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The role of dark commemorative and sport events in
peaceful coexsitence in the Western Balkans

Metod �Suligoja and James Kennellb

aFaculty of Tourism Studies – Turistica, University of Primorska, Portoro�z/Portorose, Slovenia; bFaculty of
Business, Department of Marketing, Events and Tourism, University of Greenwich, London, UK

ABSTRACT
In order to analyse the ways in which problematic ethno-national
behaviour at dark events in the Western Balkans undermines the transi-
tion from conflict, to post conflict and then peaceful societies, this
research employed a sociological discourse analysis to critique the role
dark events play in post-conflict tourism development and peaceful
coexistence. Accordingly, by combining previous analyses of dark com-
memorative events with a new analysis of sport events, this research
explains the relationship between event tourism and 16th Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) focused on peace, justice and strong institu-
tions. This media-based analysis shows that dark commemorative and
sport events share similar historical contexts, dissonant heritage and the
dark leisure practices of attendees. These dark events attract tourism
flows across national boundaries in the region, as well as including
more widely dispersed diasporas, and international media and politi-
cians. The prevalence of dark events in the region, which feature
strongly in tourism flows, require significant attention in order to pro-
mote sustainable development. The findings of this research can be
used to develop future research into the relationship between dark
events and SDG16, using methods that build on this exploratory study
and the new model of dark events that it provides.
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Introduction

The United Nations have set out 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) intended to “end pov-
erty, protect the planet and improve the lives and prospects of everyone, everywhere” (United
Nations, 2015a). This research focuses on the relationship between event tourism and SDG16,
“Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions” in the post-conflict, post-Yugoslav states of the Western
Balkans (Figure 1; hereinafter Western Balkans). There have been several attempts to analyse the
contribution that tourism makes to the SDGs, including in the areas of poverty (Folarin &
Adeniyi, 2020), climate change (Dick-Forde et al., 2020), partnerships for development (Nguyen
et al., 2019) and gender (Alarc�on & Cole, 2019). Tourism is frequently mentioned in the preamble
to the SDGs and in the detail of some of them, but it is not explicitly acknowledged in SDG16.

Many international organisations, including the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) and
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the European Commission have identified tourism as an instrument of peace. However, in the
Western Balkans, tourism involving the commemoration of conflict has contributed to increasing
regional tensions (Naef & Ploner, 2016), notwithstanding its economic benefits. In the Western
Balkans, tourism’s contribution to GDP ranges from more than 20% in the very tourism-depend-
ent states of Croatia and Montenegro, to less than 10% in others that are less so (Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2016).

Tourism offers opportunities to war-torn inland areas that are in the shadow of regionally dom-
inant coastal destinations, and it is important to consider how tourism can contribute to SDG16 in
this region. This study responds to Farmaki’s (2017) call for research to consider the types of tour-
ism that are appropriate for peace-building, the types of peace that tourism can and does contrib-
ute to and, to what extent local post-conflict situations condition these relationships. Previous
research has highlighted the potential of special interest tourism to contribute to peace in general
(Blanchard & Higgins-Desbiolles, 2013) and to peace specifically in the Western Balkans (Causevic &
Lynch, 2013; Naef & Ploner, 2016) but this exploratory research is the first to analyse the role of
event tourism. Commemorative events in the Western Balkans with tourist audiences play divisive
roles within communities, due to their links to recent conflicts, and this has been explored from a
dark events perspective (Kennell et al., 2018). This research additionally argues that sport events
can be analysed as a type of dark events, linked to the tragic past through dissonant heritage
(-Dord-evi�c, 2019; Lali�c & Biti, 2008; Mills, 2012; Ramshaw & Gammon, 2015, 2017).

Previous research into the relationship between sport events and peace has frequently focused
on their sporting aspects, emphasising the “universally understood language” of sport (Schulenkorf
& Edwards, 2010, p. 102), or the role of sport organisations and federations (Peachey & Burton,
2016), and rarely considering their links to tourism. This research employs a sociological discourse
analysis of regional media, using insights from dark tourism and dark leisure to analyse sport
events alongside commemorative events, showing commonalities between them from a dark
events perspective. This extends previous conceptualisations (Frost & Laing, 2013; Laing & Frost,
2016, Kennell et al., 2018) of dark events to further develop this emerging field of enquiry.

Despite the emergence of a substantial literature on tourism and peace, and the well-
researched phenomenon of event tourism, the role that events can play in the development of
sustainable peace has received little attention (Moufakkir & Kelly, 2013). In the Western Balkans,
commemorative and sport events that are promoted for cross-border and international tourist
consumption, and for both diasporic and non-diasporic communities, frequently feature behav-
iours and discourses that exceed the moral boundary-crossing and taboos attributed to dark
tourism. These events are, in their extreme, accompanied by dangerous, criminal or violent acts
(Bryant, 2011; Kennell et al., 2018; Stone & Sharpley, 2013). The aim of this research is to explore
the role of these dark events in post-conflict tourism development in the Western Balkans, in the
context of SDG16 and its aspirations for the peaceful coexistence of societies.

Literature review

The Western Balkans as a post-conflict destination

Although the relationship between tourism and peace has been the subject of academic and
practitioner debate (Farmaki, 2017; Litvin, 1998), there is a little consensus on the directionality
of this relationship. Does an increase in tourism help to promote peace, or is peace a necessary
condition for the development of tourism? Advocates of the first position claim that contact
between people from different cultures, societies and nations will lead to mutual understanding,
helping to reduce the likelihood of conflict breaking out in the future (Durko & Petrick, 2016;
Kim et al., 2007). The counter-argument is that this contact is not possible unless there is a
peaceful situation in a destination and that, without peace, it is not possible to develop or grow
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tourism (Pratt & Liu, 2016). From this perspective, tourism is “simply the beneficiary of peace”
and not its cause (Litvin, 1998, p. 63).

