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‘I’m basically a historian who got into law via a
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texts like the Magna Carta, the Sermon on the
Mount – that doesn’t have any protocols but it’s
still around.’
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PREFACE

In the summer of 2002 I was mixing cement, sand, and water to make concrete to
rebuild housing destroyed in the war in the small Bosnian town of Bosanska Gradiška.
I could not have imagined at the time that the following years would be consumed with
research on housing issues in that same country. Yet, that is exactly what happened.

Writing a dissertation may in and of itself be a lonely endeavour, but I have been
very fortunate to have conducted my research in an environment that was far from
lonely. Apart from the numerous people whose insights have benefited my academic
work and which the Leiden tradition does not allow me to thank by name, my research
would never have led to the same results without the presence and help of the people
and institutions mentioned here.

The research undertaken has been generously supported by a grant of NWO, the
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research. My research stays abroad have
received additional financial support from the Leiden University Fund and the E.M.
Meijers Institute. I am very grateful for the practical support of the staff of the latter
institute, especially to Kees Waaldijk for his keen eye for the interests of Ph.D. fellows
and his wise advice and to Laura Lancée for her help in contacting foreign research
institutions. My stay in Geneva at the University Centre of International Humanitarian
Law in Geneva was made very enjoyable thanks to Lindsey Cameron and Théo
Boutruche. The same goes for the lunches with the young researchers at the Max
Planck Institute for Comparative Public Law and International Law in Heidelberg. At
both institutions, the library staff was extremely helpful in helping me to find my way
in the treasure troves of available literature. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Massimo
Moratti, Rhodri Williams, Vandana Patel, Paul Prettitore and Gordana Osmančević.
have given me essential insights into the implementation of housing restitution rights
in practice. Finally, I am very grateful for the translation of the summary into French
by my father and into Serbo-Croatian by Franka Olujić which have made my work
more accessible to non-English speakers.

It cannot be underestimated how important diversions from the research can be, as
long as they do not entirely overwhelm it of course. Here, my first word of thanks goes
to my two subsequent roommates, Felix and Lisa, who have not only been the most
pleasant company but have filled the dissertation years with humour, thus creating the
perfect environment for serendipities. In addition, my ‘comrades in arms’ – Herke and
Mireille – and all my table companions during our weekly case law lunches, and the
other colleagues at the Faculty, created an atmosphere of friendship that made my stay
in Leiden such a pleasure.
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My fellow Board members of the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions and my
friends of Critical Mass – Bas, Enno, Floris, and Hiske – have ensured that my
academic work was never done in a vacuum, as the European Court of Human Rights
would put it, but was enriched by the practical application of human rights in advocacy
and education.

Outside the context of work, I am very grateful for the support of my family and
friends. They have not only shown interest in how I muddled through the ups and
downs of writing a Ph.D. thesis, but have also often not asked about it, which may
have been even more important for my peace of mind. 

Finally, my deepest gratitude is owed to the two persons who have accompanied
me on the road of life and have given me so much strength and love: Ward and the
Eternal One. The latter’s love is so strong and unconditional that it forms a source of
permanent consolation and support. Ward, for his part, has enriched my life in more
ways than I could possibly have imagined and he has been my best supporter at every
stage of this research project and on all other fronts as well. He has shown me the true
meaning of the word joy. It is my wish and hope that they will both continue to walk
that road with me for a very long time to come! 

Leiden, October 2007
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