without any intention whatsoever to humiliate, offend or discredit one’s opponent. Actually, it was well-argued confrontation of views that gave the seminar an added value. Unlike two previous occasions, this third and last seminar in the series demonstrated the highest level of trainees’ rhetoric culture.   

3. 

The seminar’s curricula dealt with leadership – leaders’ role, significance, their political culture, as well as the social ambience propitious to the emergence of leaders, their responsibility/irresponsibility, communication skill, etc.   

The seminar was rather centered on leadership traits. The trainees were firstly presented a profile of an “ideal” leader and then asked to identify one or more leaders in Serbia, whose actions mirrored some of “ideal” traits. Though most of them were members of various political parties, the trainees said as one that in today’s Serbia there was no leader of political talent and skill that not only made him different from the rest, but also close to the profile of the “ideal leader.” Serbia, as they put it, has big problems and small leaders, incapable of coming to grips with these challenges. Most of them take that democracy needs not leaders – actually, democracy calls for stable institutions, rather than for charismatic leaders.  

Leaders’ ability or inability to “save” the nation made the subject matter of almost all discussions. By revoking historical experience, some trainees kept insisting on the rule of an enlightened absolutist, since “we as the people who need strong arm.” Their escapism and waiting for a “savior to come out of the blue” was probably best mirrored in the stance that “only a wise leader can resolve this difficult situation.” Apart from looking forward to a wise leader to act as a “savior,” the great majority of the trainees expected the latter to take upon himself all responsibility for the warring past in 1990s. For them, “a wise leader” was the best medium for the responsibility for war crimes. It was with much difficulty that they accepted the interpretation that it was not one leader alone to blame for the crimes committed, but a systematic, planned state policy that implied a form of collective responsibility given that it had enjoyed an almost plebiscitary support. As a rule, the trainees reached for defense mechanisms such as “The Americans are not taken accountable for the crimes in Iraq or in the Quantanamo prison” or “Do some young Americans attend now a seminar, like we do, and learn about human rights?”   

It was with utmost attention that the trainees listened to the lecture dealing with Serbia “as a leader in the Balkans.” Most of them took the Balkans did not need leaders but neighborly relations and cooperation, and that Serbia should get rid of the illusion about her special role in the region. The trainees were also interested in learning about the conditions Serbia should meet in her move towards the European Union, association procedures and her realistic prospect to become a full-fledged member, as well as whether Kosovo’s and Montenegro’s independence would slow down or speed up the association process.  

On the last day, the trainees were asked whether or not they saw themselves as having some of leadership characteristics. Those who replied “yes” were asked to address the trainees as if they were leaders. One group of such “leaders” delivered public speeches, while the other participated in a make-belief TV duel. The rest were tasked with critical evaluation of “leaders” performance.   

 The trainees were also tasked with picking up on or more problems tackled over the seminar, identify institutions in charge of solving them and then require these institutions in writing to take adequate measures. Since a law on churches and religious communities has been enforced in Serbia recently, the majority of the trainees were of the opinion that the said law questioned the state’s secular character and, therefore, called for institutional action. 
4. 

According to the trainees, the seminar was adequately organized, while its overall atmosphere was “relaxed” and “thought-provoking.” They labeled lectures interesting, inspiring and instructive, and keynote speakers “very good.” What they liked the most about the keynote speakers was the latter’s open-mindedness and capacity to provoke discussion. On the other hand, they were critical about the seminar’s duration – the seminars should have lasted longer, as they put it – and dynamics, i.e. more workshops, less lectures.

                                                  Tables 

Trainees’ Ethnic Origin

	Serbs
	Slovaks
	Residents of Vojvodina 
	Roma
	Undecided

	 9
	2
	2
	      1
	6


Trainees’ education

	Secondary school
	University 
	No information

	6
	12
	2


                                                           Trainees by gender 

	Young men
	Young women 

	10                 
	10


Participation in similar seminars

	Yes 
	No 

	10
	10


Radio 021, Multiradio and Radio Novi Sad reported the news on the seminar, while TV Panonija broadcast a 10-minute reportage on it.  
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