Research into the sustainable development of tourism in post-conflict areas including Bosnia-
Herzegovina (Causevic & Lynch, 2013), Rwanda (Maekawa et al., 2013) and Colombia (Mosquera-
Laverde et al., 2019), indicates the importance of understanding local contexts. Previous research
has examined the relationship between tourism and peace in the post-conflict Western Balkans
(Causevic & Lynch, 2013; Goulding & Domic, 2009; Naef & Ploner, 2016), where processes of the
normalization of ethnic relations have not been linear, especially in multi-ethnic areas where
national and political elites foster divisions and antagonism. The development of tourism in
these contexts, which include sites linked to recent conflicts, requires careful stakeholder engage-
ment (McDowell, 2008), to ensure that these “dark” tourism offers contribute to sustainable
development.

The Balkan peninsula has been the focus of many conflicts, and the twentieth century saw a
series of wars that had their roots or major battles in the territories of the former state of
Yugoslavia (Mujanovic, 2018). The First World War (WWI) began with the assassination of the
Archduke Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, the capital of what is now Bosnia-Herzegovina. During the
Second World War (WWII), most of the territory of the Balkan peninsula was either occupied by,
or aligned with, Nazi Germany (Glenny, 2012). Domestic quisling forces fought against “Partisans”
led by communists in an anti-fascist coalition. After intense fighting for national liberation, the
violence of a socialist revolution followed.

In the 1990s, the states of the former Yugoslavia were involved in the largest military conflict
in Europe since the end of WWII (�Suligoj, 2016). This was accompanied by concentration camps
and mass graves, indicating the scale of ethnic cleansing and atrocities that took place, which
were brought to an end through the Dayton Peace Accords (U.S. Department of State, 1995). A
later conflict took place between Serbia and forces of the independence struggle of Kosovo.1

The Yugoslav wars ended in 2001 after a civil war between Macedonians and Albanians in the
contemporary Republic of North Macedonia. However, the core of all these historical conflicts

Figure 1. Map of the post-Yugoslav Western-Balkan states included in the analysis.
Source: d-maps (n.d.) and authors’ elaboration
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was in the post-Yugoslav states presented in Figure 1, which are the focus of this research. The
relationship between tourism and the legacies of these conflicts is the focus of the follow-
ing section.

Tourism and sustainable development in the Western Balkans

Despite a growing acceptance that sustainability should be central to the development of tour-
ism, tourism development seems less sustainable than ever (Hall, 2019). Research in this field is
dominated by a relatively narrow range of topics which frequently do not engage with the
socio-political context of sustainability, which is essential for more critical scholarship to develop
(Boluk et al., 2019). Research into tourism development in the Western Balkans often considers
the “peace dividend” (Butler & Baum, 1999) in post-conflict areas. This mirrors research that has
taken place in destinations as diverse as Northern Ireland (Leslie, 1996), Sri Lanka (Fernando
et al., 2013) and the Philippines (Schiavo-Campo & Judd, 2005), as well as central and eastern
Europe (Silvkova & Bucher, 2017).

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Western Balkan states with coastal areas were the first to
see the peace dividend, using tourism for diversification following their recent conflicts (Vitic &
Ringer, 2008). The transition from planned to market economies in these states created new con-
ditions for economic diversification through tourism (Kne�zevi�c et al., 2020; Mulec & Wise, 2013).
Across all of the states of the former Yugoslavia, tourism has seen significant growth in the past
two decades, notwithstanding significant problems related to its sustainable development
(Bu�car, 2017). Croatia has experienced the fastest and most significant growth in international
arrivals, due to its coastal tourism offering, although niche tourism elsewhere is also expanding.
For example, Serbia has experienced annual arrivals growth rates of more than ten percent since
2017 (SORS, 2020).

Dark tourism in post-conflict areas

Dark tourism involves “encountering spaces of death or calamity that have political or historical
significance, and that continue to impact upon the living” (Stone, 2016, p. 23). Post-conflict desti-
nations provide resources on which dark tourism can be built (Zhang, 2017). Contestation over
post-conflict tourism resources, however, means that the selection of sites for development can
exacerbate or create inequalities and lead to concentrations of wealth (Winter, 2008).

The choices of whether to develop dark tourism in post-conflict destinations are often made
by public authorities, due to their politicized and sensitive nature (Light, 2017). Dark tourism sites
are often the focus of nation-building projects, due to the role of places of conflict, death and
suffering in national narratives (Nora, 1989; Slade, 2003). Where territory is disputed, or conflict-
ing post-conflict narratives exist, tourism has been identified as problematic for peace, as its
commodifies and preserves difficult heritage, including in the Western Balkans (Kamber et al.,
2016; Pavlakovi�c & Perak, 2017; �Se�si�c Dragi�cevi�c & Mijatovi�c Roga�c, 2014). However, the role that
events play in the relationship between tourism and peace has received only limited attention in
the literature (Moufakkir & Kelly, 2013; Skoll & Korstanje, 2014). Consequently, we now turn to
examining the role of commemorative and sport events in post-conflict areas, to shed light on
this topic.

Dark commemorative events in post-conflict areas

Commemoration establishes and fixes in the public sphere the “correct” representations of
events deemed significant for particular groups (Jedlowski, 2002). Sites where this take place
become “lieu du memoire” (Nora, 1984, 1989); a metaphor for the spatial, material, narrative and
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non-narrative foundations of memory. �Suligoj (2016) notes, in the case of Croatia, that these are
related to national memory and identity. They cannot be unproblematically introduced into dark
tourism (Ashworth & Hartmann, 2005; Ashworth & Isaac, 2015).

