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UWC Day 2019 in 
Maastricht 

Olaya Garcia, Staff Member  UWCM, 
MUWCI ‘00 

REFLECTION 

Climate of Change at UWC  Maastricht 

When Greta Thunberg addressed the world 
leaders of the United Nations at the Climate 
Action Summit in New York last week she 
was crystal clear about the urgency of the 
problem: the planet can't wait to be saved. 
With her powerful speech reminding politi-
cians in all countries of the commitments 
they need to adhere to in order to actually 
glimpse a future in which the consequences 
of  climate change can be at least mitigated, if 
not reversed, she was writing a chapter of 
history. 
 
Despite the debate about her person and the 
making of an icon to be used and perhaps 
abused by institutions, Greta has certainly 
been the first youngster at the UN to call pol-
iticians on their inaction and unapologetic 
approach to the Climate Crisis.  Her genuine 
despair and frustration for the future her gen-
eration will somehow have to survive, as well 
as her determination to voice the demands of 
over 4 million [Newsletter For Future, Sept 
21st 2019, https://fridaysforfuture.org/news] 
youth around the world -who protested in the 
streets of their cities the day before- left me 
speechless and shaken.  
 
Representatives at the summit but also all 
those who watched the speech of Greta and 
felt the streets vibrate with the marching of 
the Climate Action protesters witnessed yet 
again the passion and the courage of convic-
tion of the youth. It is their frustration and 
sense of injustice at the political inaction that 
have become their most powerful mobilising 
tool. Thus, survival in the face of mass ex-
tinction of species, climate forced migration 
and actual death and destruction can no long-
er be a trivialised matter of so called activist 
propaganda but the turning point of a new 
'wind of change' that will be unstoppable. As 
Greta expressed it, the time has come to 
make leaders accountable for their actions or 
lack thereof: 
 
"My message is that we'll be watching you.
[...]                                                                   
 You say you hear us and that you understand 
the urgency. But no matter how sad and an-
gry I am, I do not want to believe that. Be-
cause if you really understood the situation 
and still kept on failing to act, then you would 
be evil. And that I refuse to believe. 
[...]            
                                                        There will 
not be any solutions or plans presented in 
line with these figures here today, because 
these numbers are too uncomfortable. And 
you are still not mature enough to tell it like 
it is. You are failing us. But the young people 
are starting to understand your betrayal. The 
eyes of all future generations are upon you. 
And if you choose to fail us, I say: We will 
never forgive you. We will not let you get 
away with this. Right here, right now is 
where we draw the line. The world is waking 
up. And change is coming, whether you like it 
or not. Thank you."  
[Transcription of Greta Thunberg's full 
speech at the UN Climate Action Summit]. 
                            

 
On 20 September we celebrated UWC Day at 
UWC Maastricht and during the morning, 
students reflected on the Climate of Change 
our world is experiencing today. Primary 
students explored environmental degradation 
and recycled materials to make crafts and 
lower Middle School students serviced the 
local community by assisting different organ-
isations and groups for some hours.  Students 
in upper Middle School and High School 
mostly led and attended workshops around 
Climate Action, changing times and social 
movements and practical steps to contribute 
collectively to solutions. All in all, the day 
inspired many in our school community and 
made us proud -as UWC educators- of the 
work and critical thinking achieved by our 
students, each according to their year level, of 
course.  
 
In the afternoon, over 90 people -mostly stu-
dents of MYP5 and DP (15 to 18 years), but 
also some MYP4s (13-14) and even Primary 
students, their parents and some members of 
staff, walked from campus to join the Climate 
Action March in Maastricht. This was the 
third of its kind since Students4Climate and 
the Climate Action Network were established 
last year. Once again we symbolically 
joined  the millions of protesters marching on 
that same day globally, rising a voice that 
demands to be heard and taken seriously. 
 
For me, already of the 'older generation', it 
was a day of inspiration and pride.  20S 
showed me that the spirit of solidarity and 
demands for justice will never cease, despite 
the attempts from many leaders and interest 
groups, throughout history, to crash move-
ments and silence voices. Seeing the streets 
of a small city like Maastricht packed with 
loud protesters (very young and not so much) 
chanting and empowering each other and the 
many people standing by the pathway -yet 
clapping and joining in this celebration of 
civic engagement (estimated 2500 people by 
the organisers)- took me back to many other 
protests I have been part of in my life, either 
as a Student Union member, a Solidarity 
Campaign coordinator or just a committed 
world citizen. 
 
 I am especially grateful that on that day we 
were celebrating UWC Day, because for 
many of our newly arrived students this was 
the first time they could witness people 
demonstrating peacefully to protest and de-
mand action from their leaders.  
 
It is humbling how in many places of the 
world we take already for granted rights that 
not even our grandparents but our own par-
ents had to fight for. On 20S, also our young-
er students felt the power of people joining 
forces together to create positive change and 
not one but many were the ones who ex-
pressed that right there and then, they were 
living the UWC values. This experience also 
brought them together with their senior stu-
dents and across year groups. What a better 
celebration for our UWC Day could we have 
wished for!  
 
A few days later colleagues of the Communi-
ty Engagement team at UWCM and I attend-
ed a forum with young leaders of the Climate 
Action movement in Maastricht. An "Act for 
Global Goals Day" had been organised by 
several groups to celebrate, promote and fur-
ther explore the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).  

