For the Record: The Last Convoy

By: Denis Dzidic
20 August 2009
Damir Ivankovic admitted before the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina that he participated in the shooting of about 200 civilians at Koricanske stijene in August 1992. Following this admission of guilt, more than 50 bodies of killed people were found on the basis of his statement. Ivankovic was sentenced to 14 years in prison.

BIRN's Justice Report reproduces transcripts of parts of Damir Ivankovic's testimony before judges of the War Crimes Chamber of the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina on June 30, 2009.

"I lived in Prijedor my entire life. Until some time in 1992 the situation was good. On April 29, 1992 the Serb Democratic Party took control of the town. I was mobilized and recruited by reserve police forces.

Due to the fact that I was of different ethnicity, my father being a Croat and my mother a Serb, I had to sign a statement confirming my loyalty to the Serb authorities. After that I started working with reserve police forces.

Following the attack on Prijedor conducted by Muslims on May 30, an emergency interventions squad was officially formed. It consisted of two units. I was among about 45 other young men who were members of the first squad with the police forces in Prijedor. Miroslav Paras, who has since died, was the chief. He was the one who appointed squad commanders. They were subordinate to Simo Drljaca and Dule Jankovic, police commanders.

Besides me, other members of the First Emergency Interventions Squad included, among others, Zoran Babic, Milorad Skrbic, Gordan Djuric, Ljubisa Cetic, Milorad Radakovic, Dusan Jankovic, Zeljko Stojnic, Dragan Supic, Radoslav Knezevic, Zeljko Zec, Marinko Ljepoja and Dado Mrdja. I knew a few members of the Second Squad by their nicknames only.

We were given blue camouflage uniforms and blue berets, as well as automatic rifles. We also got revolvers, with long butts and fordable. We were not assigned any official tasks. We mainly searched houses and apartments after operations or attacks.

In addition to this, we used to transport Muslims captured by other policemen at check-points, to Keraterm and Omarska detention camps. However, our main task was to escort convoys and participate in the deportation of Muslim and Croat residents of Prijedor.

Before this wretched convoy that went to Koricanske stijene there had been four smaller ones. They all moved to Travnik.

Commanders decided who would escort each convoy. We did not have any contact with those people, except for robbing them. Someone from above had issued the order to the commanders. Dado Mrdja was the most recognizable person in that sense. Everyone was scared of him... This was at least how I saw it. On one occasion they gave 100 marks to each of us. The rest of the money ended up in commander Simo Drljaca's hands. Sometimes they would give us a little bit. We used to take valuables from those people, gold, watches and so forth...but they did not share those with us.

We were not in a position to refuse to do something or escort a convoy. When I did not want to work, I was detained.

The last convoy to Travnik was organized on August 21, 1992. I escorted it. I heard on Radio Prijedor that all those who wanted to leave the town should gather in Tukovi place.

Many Serbs, Croats and Muslims gathered there. They were saying goodbye to each other. I saw many buses, old city buses, and trailers. There were 14 or 15 vehicles. There were at least 1,500 people at that place. Commander Paras then came and assigned one vehicle to each of us.

Then Dule Jankovic appeared. He was dressed in camouflage uniform. He came in a police VW Golf. We were supposed to leave already. It all happened so quickly. It was not nice. I heard moaning and crying... The convoy then moved. The VW Golf drove in front of us, but I do not know who was driving in it.

Our first stop was in Kozarac... We waited for four more buses from Trnopolje, which was a reception center or detention camp for Serbs, at the time. The second stop was near Banja Luka, near Karanovac...

When we stopped for the third time, Dado Mrdja approached me and said we should rob the people. He said we should give them bags. I threw a bag in the bus, but I did not collect it until our last stop. In the end Mrdja took it. He became furious, and he was known for that, because there was not much in that bag.

We arrived at the last stop when the rest of the convoy was already far ahead. On my right-hand side I saw two buses and men standing there. We stopped. Mrdja came. He took me out and took the bag containing money. Then he took the men from the bus, saying: "You, you, you"

I felt something was wrong. Men had never been separated from others before. They did not mention this on our way to this location.

Mrdja told me to stay there, asking the driver to move on. Then I noticed Paras, Mrdja, Zec, Knezevic, Babic, Stojnic, Zecevic and Skrbic standing next to those buses. I also remember seeing Djuric. He came at the last minute.