A number of authors have used the term “dark events” to refer to commemorative events
that are associated with death, disaster and suffering (Kennell et al., 2018; Laing & Frost, 2016;
�Suligoj, 2019). Within leisure studies, the word dark has been associated with practices that
involve deviance from social norms, or to denote associations with illegal or controversial subcul-
tures (Blackshaw, 2018; Spracklen & Spracklen, 2012). Commemorations can also have their own
dark sides (e.g. politization, manipulation, nationalism), which place them within a dark leisure
framework as previously explained by Stone and Sharpley (2013), Kennell et al. (2018) and Bryant
(2011), undermining contributions that they could make to SDG16. Typically, these events are
associated with war, conflict or trauma and linked to ideas such as remembrance and education,
as well as to political interventions and post-conflict development (Frew & White, 2015; Sather-
Wagstaff, 2011). Although they often become tourist attractions, these events should be
considered on their own terms as specific types of events, with specific management and repre-
sentational challenges (Frew, 2012; Frost & Laing, 2013; Kennell et al., 2018). Although events
can contribute to peace through bringing together divided groups for dialogue (Moufakkir &
Kelly, 2013), this can be problematic in post-conflict contexts, where the coming together of vic-
tims and perpetrators, and of communities with competing claims on justice, can lead to volatile
and unpredictable situations due to “non-negotiable discrepancies” (Skoll & Korstanje, 2014, p.
100) between the values of participants.

Dark sport events in post conflict areas

Dark events research has not previously considered non-commemorative events. In many states,
sport events are politicized occasions, involving associations between teams and political parties,
or the use of sport events as platforms for political or nationalist messages (Bairner, 2008;
Hodges & Brentin, 2018). Sport events also have a social function and form part of narratives
about identity and belonging, mediated through the collective memory of significant matches
and occasions (Healey, 1991; King, 2016), as well as the symbolism of specific teams, venues and
individuals (Bairner, 2008; Ramshaw & Gammon, 2005). Research into the relationship between
sport events and peace has often taken place in the “sport for development and peace” field
(Peachy & Burton, 2016). This has emphasised the positive contribution to peace from sport par-
ticipation, especially by young people (Clarke et al., 2021) and is frequently based on projects
that have explicit peace-building roles (Schulenkorf & Sugden, 2011). In the Western Balkan con-
text, many sport events occur outside of the scope of this previous research. Despite its recent
history of conflict, the region is well-integrated into international competition networks, in mul-
tiple sports. The Western Balkans hosts significant sport tourism events including international
matches in football, tennis, handball and basketball, which attract international sports tourist
audiences. Notwithstanding this apparent integration, sport events in the region with tourist
audiences are frequently marked by deviant behaviour.

Sport event research in transition economies remains sparse (Hodges & Brentin, 2018), but
the relationship between sport and the dissolution of Yugoslavia has been the topic of numer-
ous studies, with a focus on the emergence of ethnic nationalisms in the 1990s (-Dord-evi�c, 2019;
Lali�c & Biti, 2008; Mills, 2012). In the Western Balkans, sport associations continue to be heavily
politicized (Karadzoski & Siljanoska, 2011) and many sport events are notable for their hooligan
violence involving ethno-national displays (Mills, 2012; Misic, 2012; Vejnovi�c, 2014). Violent sport
hooliganism is a common feature of football matches internationally, with some notable hooli-
gan groups hailing from this region. However, unlike in most other destinations, hooligan vio-
lence is not confined to football matches, and is a feature of many sport events. Although a
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“sport for development and peace” movement exists in some areas (Giulianotti et al., 2017), and
despite the popular perception that sport offers the potential for diffusing or releasing inter-state
tension – that it is “war without the bullets” (Orwell, 1945: 10, cited in Beck, 2013: 73), the dom-
inant regional discourses surrounding sport events, are of discord and nationalism, with repeated
references to conflicts, such as the ongoing struggle over the recognition of Kosovo (Brentin &
Tregoures, 2016). Wood (2013) and Lali�c and Biti (2008) summarize some of the deviant behav-
iours of fans in this region, which can best be understood from the perspective of dark leisure
(Spracklen, 2013), which is manifested in its extreme form as hooligan violence.

Decades of violence at sport events in the region, against a nationalist background and inter-
twined with corruption and organized crime, are harmful to post-conflict societies (Lali�c & Biti,
2008; Mills, 2012). These events become sites for manipulating history, but also for the creation
of new national narratives (Mills, 2012), that are almost always related to previous conflicts
(Vejnovi�c, 2014). The informal, dark leisure practices connected to recent conflicts position these
events outside of previous analyses of sport heritage and sport as heritage, which have tended
to concentrate on aspects of nostalgia (Ramshaw & Gammon, 2005), cultural heritage (Hinch &
Ramshaw, 2014), or the formal ways in which sport events contribute to commemoration (King,
2016). Research into sport heritage is still relatively underdeveloped (Ramshaw & Gammon, 2015)
and the emergence of a critical sport heritage field involves an increasing engagement with dis-
sonance and intangible heritage (Pinson, 2017; Ramshaw & Gammon, 2017), but has not focused
on its associated tourism.

Sport events are drivers of tourism and this is one of the fastest growing sectors of the indus-
try (Higham, 2018; UNWTO, 2020). Although sport tourism is well researched (Hinch & Higham,
2001; Lesjak, 2018), the dark sides of this type of tourism are frequently overlooked and mostly
considered only as aspects of safety and security (Peri�c, 2018). Links between the dark aspects of
these events and sport tourism through media reporting should not be overlooked; journalists
inside and outside of the region produce a number of articles on regional sport hooliganism and
violence every year.

This research extends previous conceptualisations of dark events to include these sport events
in the Western Balkans, due to their specific post-conflict context, in order to consider how dark
event tourism contributes to SDG16. In the following section, we set out our methodological
approach to analysing dark commemorative and sport events.

Method

The media represent current events to diverse audiences (Abazi & Doja, 2017) and influence
popular perceptions of tourist destinations (Volcic et al., 2014). Accordingly, the media has
become an important source of information for tourism researchers (Li et al., 2018). The media
also play an important role in raising awareness about the SDGs (Nishimura & Shimbun, 2020).
Research into the relationship between the media and sustainable tourism has tended to focus
on the influence of the media on the behaviours of visitors, and also on the promotion of certain
destinations as more or less sustainable to visit (Pasquinelli & Trufino, 2020). However, the rela-
tionship between dark tourism, events and sustainable development has not been previously
considered. This exploratory research analyses dark events, using a sociological discourse analysis
(SDA) of media reports to gain deeper insights into this issue in the Western Balkans.