 
When asked about their definition of a good 
leader the five representatives mentioned in-
dividuals who can relate to the concerns of 
the people they lead, who are inspiring, who 
take responsibility and do something with it, 
who set an example. They all agreed it is not 
so much about the skill-set but about their 
dedication and passion.  
 
I have no doubts UWC is helping to shape 
those future leaders we so desperately need. 
Even today, as passionate youngsters, stu-
dents are already taking courageous action, 
setting personal example and demonstrating 
selfless leadership every day. UWC is a jour-
ney that "helps students to discover the possi-
bility of change" [UWC Educational Model 
and Principles, https://www.uwc.org/
educationalmodel], definitely within them-
selves but also as the changemakers the world 
requires, at least that has been my experience 
as a former UWC student. 
 

I will always be proud of our UWC move-
ment, when it provides the space and oppor-
tunity for our students to think critically, lead 
by example and act in coherence with that set 
of values we all hold dear.  
 
As one of the Maastricht young leaders ex-
pressed "any student with a basic education 
should be able to understand that this Climate 
Crisis is the biggest threat to civilisa-
tion" [Paris Cosma, founder of Climate Action 
Network Maastricht, at the "Act for Global 
Goals Day", Maastricht, 25 Sep 2019]. I 
would like to believe that education at UWC 
Maastricht is preparing our students to become 
the leaders we deserve to stop this threat from 
becoming our end. 
 
This was certainly a UWC Day to remember, 
which has renewed my hope in the potential 
and determination of our youth to make this 
world a better place. 

Picture by Students For Climate Maastricht FB Page 

Picture by Olaya Garcia 
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 As I board my flight back to the Netherlands, I can’t think of 
anything else but deadlines and you. After being nearly 2 months back 
home, in Mexico, I can't help but recall how my life was before Maas-
tricht. I attended a local high school, had local friends, sustained a local 
lifestyle, yet I  unceasingly dreamed of studying abroad, traveling, per-
haps backpacking around a country, a continent, or even world. You 
know, ambitions that any local teenager can long for. 
  So I applied, got in, and all of a sudden it was no longer just me, 
it was us. After saying our goodbyes, receiving the best of wishes and 
hopes for success from our families, friends, mentors, and teachers; 
from home, we parted to the Netherlands with our memories and our 
ambitions in our suitcases. Some of us with expectations in mind of 
what it’s going to be like, some others awaiting to be surprised. 
 We arrived, elbow to elbow entering through the “tunnel of 
love” formed by our dear DP2s to this place some of us currently call 
home. 
 Now we arrived once again, to keep the tradition and form the 
welcoming tunnel that you will surely form for your DP1s, and so on. 
 Anyhow, everything after that tunnel becomes a personal jour-
ney, and it is a story that will be up to you to write. Your subjects, your 
time, your experience, your life for the next two years will be all yours. 
That is where the magic in this island relies upon. It is ours, and we 
decide what goes on or not in this place. Our liberty within and respon-
sibility to UWC Maastricht is what makes this school a UWC. The spir-
it that we choose to vividly conceive in this place and everything that 
it’s comprised of: students, staff, residences, IB, is ours. 
 Keeping up with this place might be challenging at times. Bal-
ancing academics, personal experiences, and community life might ap-
pear hard, and for the majority of us–it is. After all, we only have two 
years of time. Nonetheless, I would like to quote one of the world’s 
most well-known philosophers, Nietzche, who said: “He who has a 
Why to live for can bear almost any How”.  
 We are all trying to find a Why in this place and in life, from 
students to staff. We are all individuals. We have our own past, present, 
and future. We believe in ideas and we stand by our beliefs. All of that 
is part of who we are and what makes us active citizens here and wher-
ever we may be. But we are also key gears in this clocking and ticking 
system called UWC Maastricht, and even further: the UWC Movement. 
Our sense of community is one of the many things that differentiates a 
UWC from any other international or boarding school and educational 
system around the world.  
 One might argue whether belonging to this community is a 
choice or a duty, and what each of us believes is nothing else but that: a 
personal belief that should be respected, though also challenged, de-
fended or even at some cases abandoned for something better. We 
should always keep in mind that as people, we must demand respect 
and with no exception respect others. What is true is that we own this 
freedom and entitlement to think and act upon this community as we 
believe is right, respecting the freedom of other members of this same 
community. We should, as UWCers, bear in mind that every privilege 
comes with a responsibility. From organizing to attending workshops 
and events, this place works because we as students, staff, parents, and 
sponsors make it work. 
 On my personal experience, I’m still trying to find my own Why 
while at the same time belonging to a community that is also trying 
even deeper to find a Why, a reason to exist and methods to transcend 
in our conflictive world. If there is one thing that I can assure you is 
that we as individuals are not perfect, therefore, the community that we 
as individuals conform doesn’t have to be. But let’s grow and improve 
all together! I invite each and every one of the members of the UWC 
Maastricht community and the UWC Movement as a whole to engage 
in the community, promote the values and morals in which you believe 
and lastly, contribute something authentic to this brief but intense expe-
rience of living in a UWC. It is our responsibility–and even our calling–
to grow and learn continuously, and at the same time grow as a  com-
munity holistically. 
 
Dear Students and Staff, old and new, welcome to another year of 
UWC in Maastricht! 