They started loading those poor people onto the buses. They told them they would be exchanged, but it was clear that no exchange would take place. They took away their belongings. My instinct told me that those men would not survive.

About 70 or 80 people entered each of the buses. They sat there next to each other, looking down. We moved on. We drove for about 15 minutes before reaching the location called Koricanske stijene. The first bus stopped first. Mrdja and Paras had a brief talk. All the people got off the buses. They were ordered to stand in two columns by the cliffs. The columns were perhaps 40 meters long.

Then I saw the entire column and it was clear to me what was going to happen. Zeljko Bulic and Sasa Zecevic were standing down there, while Paras was standing up there next to the cliffs. Me and Mrdja stood next to the bus, while Ljepoja and Babic were moving around.

I started quarreling with Mrdja, because I knew those people would be shot. I refused to do that. He told me, if I did not want to shoot, to put away my rifle and join those men. I knew this was a serious threat. I cared about my life.

When they were ordered to stand on the other side, by the edge of the road, it was an incredible scene. People in the first column had to kneel down... This is indescribable... They started pushing each other, the shooting started...and then they jump...this is indescribable...

The shooting lasted for a short time, 10 or 15 minutes, because people were jumping down. The terrain was covered with sharp cliffs, so one could hardly survive the fall. I fired a few bullets, but not all I had. I was moving on the side in order not to shoot members of the Emergency Interventions Squad. I did not use the reserve load of ammunition. There was no need... People were disappearing...

I did not shoot at the people down in the hole. I did not even look down. Mrdja said: "There are so many people and none of them attacked us." It was not organized. Had they attacked us they could have disarmed us. This was a big shock to me.

Mrdja ordered me to go down and check whether anyone had survived. I guess he was still angry because I had opposed him. So I went down to the bottom of the hole. I heard moaning. When a body hits the cliff it gets halved and the man breaks...

I saw broken people down there. I even recognized one of them. It was this boy named Susic. He was perhaps 20 or 21 years old. He begged me to kill him, but I could not do it. I just gave him a revolver to kill himself and I left...

There were older people down there as well. Most of them were between 40 and 60 years old. This was a creepy scene, much blood, bowels...

When I returned, they were angry with me for having left the revolver with the young man. I saw the two buses waiting for us to take us back. On our way back we stopped by the fast food in Knezevo. Then I saw this police VW Golf again and I saw Dule Jankovic.

... They discussed who had taken the largest amount of money and Zec said he had thrown one bomb down. I was shocked. It all seemed so weird to me. I think that Mrdja disappointed me a lot, because, when I asked him if there was any money for me, he said I should have done some work in order to be paid.

Upon our return Simo Drljaca came and yelled at us. He was very brusque. He personally addressed some of us, like Mrdja and Paras. He said that the whole thing was taken to a higher level, that Stojan Zupljanin was coming from Banja Luka, that they would send a group of special policemen to kill us...

None of us was rewarded, but we were reprimanded. We fled because we were afraid. All members of the Emergency Interventions Squad absconded to Mrdja's summer house, far away from the town. We stayed there for a couple of days waiting for the situation to calm down.

They informed us that everything was OK and no action would be taken against us. Then we came back. We attended negotiations with Drljaca. He said that we would be sent to a battlefield in Han Pijesak. This was our punishment... We were told that we would clean the location on August 27 or 28. Both Emergency Interventions Squads went there. There was a lifter, an ambulance, a doctor and a technician. We were given protective shots.

It was impossible to work down there. I remember we struggled a lot to lift four bodies from the hole. However, the lifter got broken and we could not do anything else. We stayed there for one night. It was horrible.

I would like to express my sincere remorse and sorrow for what happened. Being a member of another ethnic group, it was very difficult to live in Prijedor in 1992. I signed a statement confirming my loyalty in order to save my family.

I am truly sorry for all victims and families who lost their dearest ones."

Darko Mrdja admitted guilt before the Hague Tribunal. He was sentenced to 17 years in prison. Miroslav Paras died in the meantime. Simo Drljaca, former Chief of the Public Safety Station in Prijedor, was killed during the course of his arrest in 1997. Stojan Zupljanin, former Chief of the Regional Safety Services Center in Banja Luka and Advisor to the Republika Srpska President for internal affairs, is at The Hague awaiting trial.

The trial of nine indictees charged with participation in the shooting of about 200 civilians at Koricanske stijene is underway before the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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