Discourse defines experiences and constructs shared realities. In turn, discourse is shaped by
its social context (Jaworski & Pritchard, 2005) and analysing this enables qualitative research to
engage with the complex social structures of tourism development. Discourse analysis is increas-
ingly prevalent in the tourism literature (Qian et al., 2018) as a method for dealing with large
amounts of textual data, including written documents and the photographs, brochures and web-
sites that proliferate in tourism (Hannam & Knox, 2005; Li et al., 2018). There is a lack of
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consensus on what is meant by discourse analysis across different disciplines, with approaches
varying from the analysis of individual conversations to the analysis of complex social systems
(Jaworski & Pritchard, 2005).

In this research SDA was used, which relies on sociological theories and concepts and “allows
us to understand social intersubjectivity because discourses contain it and because social inter-
subjectivity is produced through discursive practices” (Ruiz, 2009, p. 11). Gee (2014) places this
approach to discourse analysis within the umbrella categorization of critical discourse analysis,
rather than with the more linguistic forms of discourse analysis that focus more descriptively on
the use of language and its meaning.

For SDA, Ruiz (2009) suggests three levels of analysis carried out simultaneously: a textual
level (discourse characterization), a contextual level (understanding of discourse) and an inter-
pretive level (explanation of the discourse). Li et al. (2018) employed a similar tripartite model
for their analysis of media texts in tourism, spitting their analysis into textual description, process
interpretation and social explanation. Gee (2014) used six steps of analysis that help to analyse
the significance, practices, identities, relationships, politics and connections inherent in discourse,
which has been widely applied in other fields. Gee’s method, however, is more suited for the
analysis of dynamic discourse with multiple participants, rather than for single authored media
texts. This research employed Ruiz’s three stages of analysis, which are well aligned with Qian
et al. (2018) explanation of the dominant approaches taken to critical discourse in tour-
ism research.

To collect the data for analysis, it was necessary to prepare a corpus of news media texts
(Schweinsberg et al., 2017) to be analysed, which served as the sample for this research, follow-
ing the previous practice of Wise and Mulec (2012) similar study. Searches for news stories were
run in Google with a focus on the Western Balkans, using search terms in the main south Slavic
languages: Croatian, Serbian, Montenegrin and Bosnian, and covering the period from June
2010–June 2020. This was the first decade without armed conflict and so offered the opportunity
to analyse the post-conflict period, which was accompanied by the rise of online news media
(Stojarov�a, 2020). Search terms were developed by generating keywords from the literature
review and background research in the region. Table 1 shows a selection of keywords and
results, to indicate the volume of news stories related to dark events in the period under study.
Subsequently the “Customised date range” and “Sorted by relevance” Google tools (see Segev,
2010) were used for initial screening by headline. News reports produced by this search that did
not focus solely on the Western Balkans or which covered non relevant events were excluded.

We identified a heterogeneous list of 150 articles; all of which were then read for deeper ana-
lysis. Articles focusing on other geographical areas, duplicate articles, articles with a focus on
solely the sporting aspects of an event (technical and match reports), advertisements, paid posts
and similar were excluded. Selected articles were then manually segmented using a matrix,
where the criteria were “Country of publisher” and ‘Conflict.” For sport events, the level of com-
petition was also used to select articles for analysis, with only national and international levels of
competition being included for analysis as these are most clearly linked to tourism. In matrix
quadrants with multiple articles, a reduction was made to ensure representativeness in a

Table 1. Key words and news results.

Search term News results

Fan violence 20,000
Fight between fans 8,660
Violence at sport event 21,100
Commemorations of the Homeland war 20,600
Anniversary of Operation Storm 62,400
Anniversary of WWI 19,900
Anniversary of WWII 22,100
Commemoration of Anti-fascists 4,620
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purposive sample for further analysis, but to ensure that the matrix preserved its temporal, sub-
stantive, media and national dispersion. Our purposeful sample is presented in Tables 2 – 5.

Following Ruiz’s (2009) method, three stages of SDA were performed on the corpus of 30
news stories. The first stage involved textual analysis, aiming to give a descriptive characterisa-
tion of the discourse. To this end, headlines of the articles are presented in tables three to six,
below. They create a representation of events, although they cannot convey broader narratives.
The second stage of contextual analysis required engagement with the deeper meanings of each
journalist’s narrative (Zandberg, 2010), therefore, entire articles were then brought within the
analysis. Counterfactual analysis (Mahoney & Barrenechea, 2017) and sequence elaboration
(Mahoney et al., 2009), were employed to deepen the contextual analysis, which also involved a
critical comparison of our emerging findings with relevant literature reviewed for this research.
The final, interpretive stage of analysis involved drawing connections between the discourse and
its more broad social context, which in this case concerned the relationship to SDG16 and the
post-conflict environment of the Western Balkans. The following discussion section presents
these contextual and interpretive phases of the SDA.

Discussion

Contextual and interpretive analysis of dark commemorative events in the
Western Balkans

The first set of stories to be analysed in the SDA were about dark commemorative events, shown
in Table 2. Only Serbian media gave prominence to events linked to WWI. The anniversary linked
to the Sarajevo assassination that sparked WWI highlighted contemporary divisions in the
Western Balkans, as reports showed that Serbs did not want to take part in the main

Table 2. Selected articles on dark commemorative events.