A Welcome Letter 

Cesar Almeida, UWC Maastr icht 

OPEN LETTER 

A welcome letter to whom it may correspond 

As my first of two years in UWC Maastricht was 
coming to an end, I started pondering on all the times 
this first chapter had left me, with both good and bad. 
Beyond any doubt, I have changed and grown in so 
many ways that make me look back at the naive, in-
nocent and little girl who came to UWC filled with 
expectations, who grew to be an entirely different 
person now. Contrary to what I believed, creating a 
new beginning is much harder than it seems, chal-
lenges and struggles will also come in the way of a 
new start, and we may think to ourselves, “Oh, so it 
goes!”. However, the way we decide to face each 
struggle will determine the way things go, we can 
either learn from our mistakes, look for help and 
grow as an individual with the help of those who sur-
round us, or we can hang on to the same mistake, 
reluctant to move on. 
 
As I mentioned before, I arrived here with expecta-
tions. I thought that striving for change and voicing 
our opinions would be a normalised action, that all 
people would have the same passion for the “shared” 
mission. I understand, some members of the commu-
nity are here not necessarily for the experience, but 
for the education.  However, it is crucial for every 
member of the community to be able to adapt and 
adjust to the environment we live in. Albeit the hard-
ships that this environment poses, we should not aim 
to spend our time in UWC abolishing all the unique-
ness that makes the movement. In short words, I came 
here with infinite expectations that led me to think of 
UWC Maastricht as a utopia, as I’m sure most of us 
did.  
 
What I cannot comprehend is the fact that UWC 
Maastricht seems to have transitioned from an idealis-
tic reality surrounded by students from all over the 
world, all with a collective aim, to understand our 
similarities and differences and learn from one anoth-
er to just another international school. When did we 
stop celebrating all these values and things that make 
us a real UWC and started focusing on the bad as-
pects of it instead? Why is it that now, we are count-
ing the days to go back to our home country when we 
should be making each day we spend here count in-
stead? Is it us, the students, who are just not able to 
see the greatness of the movement and embrace it? 
After all, we are only able to live this experience 
once,  and whatever we decide to do with our time 
here cannot be undone. Or is it, maybe, that the staff 
members have alienated us from the decision-making 
process as they did with suspensions which led to 
miscommunication between both parties and a distin-
guishable gap between students and staff? Is it that 
some of the teachers and residence mentors, the peo-
ple we are supposed to look up to, and the individuals 
who are meant to look after us have just given up as 
well and hence, they are leaving us? Is it that the 
leaders of the school are more focused on the external 
reputation that UWC Maastricht has as an IB school? 
Or is this just a misconception of what the real UWC 
values are? I am sure you can come up with your own 
reasons as well, probably far more than I could think 
of. 
 
I would personally say, there is no right or wrong, no 
innocent or guilty, it is irrational to blame the poorly 
lived mission statement on one party only. We have 
all failed to conform to what UWC - its mission and 
values stand for. We have failed to live up to the 
movement’s expectations. For whatever the reason 
might be, we have not succeeded in carrying the 
UWC values and more so, we have not been success-
ful in making the most out of this experience. As I 
said, many are the reasons we could list as to why the 
school and its members are not achieving a real 
“UWC experience,” but that is the easy part. There 
are no hard implications in pointing fingers or listing 
flaws about something or someone, whether it is stu-
dents breaking the code of conduct, staff members 
who confuse being respected with being feared, or 
simply the lack of communication between residential 
and day students. 
 

The real question, the one that actually requires plen-
ty of dedication, thinking, and more importantly, 
action, is: “What are you doing in order to change 
it?”  Is there something you consider to be unfair? 
Something you know is completely unacceptable? 
We see it every day at our school and we still do 
nothing about it! We have heard it so many times, 
and it is written all over our mission statement, we 
are a force to inspire change,  but in my estimation, I 
don’t think I feel comfortable speaking up with the 
fear that constructive criticism may not be welcomed 
by all the people in the community. We hear it every 
day, we are given the tools to do it, and we are even 
encouraged by some “rebellious” staff members to 
do so, however, when it comes to real life implemen-
tation, I am afraid it is just not as simple. Fighting for 
change is barely ever seen around campus anymore, 
and if you do it, you might get into trouble for disre-
specting and rebelling against the school, its rules 
and its members. You can blame it on the current 
school administration, you can blame it on those staff 
members who are reluctant to change or perhaps as I 
do, you can blame it on us. Because we are the ones 
who spotted flaws in the current system; we knew all 
along about the gap between residential and day stu-
dents and willingly decided to let it grow bigger; we 
have all met at least one staff member or student who 
has a mild drive for UWC and yet, we do nothing to 
share the values with them. We foresaw a flawed 
system taking over and decided to stay silent when 
our voices were needed the most. We thought “This 
is the way things work, it cannot be changed” but 
this should not be the mentality of a UWC student - 
let alone, any student, simply because certain things 
have been done a certain way for generations does 
not mean they should remain the same. We cannot 
see inequalities and just stay silent, we are expected 
to build the community we want to recreate for future 
generations, and in order to do so we must all work 
together as a community to potentially reach a bal-
ance between what is expected and what is given 
from all its members. 
 