No. Headlines (translated)
Conflict
context Media/State Date

1 Serbian sorrow, Croatian celebration YW B92/SR 4.08.2019
2 In the monastery of Kru�sedol, the memory

of the victims and exiles in the
‘Storm’ operation

YW Radio Televizija Srbije/SR 4.08.2019

3 Stefanovi�c: Serbia is the guarantor of
peace and stability

W1 Danas/SR 11.11.2018

4 Here is how the media in Serbia covered
the anniversary of the Storm

YW Ve�cernji list/CR 4.8.2018

5 Anniversary of the breakthrough from
Jasenovac – official commemoration

W2 Hrvatska radiotelevizija/CR 22.04.2018

6 President’s envoy booed at Jazovka
commemoration. When he mentioned
that ‘the president continues
Tudjman’s policy of reconciliation’
insults started

RV Jutarnji list/CR 22.06.2018

7 Commemoration in D. Gradina – Dodik:
If we had Srpska on the 41st, this
would not have happened

W2 Radio Televizija Republike Srpske/BH 23.04.2017

8 Memory column: certainly 100 thousand
people in Vukovar, Grabar-Kitarovi�c was
walking with a ‘girl in a blue coat’

YW Ve�cernji list/CR 18.11.2016

9 Srebrenica incident: Serbian prime minister
hit in the face with a stone

YW RTV BN/BH 11.7.2015

10 Vujanovi�c tomorrow in Sarajevo on the
100th anniversary of the WWI

W1 Vijesti online/MN 27.06.2014

Key: BH – Bosnia-Herzegovina; CR – Croatia; KO – Kosovo, MN – Montenegro; SR – Serbia; W1 – WWI; W2 – Fascism and
WWII; RV – Post-WWII revolutionary violence; YW – The Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s; OT – other disputes and conflicts in the
20th century and beyond.
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international dark event in Sarjevo (10). An alternative commemorative event organised by Serbs
had a notable military presence (3). Politicians and ambassadors participated, peace and cooper-
ation were highlighted, the heroism of Serbians was proclaimed, yet other Western Balkan
nations were excluded, illustrating the difficulties of integrating these international events into
sustainable tourism development for peace.

The achievement of SDG16 in the region is also undermined by events related to WWII and
the later socialist revolution. Because of the legacies of both resistance and collaboration, the
Western Balkans are internally and externally divided, which is reflected in their memorial practi-
ces. This division is seen in the politicization of the anniversary of the liberation of the Jasenovac
concentration camp (Pavlakovi�c & Perak, 2017), where three different dark events were organ-
ized. There was an official state commemoration organized by the centre-right government, a
commemoration of Serbs and WWII veterans, and another for the Jewish community. The
Croatian president also visited the memorial park separately (5).

A similar example of division ( previously highlighted by �Se�si�c Dragi�cevi�c & Mijatovi�c Roga�c,
2014; Pavlakovi�c & Perak, 2017) is shown by far-right commemorations at the Jazovka pit (6), a
site of post-WWII mass executions, which is a “mirror image” of anti-fascist commemorations in
Brezovica forest. A journalist reports that the reconciliatory words of the Croatian president’s
envoy (… “The President of the Republic under the name of unity continues Tud-man’s policy of rec-
onciliation… it is obvious how difficult it is to build unity, … . we must therefore make additional
efforts to strengthen unity on what is historically unquestionable, and that is the idea of statehood
… .”) were booed. Many criticisms of the communist regime and anti-fascists were shared, such
as, “There, those who call themselves anti-fascists, with all the state honours, orgy over the bones of
thousands of killed Croats … ”.

Also based on WWII, is a dark event at the former execution site of Donja Gradina in Bosnia,
where the victims of the Croatian Ustasha regime are remembered (7). A journalist explains that
it is: “ … the largest execution site from WWII on the territory of the former Yugoslavia, because
700,000 victims of the Ustasha crime died in it”; it was also reported that, during this event, the
leader of the Republika Srpska entity in Bosnia proclaimed about Serbian forces that “If they
went outside Serbia, to some other areas, then they brought freedom to others.” This perspective
resonates with memories of conflicts in the 1990s, marked by Serbian expansionism (and factual
inaccuracy). Regional politicians, ambassadors, representatives of Roma and Jews, anti-fascists
and the armed forces participated in the commemoration organized by governments of Serbia
and the Republika Srpska entity. In the programs, which also included a religious ritual, historical
facts were presented markedly differently than in (5). The nationalism of these events, and their
politicization, mark them as dark events in a dark leisure and dark tourism context (Bryant, 2011;
Kennell et al., 2018; Stone & Sharpley, 2013).

Table 3. Selected articles on dark commemorative events outside the region.

No. Headlines (translated)
Conflict
context Media/State Date

11 Croatia appalled by Tajani’s statements – an
explanation is sought

RV Hrvatska radiotelevizija/CR 11.02.2019

12 Commemoration in Bleiburg, one incident RV Hrvatska radiotelevizija/CR 18.05.2019
13 Commemoration for thousands of Istrians in

the former Ri�zarna: torture in the death
camp in the centre of Trieste,

W2 Glas Istre/CR 27.11.2018

14 Commemoration in Bleiburg: never more
police and never fewer participants

RV RTL/CR 12.05.2018

15 Thousands of people at the ceremony in
Maribor. Croatian and Slovenian state
leaders at the funeral of the victims
from Huda jama

RV Jutarnji list/CR 27.10.2016

See Table 2 for legend.
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The wars in the 1990s saw the collapse of the Yugoslav idea of “brotherhood and unity,”
whilst at the same time democratizing society and introducing new memorial practices
(Pavlakovi�c & Perak, 2017). The tragedies of Vukovar and Srebrenica, have attained the status of
national myths for Croats and Bosniaks (Naef & Ploner, 2016), and have become the focus of
commemorative events. The 20th anniversary event of the Srebrenica massacre, which attracted
local and international participants, world leaders and international organizations, was overshad-
owed by a violent attack on the Serbian Prime Minister by angry Bosniaks (9). The Prime
Minister’s entourage told the media that “It was very uncomfortable, they were throwing stones,
shoes, whatever they could get,” … “They threw stones at his face and broke his glasses, shouting
‘Allahu akbar’” and “Chetnik, go home!”. indicating the interconnectedness of different 20th cen-
tury conflicts through mention of WWII belligerents in the protests.