Last year we said goodbye to our outgoing DP2s, it 
was hard letting go of them, nevertheless, we knew 
we had to move on and to keep moving forward 
without them until our roads meet again. As the year 
finalised, we had to bid another round of goodbyes, 
perhaps for a different purpose this time. We said 
goodbye to all the members of the staff leaving us, 
some of whom, we appreciate and look up to a lot, 
and others who we never really got the chance to talk 
to that much. We, as a community, are now facing 
profuse changes, not only in school but in the resi-
dences. Over twenty-five staff members have re-
signed from their positions this year, five new Resi-
dence mentors came to live with, we are surrounded 
by many new faces, including those of our  DP1s.  
 
With almost half of the staff getting renewed, this is 
the perfect time to make a change. Let’s learn from 
the mistakes made in the past, change the things we 
have deemed to be damaging our community, the 
things that make us fear, the things that make us 
voiceless, the bad comments and attitudes that do not 
contribute at all to the kind of community we want to 
build, and lastly let’s bring back the drive to live and 
make the most out of this experience. 
It is time for us to move on from all those things we 
do not like about our school, time for us to think and 
reflect upon the thought of what we want this place 
to be like for the years to come. We have been told to 
do so, but will we really do it?  
It is time for us to put an end to the “so it goes”, start 
taking responsibility for our actions and realise that 
the power to make a change lies within us. Whether 
it is for better or for worse, we have the power to 
change this place we call home.  
 
In three words I can sum up everything I've learned 
about life: it goes on”  
- Robert Frost  

So it Goes 

Marcela Hernandez, UWC Maastr icht 

REFLECTION 

It is time for us to move on from all those things we do not like about our school, time 
for us to think and reflect upon the thought of what we want this place to be like for the 

years to come. 

Illustration by Sarah Lilja Skieller 

This piece was written at the end of last 
year: some  points might not apply to 

the current climate. 



Without exception, be it staff, student or 
other, I found out what I had failed to notice 
for the whole year. Everyone in UWC can 
teach you something, and what better place 
to be taught than in the beautiful scenery of 
Europe’s forests. 
The hike in Belgium would be followed by 
the final expedition in Germany’s Black 
Forest. This expedition lasted about a week, 
though we only hiked for four days. We 
spent the remaining days exploring the city 
of Freiburg, shopping for the food that we 
would need for the hike and enjoying our 
time in an empty UWC Robert Bosch Col-
lege (UWC Germany). By the way, RBC is 
much like us, it has its good and bad sides 
(though we definitely need a pizza oven and 
a garden with a makeshift pizza oven). It 
went on to be a beautiful experience. 
 
The Final Hike 
On June 25th I left Maastricht, wholly re-
gretting that I would miss the last week of 
my DP1 life. In Germany we spent the first 
couple of days exploring RBC, the beautiful 
area it was in and further on to Freiburg. 
The city and the region are hailed as the 
greenest and most sustainable of Germany, 
which isn’t difficult to notice. When walk-
ing down the street one could see dozens of 
students jumping into the freezing local 
streams, with others playing volleyball or 
football nearby. On the trail I ran into many 
retirees hiking the mountains, who looked in 
better shape than most of our students 
(myself included). The roofs of houses were 
often green, many with solar panels on 
them. In this city everyone took their recy-
cling seriously, with many different kinds of 
recyclable material having their own con-
tainer. 
On the fourth day our hike began. We 
walked for countless kilometers through tiny 
towns and lush forests, each new panorama 
more beautiful than the one before. By now 
I had dismissed the idea that I was missing 
out on spending quality time with my 
friends, because I realized they were the 
ones doing so. I thought that they would go 
on with the same routine we had already 
gotten used to, which was later confirmed 
by their answer to my question: “What were 
you up to while I was gone?” Their answer? 
- “Nothing much.”  

 

Reflections on “The International Award”  

Bleron Nelaj, UWC Maastr icht 

OPINION 

The last month of my DP1 year at UWC was 
defined by three main feelings. The first, defin-
ing the beginning of the month, was the grief I 
felt for the DP2s having left. I especially felt 
affected, since most of the friends I made at the 
start were DP2s, rather than DP1s. They were 
the first I related to, and even the first that made 
this place feel more like a home rather than just 
a roof over my head.  
The second, was the mild anxiety from feeling 
like I'm missing out. June is what most call the 
best and most ‘chill’ month of UWC. DP2s 
would always say that, because we’d have free 
time to get to know our year group and to enjoy 
the beauty of Maastricht in the summer. Why 
would I feel anxious about that? Well, that’s 
because I would spend about half the month 
hiking in Belgium and Germany with people I 
don’t hang out with. What’s worse is that the 
hikes would take place the first week after the 
DP2s left and the last week of school, both key 
moments in a DP1’s life. My friends would be 
enjoying this ‘chill’ month, while I hiked with a 
14 kg backpack in the summer heat, worrying 
about not messing up navigation or having a 
heat stroke. Add to this sleeping for days at a 
time in a tent, on a mat as soft as my room’s 
floor, and perhaps you understand why I was 
less than excited. 
So what’s the third feeling? Is it as bad, if not 
worse, than the first two? Well, if the grief could 
be called a pain of the past, and the anxiety a 
pain of anticipating the future, this third one 
could be called ‘accepting your fate and living 
the present’. Reluctantly going to that first hike 
in the Ardennes, and then to the last expedition 
in the Black Forest, was one of the most surpris-
ing, enjoyable and fulfilling experiences in my 
life.  
 
The Hikes 
We started out in the Ardennes. My team and I 
had to navigate around a tricky hill right from 
the start. We walked over grass, water and mud 
up to a certain point, when one of our teammates 
realized they had dropped something important a 
couple hundred meters back down, past a run-
ning stream and endless mud.  

During this expedition I got to know my team 
even better. We hadn’t talked much since Bel-
gium, but in Germany we picked up where we 
had left off. I spent time with each of them, 
learning more about their worldviews, their 
reasons for being in UWC, their concerns 
about the community and their thoughts on 
how things should be addressed. It was re-
freshing to talk to people other than those I 
spend every day with. We also had countless 
funny episodes in camp, which I never ex-
pected, mostly surrounding our food... 
These interesting talks extend to our supervi-
sors as well. From Jake’s stories about hiking 
every cool place you can imagine, to Jennie’s 
impressive insights about everything in life, to 
Brian’s cool survival tools and skills. The les-
son about everyone being interesting in their 
own way was by now imbedded in my think-
ing.  
But there was a last important lesson that I 
learned. Our school needs more of this. We 
need more activities like IA, where our stu-
dents are put in an environment demanding 
that they work together, not only superficially, 
but that they learn each other's habits and char-
acter, their strengths and weaknesses and how 
to cope and succeed with them. We talk about 
collaboration and leadership all the time, but to 
be honest, no other activity beats IA in teach-
ing students that. No wonder Kurt Hahn was so 
passionate about having students do stuff like 
this and no wonder I feel the same way. 
Apart from the lessons I mentioned, I learned 
many more that I’d like to keep to myself. Af-
ter all, you should join and see for yourself.  
One thing I know for sure though. I’ve never 
felt a stronger feeling of pride and achieve-
ment, than having woken up at 5 am and hav-
ing hiked for 8 hours, to camp atop a mountain 
summit and be able to have a view below to 
myself:. 
 
Lastly, I would like to thank Jake, Jennie, Bri-
an and Michelle for being there with us. This 
expedition was really something unexpected 
and unforgettable.  

Thank you! 
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The view from one of the many hills of the Ardennes 

The view from one of the many hills of the Ardennes 

My first year’s toughest experience, and one of its best 
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I went back with them, even though they 
weren’t sure whether we’d find what we were 
looking for. I thought that they needed sup-
port, because they were the first team mem-
ber to mess up. I thought that otherwise they 
may feel alienated, especially since no one 
was volunteering to go with them. Looking 
back at this moment after both expeditions, I 
don’t think they would’ve become alienated 
at all. I think I gave myself that reason, be-
cause I felt that a simple “that’s what a team-
mate is for” was too cliche and not worth the 
effort of hiking back all that way. I also 
thought that it was possible that acts like 
these are what could turn a teammate to a 
team leader one day.  
It took thirty minutes to go down and back up 
again. I remember being soaked from drip-
ping sweat and the water from the stream. I 
was happy to hear them say to the rest of the 
team that I had earned their respect for com-
ing, regardless of it not being in my interest. 
This was the start of not only my hike up the 
hills and down the valleys of European wil-
derness, but also my journey in learning how 
a team should function and how it’s members 
should act. 
This was just the first obstacle of many, but if 
in this moment I was the only one to show 
support, by the time we had finished hiking in 
Germany, our team had consolidated into a 
group of independent and yet interdependent 
individuals, who are empathetic and support-
ive of each other. If someone felt tired or nau-
seous, or even just irritated from us, we 
would treat them with understanding and 
compassion. MUN (secondary school simula-
tion of the United Nations) and Youth 
Mayors (students think tank for addressing 
urban issues in collaboration with the Munici-
pality) never taught me that, though I had 
somehow encountered this whilst helping 
organize YES Conference (Youth Environ-
mental Sustainability Conference).  
The hike lasted for four days, where we 
would move from camp to camp, some better 
than others, down ditches, through valleys 
and up some excruciatingly exhausting hills. 
During the day we would play games and talk 
to each other to kill time. Here I found a sec-
ond lesson: everyone in this school can be 
interesting and intelligent, if you spend time 
with them and look past some of your preju-
dice.  

 

 

 

 



Why Gap Years Matter 
Reasons why you should consider taking a gap year  

In other words, a better society. 
People develop a particular sense of under-
standing when they are exposed to stories 
from those who lived them, much more in-
tensely than when they are exposed to any 
statistic. It is intrinsic to our human nature 
to be somewhat empathetic, and this is why 
we believe genuine human experiences are 
so powerful in spreading awareness regard-
ing global issues. For this reason, on ste-
hind.com you will only read stories written 
from people who have directly experienced 
what they are sharing. 
We believe that this is the most accurate and 
efficient way to share the benefits of a close 
international community like ours, to those 
who do not have access to one. 
a 
But this is not all. Sharing stories to create a 
more empathetic and understanding world is 
only a small part of what Stehind has set 
itself to achieve. We use stories as a tool to 
address four specific problems that charac-
terise mass media nowadays: 
Firstly, the media imperialism that perme-
ates our world through the filtration of inter-
national news. Following a pattern of priori-
tisation of affairs that are economically rele-
vant to the country publishing, they leave 
out a tremendous amount of news which are 
instead of human concern. Small and third 
world countries are negatively affected by 
this, often being presented through numer-
ous biases and with a pejorative connota-
tion. We use to say “Western media make of 
one murder a tragedy, while of a massacre a 
statistic”: this is the mirror reflection of a 
flawed system that is only able to showcase 
news with a subjective system of hierarchi-
sation, compromising the audience’s ability 
to choose by themselves.  