Commemorations in Vukovar, in contrast, have not yet seen similar violent acts. At the 25th
anniversary, the Minister of Croatian Veterans said that … “with the arrival of almost 100,000
people today in Vukovar to pay their respects and tribute to its victims, a message was once again
sent that 25 years after the crime, the courage and resistance of Vukovar remain in the collective
consciousness of the Croatian people.” (8). However, expressions of anti-Serbian rhetoric have fre-
quently occurred at such events (Goulding & Domic, 2009; �Suligoj, 2016). Similarly, the commem-
oration of 1995s Operation Storm in August each year has special meaning for Croatians and
Serbs, but their perspectives are contradictory: Croatians celebrate victory, pride and patriotism,
while for Serbs it is a day of sorrow, a symbol of exodus, and linked in the media to Ustashaism
(1, 2, 4). Media reporting on these events and the participation in them by large numbers of tou-
rists place these events in a dark tourism and dark leisure context (Kennell et al., 2018) that are
not compatible with the achievement of SDG16 in the region, due to their role in perpetuating
divisions in this post-conflict context.

One of the peculiarities of Western Balkan commemorations is that events are organized out-
side of the contemporary borders of the region, a sample of which are shown in table 3. Italian
Remembrance Day commemorates post-WWII executions and the “exodus” of the Italian commu-
nity of the Eastern Adriatic. This takes place at the monument at Basovizza/Bazovica near Trieste,
Italy (11), where the then Italian President of the European Parliament provocatively exclaimed
“Long live Trieste, long live Italian Istria, long live Italian Dalmatia”. This provokes Slavs of the
Eastern Adriatic through accusations of the post-WWII persecution and massacre of Italians, while
20th century Italian imperialism and Fascism are ignored (Hrobat Virloget, 2015). Less controversial,
and generally calmer, according to regional media, are events at the Risiera di San Sabba/Ri�zarna,
a former Nazi camp in Trieste, where anti-fascists were imprisoned and murdered (13). These
events are less subject to co-option by Italian extremists, as Italians were also amongst the victims.

Events 12, 14 and 15 relate to the post-WWII massacres of fleeing enemy soldiers, enemies of
the new regime, and of civilians in Austria and Slovenia (Geiger, 2010). A symbolic funeral event
was held in Maribor (15), where Slovenian and Croatian political leaders and visitors from both
stateses participated, and which took place peacefully. However, a related event in Pliberk/
Bleiburg (12, 14) in Austria appears much more problematic. According to the Croatian organiz-
ers, it is a peaceful mass event, but it is under strict police control and banned Ustasha iconog-
raphy and symbols have been prominent at the event (Pavlakovi�c et al., 2018). In 2018, “about
11,000 people arrived on the Bleiberg field to pay their respects to the fallen civilians and soldiers of
the pro-Nazi Independent State of Croatia” (14). The contemporary cross-border dark tourism
dimension of these events is related to the dynamic history of the Upper Adriatic and Central
Europe, which remains characterised by conflicts, disputed borders, ideological differences, dis-
sonant heritage and dark leisure. Media discourses, which are also relevant from the SDG per-
spective (Nishimura & Shimbun, 2020), on these events clearly demonstrate that commemorative
events mostly exacerbate these tensions, presenting barriers to the implementation of SDG16
(United Nations, 2015a, 2015b). This consequently indicates that weak national institutions (Goals
SDG 16.6 and 16.A) do not effectively enforce the rule of law (Goals SDG16.3 and 16.B)
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sufficiently and thus do not effectively mitigate the above-mentioned violence (Goal SDG16.1)
which is endemic to these events.

Contextual and interpretive analysis of dark sport events in the Western Balkans

Table 4 firstly shows dark sport events within the sample that feature football matches, the most
frequently reported sport events in the region, and the most problematic in terms of SDG16,
due to the high incidence of ethno-nationalist fan violence and controversies involving domestic
and international fans (Blackshaw & Crabbe, 2004; Bodin et al., 2007; Lali�c & Biti, 2008; Mills,
2012; Misic, 2012; Vejnovi�c, 2014; Vrcan, 2003; Wood, 2013). Aside from verbal and physical vio-
lence, the most frequently reported deviant behaviour at these events are expressions of nation-
alism, such as those of visiting fans at the Rijeka stadium, Croatia (19). Shouts were heard of
“Miserable Rijeka, you are full of Serbs, don’t worry, Rijeka has more willows” (alluding to a slogan
from the Ustasha period of “Serbs on willows”); “We Croats do not drink wine, only the blood of
Chetniks from Knin”; “Kill, kill the Serb”. Nationalism is also evident in other reports, i.e. 16� 21
and 25. They in some cases involve coalitions between different international groups of fans
expressing intolerance against another state in the region. For example, in report 16, Kosovan
and English fans act against the Serbs. In Pilsen “… Czech supporters sang ‘Kosovo is Serbia’ and
‘Serbia, Serbia’ in front of the hotel where Kosovo football players are accommodated. They also
carried slogans with the flag of Serbia and the famous inscription ‘No surrender’.” Some were
arrested for rioting (17). In report 22, Bosnian Serb and Russian fans act against Montenegrins,
which escalated at the match into violence, chaos and destruction; a reporter perceived this as
“the end of football as a civilized sport in Montenegro, at least for some time.”

During these events, many problematic symbols are reported as displayed by fans to provoke
their opponents, glorify historical events or proclaim their own identity: the double-headed eagle
of Albania (16 and 25), symbols of Ustasha violence against Serbs (18), the flag of the wartime
proto-state of Herzeg-Bosnia (20) and swastikas (23, 24). These symbolic manifestations of nation-
alism show how contemporary violence at sport events takes place in specific post-conflict con-
texts (Vrcan, 2003), involving narratives of former domestic belligerent groups such as Partisans,
Chetniks and Ustashe, whose activities during WWII continue to be the source of contemporary

Table 4. Selected articles on dark sport event that feature football events.