. 
a 
We believe that the power of this platform 
lies in everyone of us, people who will read 
it and who will write on it. Having the aim 
of becoming a global community with writ-
ers all across the world, this forum stores a 
vast potential of reaching an excitingly large 
group of diverse societies, that naturally 
becomes an opportunity to effectively and 
positively influence a massive audience. 
a 
To achieve that, we are hoping to receive 
help from the community that has prompted 
us to strive for a positive change in the first 
place: the United World Colleges communi-
ty. 
a 
Many of us are aware of issues which de-
serve more attention on the international 
stage. Many of us believe in ideas which 
need help to be fully developed and many of 
us have past experiences which, if shared, 
can shape other people to be better individu-
als. 
a 
If you believe in this project, if you like the 
idea or if you have something valuable to 
say to the world, become part of it. No mat-
ter how big of a contribution you can give, 
join us to become part of a community of 
dedicated people who strive for this dream 
to become reality, and inspire other people 
to make a positive change in their communi-
ties. 
a 
Together, let’s shape a world more aware 
of what the world is.   

Traditional media place heavy 
importance on neighbouring states or eco-
nomical partners, cutting down on words 
and time slots used for other parts of the 
world. This makes it even harder for peo-
ple from around the globe to understand 
what is happening on the other side of it, 
and most importantly to do so in an accu-
rate way. There is no one to blame for 
this: in the end, they are only aimed at 
citizens of particular countries. 
a 
Stehind aspires to break these barriers and 
biases that jeopardise our ability to im-
merse ourselves in what other people are 
living in different parts of the world. By 
allowing everyone to send their own sto-
ries, we are constructing a platform that 
can finally give an all-round image to 
what we hear, or don’t, on mass media: a 
face, a name, a story. Most importantly, 
Stehind gives equal importance to all re-
gions of the world, stepping down from 
any form of prioritisation based on eco-
nomic and political relevance. It wants to 
start a system on which the audience has 
complete freedom upon the decision of 
which story to read.                              
News are usually mostly dedicated to neg-
ative happenings, and developing and 
third world countries never shine on west-
ern media: yet, good things happen every-
where.  

 
Stehind attempts to change this 

pattern, giving equal space to positive and 
negative stories, allowing everyone to 
have an opportunity to show that there is 
some good in every place and community. 
Lastly, Stehind wants to go big.  

 

 

During my gap year, I worked for a few dif-
ferent companies, founded an NGO, under-
taken a position as the Secretary-General of 
Malaysian National MUN, and worked on 
several other local initiatives in Malaysia. 
While these initiatives did not necessarily 
surface during the beginning of my gap year, 
the opportunities that bloomed during the 
period of uncertainty is beautiful. Gap years 
provide the ideal space for experimentation. 
It allows YOU to shape your own desired 
outcome.  

Just a year ago, today, I was in the process of 
closing a chapter in my life. I was looking 
forward to the endless possibilities UWC 
would bring. I was ready for change, and the 
changes that will take place as I embark on 
this new journey. 2 years ago, today, I was in 
a state of contemplation as to whether or not 
to embark on a gap year. Ultimately, the sole 
reason why I decided to take a gap year was 
solely due to the advice given by my sister. 
Little did I know, the decision that I’ve made 
prior to graduation was one of the best deci-
sions I’ve ever made.  
 
Gap years are generally quite tricky. It is typi-
cally stapled with negative connotations: 
failed the IB? Didn’t get into the university of 
your choice? Don’t know where you want to 
go after high-school? Gap years are often 
seen as unrewarding, a waste of time, and 
ultimately, invaluable. It is seen as an en-
trance to the world of a year-long-
procrastination, which may turn into a life-
time of gap years.  
 
While these connotations may be highly ap-
plicable to some individuals - as gap years are 
definitely not made for everyone and anyone - 
gap years can be highly valuable.  
Whether it is living in a foreign country for a 
year, volunteering at a local charity organisa-
tion, embarking on a Semester at Sea  
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program, or simply spending more time with 
your family back home, one is not necessarily 
more superior than the other. As long as one 
values the art of self-responsibility and time 
management, one can certainly walk the talk.  
 
My gap year started on a rocky basis. My ini-
tial purpose for undertaking the gap year was 
based on the premises that I needed an escape 
from academia.  
Although I was uncertain of the challenge 
ahead of me, I was certain that I needed change 

 
During my gap year, I had the opportunity to 
start my own non-governmental organisation 
called Project 1611.  
 
We partnered with another organisation in 
Nepal which focused their mission on em-
powering women through the means of fund-
ing their businesses, providing strategies and 
workshops, and other relevant measures to 
break the patriarchal make-up of society in 
Nepal. Working with 16 other driven, inspir-
ing young individuals opened up my perspec-
tives of Youths and the concept of resilience.  
 