No. Headlines (translated)
Conflict
context Media/State Date

16 Journalist from England: Fans in Pristina insulted
Serbs, will UEFA react?

OT Kosovo online/KO 18.11.2019

17 Chaos in the Czech Republic due to the match
with Kosovo: Fights, drones, cavalry and
‘Kosovo is Serbia’

OT B92/SR 15.11.2019

18 Shame on Poljud, fans extol the Ustashas from
the song ‘Jasenovac and Gradi�ska Stara’

W2 Ve�cernji list/CR 25.2.2019

19 Insults on Rujevica derby, Armada silent in protest,
Torcida was much more active, especially in
sending vulgar messages

W2 Jutarnji list/CR 18.2.2019

20 Scandal Pod Bijelim Brijegom: The flag of
‘Herceg-Bosna’ flies by drone at a match in Mostar

YW Dnevni avaz/BH 24.10.2017

21 The Albanian Football Association: The battle is lost,
but the fight continues

OT Radio Televizija Srbije/SR 9.10.2015

22 Scandal and shame: Montenegrin fans interrupted the
match with Russia

OT Vijesti online/MN 27.03.2015

23 Swastika on the grass, the culmination of Split’s spite W2 Al Jazeera Balkans/BH 13.6.2015
24 Croatian shame has dispersed around the world:

Everyone transfer the swastika from Poljud!
W2 Gol.hr (NOVA TV)/CR 12.6.2015

25 Serbia – Albania match suspended OT Radio Televizija Srbije/SR 14.10.2014

See Table 2 for legend.
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tensions and conflicts. These violent and provocative fan behaviours are part of the “dark leisure
family” (Spracklen, 2013).

Although football-related violence is common in many states, it also features frequently in other
sport events in the Western Balkans. Table 5 shows reports on water polo (26, 28), shooting (29)
and basketball (27, 30). In report 30, for example, groups of Serbian fans cheered with national
flags, among which was one with the inscription “Vukovar” in Cyrillic, accompanied with shouts
“Kosovo is the heart of Serbia”, “Vukovar is the heart of Serbia” and “Here is Serbia,” provoking locals
and the Croatian police. Other reports show international fans damaging buildings, equipment
and vehicles (26), and attacking participants verbally and physically (30). A Serbian sport marksman
stated (29): “When we passed seven young men in the parking area, they followed us. When we got in
the car, they ran and caught up with us, they started to yell and threaten. They tried to open the doors
and get us out on the road, and then started pounding on the car. Fortunately, I managed to start the
car quickly, and after that they ran after us for another fifty meters.” A similar attack happened to
Serbian water polo players in Split (Croatia), forcing one to jump into the sea; some locals wanted
to help him, while others commented: “After all, he is a Chetnik” (28).

The commemorative and sport events analysed here involve tourist activities and interac-
tions with host communities, some of which are marred by violence outside the events (28,
29) and across the wider destination (17, 21), indicating a darker side of event tourism. Media
reports reflect the dark leisure practices associated with these events, which undermine their
potential to contribute to SDG16, despite their stimulation of tourism development in
the region.

Further discussion and implications

Media, as an important transmitter of information on deviant behaviour (Blackshaw & Crabbe,
2004; Bodin et al. (2007), show that both the content of these events, and their representations,
are existentially dependent on narratives of past conflicts. Unlike other kinds of dissonant heri-
tage which rely on locational authenticity, this research shows that the darkness of events does
not always depend on the location where historic events occurred. Previous research into dark
commemorative events has highlighted the location-specific nature of dark events (Frost &
Laing, 2013; Kennell et al., 2018), and dark tourism research typically considers experiences at
the locations of tragedy to be at the darker end of the spectrum (Stone, 2006, 2016). In the
Western Balkans, these dark events attract international tourism flows. By considering dark sport
events as a type of dark event, sustained through the mobile dark leisure practices of travelling
participants, sport fans and other bad-faith actors, this research provides a new understanding of
dark events, and of dark tourism that moves beyond locational authenticity.

This new perspective is synthesized in Figure 2. The model connects dark commemorative
events with this analysis of dark sport events. Both types of events are influenced by politics,

Table 5. Selected articles on non-football dark events.

No. Headlines (translated)
Conflict
context Media/State Date

26 25 Partizan fans arrested OT Radio Televizija Crne Gore/MN 07.03.2020
27 Budu�cnost is asking the ABA League to cancel

the final series
OT Al Jazeera Balkans/BH 24.4.2019

28 Red Star water polo players attacked in Split,
match cancelled

W2 Radio Televizija Srbije/SR 9.02.2019

29 A group of hooligans attacked Serbian athletes
in Split? ‘So how they recognized that we were
from Serbia, we didn’t have Belgrade plates!’

W2 Jutarnji list/CR 07.11.2016

30 Unusual provocation of Serbs at the European
Women’s Basketball Championship in Vukovar!

YW Ve�cernji list/CR 15.08.2013

See Table 2 for legend.
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manipulation and nationalisms (Bryant, 2011; Kennell et al., 2018; Stone & Sharpley, 2013), signifi-
cantly related to identity and belonging, (Healey, 1991; King, 2016; �Suligoj, 2016) and the sym-
bolism of participant behaviours (Bairner, 2008; Pavlakovi�c et al., 2018; Ramshaw & Gammon,
2005; Vrcan, 2003). Moreover, visitors’ deviant behaviour at dark events are in line with the “dark
leisure theory” (Spracklen, 2013). Commemorative and sports events in post-conflict tourism con-
texts differ in their form, yet share a socio-political environment and are both frequently marred
by violence and other controversies.

Consequently, the two types of dark events are shown in Figure 2 as products of the post-
conflict environment of their destinations, where the dark past has left a legacy of dissonant
heritage that that is transmitted to the events through the dark leisure practices of participants
and visitors. Our analysis shows that earlier conceptualisations of dark events, which focus on
commemorative content, can be extended to other types of events that share the same context,
but which do not intentionally make links to the dark past. By considering events in terms of
their links to dissonant heritage and the dark leisure practices of attendees, in this case in a
post-conflict tourism context where SDG16 is particularly pertinent, we propose the new model
in Figure 2 as a contribution to the dark tourism and dark events literature. This can be further
explored in future research and extended to include other forms of events in post-conflict tour-
ism contexts where dark leisure practices are prevalent.