My gap year left me with a sense of hope. 
Being able to be driven solely by my own self 
will and passions allowed me to reevaluate 
what I value in life: family, friends, alone 
time, school, career. I believe that although 
having a sense of security is certainly im-
portant, gap years could be highly uncertain. 
But this sense of uncertainty shouldn’t be 
viewed in a bad light. This feeling of uncer-
tainty gifted me with a platform to experi-
ment. The opportunities that opened its doors, 
friendships that bloomed, and most important-
ly, the stories that I’ve shared and heard.  
 
Essentially, I believe that my gap year al-
lowed me to constantly reflect. After living 
and breeding in the world of academics for 
the past 14 years, this experience gave me a 
space to breathe and navigate. All in all, the 
constant state of reflection constituted the 
core of my gap year. Indeed, gap years are 
tricky, but it is up to you to create your own 
experience.  

Simone Genetin, UWCD Alumnus 

REPORT 

Sandra Leow, UWC Maastr icht 

OPINION 

“Stehind - stories behind the news - is a platform aimed at sharing authentic human experiences, in the belief that these have the power of shaping world societies 
to be more understandable and empathetic.”   

One month ago I was writing these words as my blog was going on-line for the first time. Let me tell you how it all started.  

Stehind - stories behind the news 

We, UWCers, are lucky peo-
ple. We have been given the opportunity to 
connect with outstanding individuals from 
all over the world, getting to know so much 
about it in such a short period of time. No 
other place in the world can boast such 
thing. 
a 
As I graduated and left UWC Dilijan, I 
started understanding how valuable it really 
was, to go to the canteen in pajamas on a 
Saturday morning and be able to discuss 
about global issues with the people who 
were directly involved in them. I reflected 
on how extraordinary some relationships 
between students and with the host country 
were. I witnessed Turkish people participat-
ing in manifestations for the Armenian 
Genocide Remembrance Day, Iranian and 
US citizens becoming roommates and Pal-
estinians having an open dicussion with 
Israelis about their conflict. 
If the UWC movement stands for some-
thing, that must be the realisation of what 
makes such things possible and the willing-
ness to permeate our societies with such 
behaviour, in a world where xenofobia  
increases day by day. 
I believe what is common to these acts of 
humanity between students is the desire to 
have an unfiltered communication with 
each other and an empathetic understanding 
of the other. If these qualities, which are 
rare but developable, were shared by a larg-
er part of the world community, it is clear 
that we would live in a more inclusive and 
understanding society. 

Illustration by Sarah Lilja Skieller 

https://www.stehind.com/


Aptly named after the Peranakans that lived in 
the Katong area, Laksa is a dish that consists 
of a soup base made of coconut milk and spic-
es and rice noodles that are cut into short 
lengths. Traditionally a dish to be eaten only 
with a spoon, this Laksa can still be found in 
hawker centers (open-air complexes that 
house a myriad of stalls that sell inexpensive 
street food) around the island. And although 
the dish has been jazzed up to adhere to mod-
ern standards with the addition of pricier in-
gredients such as blood cockles, at the core, 
the dish is still the same as what it was even 
before the nation gained its independence.  
Another example would be Roti Prata, a flat-
bread that is tossed, stretched, and then fried 
on a griddle with ghee (clarified that is com-
monly used in South Asian cuisine). Served 
with a vegetable or fish curry, the dish is rem-
iniscent of the staple Paratha that can be found 
throughout the Indian Subcontinent. First pop-
ularised by the Indian population in Singa-
pore, Roti Prata has evolved to become synon-
ymous with the midnight supper runs of a 
large proportion of the population, myself 
included.  

Although you will find many long snaking 
queues at any time of the day for these dishes, 
it can still be argued that these two aforemen-
tioned dishes cannot be called our own. After 
all, we just adapted existing recipes to our 
taste. Enter Chilli Crab. A dish that is unique-
ly Singaporean, Chilli Crab is said to have 
been brought into existence by hawker Cher 
Yam Tian of the  Palm Beach restaurant dur-
ing the 1950s when she decided to opt for 
bottled chilli sauce instead of the usual tomato 
ketchup for her dish of stir-fried crabs. Nowa-
days, a slightly different version which calls 
for the use of egg whites in the gravy to add to 
its velvety texture which is served with deep-
fried bread, Mantou, is more commonly found  
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Picture yourself standing in a filthy, unpaved 
street littered with trash. The sunlight beating 
down upon you, beads of sweat dripping 
profusely down your chin. You’re feeling 
extremely parched and exhausted from pull-
ing passengers around in your rickshaw (a 
passenger vehicle pulled along by another 
person) for the past five hours. Dropping off 
your passenger, you decide to stop by one of 
the makeshift carts along the road for a bowl 
of Laksa. It is simple fare, but it fills your 
stomach and keeps you going. This was the 
reality for one of the thousands of early im-
migrants to Singapore.  
Due to its strategic position and status as a 
free port, Colonial Singapore had attracted 
people from all over the world, and these 
people came for two main reasons: trade and 
work. Out of the many that passed through, 
there were three main ethnic groups that set-
tled and decided to call Singapore their 
homes: the Chinese, who worked as traders, 
middlemen or coolies (a manual labourer); 
The Malays, who made use of their unique 
crafting skills to help them acquire jobs in 
boat-building, gardening, and fishing among 
others; and finally, the Indians, who were 
mainly moneylenders, merchants, or money-
changers. The influence of these early set-
tlers on modern day Singapore is still appar-
ent, and nowhere is it more apparent than in 
our food.  
Take the humble bowl of Katong Laksa for 
example.  