In practical terms, event organizers, destination managers and marketers should be aware
that dark events transcend event management and sporting issues and can be related to many
historical divisions and deviations. To integrate dark events into aspirations for SDG16, Western
Balkan governments should ensure the rule of law, strong and effective institutions and, through
cross-border campaigns at all levels of societies, promote peaceful coexistence and prevention of
violence to achieve the goals of SDG16. Events can be catalysts for bridging community divides
and can form part of sustainable tourism development in this context (Moufakkir & Kelly, 2013;
Peachey & Burton, 2016), but only when event organisers can design and deliver inclusive
events. Currently, in the Western Balkans, divisive state politics manifested at commemorations,
and deviant fan behaviours at sport events mean that aspirations for peaceful coexistence in the
region are hampered by dark events.

Conclusion

Controversial dark events can be understood from the perspective of memory studies (Nora,1984,
1989), management challenges (Kennell et al., 2018) and dark leisure (Stone & Sharpley, 2013) as well
as dark tourism (Stone, 2006; Stone & Sharpley, 2013; �Suligoj, 2016, 2017). Moreover, they can be

Figure 2. Dark Commemorative and Dark Sport Events in Post-conflict Tourism Contexts, based on media analysis.
Source: authors’ elaboration.

JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE TOURISM 13



discussed in domestic as well as international tourism contexts. Although the main non-domestic tar-
get audiences for dark commemorative events come from widespread diasporas in the region (cross-
border tourism) and elsewhere (see Drnov�sek Zorko, 2020), some of the major dark commemorative
events, e.g. milestone anniversaries of the Srebrenica massacre or the Jasenovac camp, attract inter-
national elites and other visitors. More attractive to international tourists, however, are international
sport events, especially various championships, attracting the international sport tourists.

In order to analyse the contribution made by dark events to SDG16 in the Western Balkans, this
exploratory research provided an SDA of media reports of these events, sampled from across the
region. A corpus of media reports on thirty sport and commemorative events was developed in
order to develop a novel analysis, extending the scope of dark events research beyond commemo-
rations (Kennell et al., 2018; Laing & Frost, 2016; �Suligoj, 2019) to include sport events which, in
particular in this region, share dark characteristics linked to memory, politics and violence (Bairner,
2008; Brentin & Tregoures, 2016; Healy, 1991; Vejnovi�c, 2014). This research shows that dark events
of different types in the Western Balkans are part of a complex and seemingly permanent social
system of cause-and-effect relationships, where excesses of verbal/physical violence often occur,
including attacks on politicians, fans and property. The events are part of social systems character-
ised by nationalism and intolerance towards “others” in the region, supported and maintained by
senior politicians and media. Future research into the relationship between tourism and sustain-
able development in post-conflict areas should also consider the influence of dark events, and this
research provides a new model that can be used for this purpose.

Dark events can contribute to increasing polarization (Farmaki & Antoniou, 2017), and memor-
ial tensions (Naef & Ploner, 2016) or open up moral concerns (Stone, 2009; Stone & Sharpley,
2013). This article demonstrates the very limited peaceful coexistence of post-conflict commun-
ities at these events, in line with claims of Adamovi�c et al. (2017) and Banovac et al. (2014).
Ambitions of international actors to develop “Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions” (United
Nations, 2015a, 2015b) as well as hopes for sustainable tourism associated with these events are
“prisoners of the past.” Advocates of peace through tourism suggest that increased contact
between communities will lead to peace (Durko & Petrick, 2016; Kim et al., 2007), yet this
research contributes new evidence that the peaceful coexistence of post-conflict societies is a
pre-condition for sustainable tourism development, in line with the previous findings of Pratt
and Liu (2016). In the Western Balkans sustainable tourism development linked to events is more
likely to be the “beneficiary of peace” and not its cause (Litvin, 1998, p. 63).

This study followed Farmaki’s (2017) call for research into the relationships between types of
tourism and peace, in post-conflict contexts. In the Western Balkans, coastal tourism dominates
discussions of tourism development, and despite the emergence of special interest and urban
tourism in the region, this form of tourism will continue to grow. However, a desire to spread
the benefits of tourism to inland communities, and to support cross-border international tourism
in the Western Balkans, means that is important to consider how other forms of tourism can con-
tribute to sustainable development/SDG16. Tourist arrivals to the region have been increasing
dramatically, and many of the dark events analysed in this research take place in destinations
that have a general tourist appeal. At present, the dark nature of many commemorative and
sports events in the Western Balkans will make them difficult to integrate into itineraries and
products that are offered to general tourists, and destination managers and marketers should be
aware of this. For these events to support sustainable tourism development in the Western
Balkans, it will first be necessary for political and civil society communities to address the under-
lying tensions from which many of these events draw their dark character.

One of the main limitations of this research is the reliance on media reporting, which
depends on journalists’ interpretations and editorial policies; in many destinations these are also
heavily influenced by the authorities (Stojarov�a, 2020). Through developing a heterogeneous pur-
posive sample of media reports for this analysis, we tried to minimise these biases. However,
only Western Balkan media were considered, although dark events are also reported
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internationally in a way that may influence tourism to the region. We are also aware that non-
controversial events are less interesting to the media and thus have often been overlooked.
Although this research is limited by its focus on media reports of these events, future research
into dark events could take a more ethnographic approach to analyse the experiences of partici-
pants and managers, to develop a more bottom-up understanding of the issues that have been
identified through this exploratory study. In addition, further studies could use big data analytics
to take a more quantitative approach to media reporting of dark events in order to generate
alternative data from a more broad sample, now that some key issues for the analysis of these
events have been identified.
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