 

Five years ago I became a vegetarian because I 
didn’t agree with the industry. I didn’t agree 
with how the animals were being treated, what 
they were being fed, and how they were being 
killed. I disagreed with how the meat was then 
processed, in massive factories with poor 
hygiene practices and even poorer employee 
treatment practices. But over the years it has 
become less about all of that and more about 
the environment. 
 
I’ve never been one to preach about being 
vegetarian. I’ve never cared what others have 
decided to put into their bodies. But slowly I 
am beginning to. 
Today we have a climate crisis on our hands. 
A crisis caused, at least in part, by what we 
eat.  
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Joel Phoon, UWC Maastr icht 

OPINION 

Food as a union of people, nations and cultures. 

Food is my National Identity 

in Singapore. Cher Yam Tian took what was a 
traditional dish from her hometown and inad-
vertently made it Singaporean.  
 
At this point in the article, you, as a reader, 
probably already have some understanding 
about Singapore’s food culture and how our 
heritage lives through the cuisine served here 
on a daily basis. But still, the question re-
mains: How did dishes with such diverse ori-
gins come to define and even become 
someone’s national identity?  To answer this 
question, I believe we must take a dip in Sin-
gapore’s metaphorical pool of policies. In 
particular, the Ethnic Inclusion Policy which 
was implemented in 1989. In short, the policy 
set racial quotas for Housing Development 
Board (HDB) blocks and neighbourhoods, in 
which around 80% of the population live in. 
This policy played a large role in ensuring 
religious and racial harmony in Singapore, 
because it not only facilitated interaction be-
tween members of different races and beliefs, 
but also made sure that the children of these 
people went to school together, played togeth-
er, and most importantly dined together.  
It is precisely because of this that the mem-
bers of each group were exposed to the  

cuisines of the other groups. In that sense, 
food became a social lubricant of sorts – it 
was something we could all bond over. Some-
times, food even becomes a source of friendly 
competition. Who makes the better version of 
a certain dish? Which style of Nasi Lemak is 
better? Chinese or Malay?  
So, for me, whenever people ask me about my 
national identity, I don’t mention a costume, 
or traditions. Because we don’t have those. I 
mention the food. Why? For me, it represents 
my life. I grew up running around the hot and 
humid hawker centres, interacting with the 
hawkers, and of course, getting free food. But 
more than that, Singaporean food in many 
ways keeps me rooted to home and gives me a 
sense of belonging. It reminds me of the rich 
history, culture, and the diverse origins of my 
nation and its population. Even as I am thou-
sands of kilometers away from home, when-
ever I see or hear about a dish that I consider 
to be Singaporean, I smell the scents of spice, 
oil and charcoal fires.  
 
And therein lies the magic of Singaporean 
food.   

Maya Maroni, UWCT Alumna 

OPINION 

One key way we can affect change is by 
voting for the bills and representatives that 
attempt to tackle the climate crisis - cutting 
carbon emissions, turning to renewable 
energy, making more cars electric. But that is 
not enough. There is this great quote, I don’t 
remember where it is from, but essentially it 
said that we don’t need a few people to live 
perfectly waste free. We need a lot of people 
to reduce their waste. 
 
Livestock farming contributes to 18% of the 
world’s greenhouse gas emissions. This is 
more than that of ships, planes, cars, trucks, 
and all other modes of transport put together. 
However, reducing one’s meat consumption, 
or even becoming vegetarian, will not alone 
tackle climate change. And that’s fairly 
obvious. There are so many things that need 
to change for us to turn this around, a lot of 
which are in the hands of the industries that 
contribute to the destruction of our planet. 
But reducing the amount of meat we eat is an 
easy and fairly straightforward way to make 
even the tiniest difference. 

We need big structural changes to address 
this climate catastrophe. We also all need to 
make adjustments in our everyday life. This 
goes beyond vegetarianism. I don’t expect 
people to become vegetarians. I don’t get 
angry or upset when I see people eating 
meat. What infuriates me is the pushback one 
gets when trying to implement Meatless 
Monday’s, or suggesting that reducing meat 
consumption might be a good idea. My 
frustration is aimed at a general 
unwillingness to change one’s lifestyle to 
combat climate change. Don’t we always 
talk about reducing our carbon footprints? 
Well that also means supporting the 
industries with large carbon footprints less. 
That goes for companies involved in 
livestock agriculture, fast fashion, 
electronics, and much more. How can we, as 
consumers and supporters of these industries, 
rise up and protest against their 
environmental impact, or the government’s 
lack of action, when we are refusing to make 
changes in our own lives? 
I’m sure a lot of you, in school, heard the  

anti-bullying campaign about how we need 
to be “upstanders not bystanders.” Well right 
now we all need to be upstanders for our 
planet, and that means recycling what we 
can, using public transportation, and yes, 
also cutting down on the amount of meat we 
eat. 

Combating Climate Change 
Even though no one truly knows who they are, we have to realize that we are constantly changing, evolving, and are in a constant cycle of transition.  
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Odyssey and Iliad are known to be the first 
collections of societal and ethical norms of 
the archaic Greek society. One of the main 
themes that revive in both poems is the con-
cept of hospitality. To host a traveller was 
considered to be a duty, as legends have it 
that every traveller could be a god. 
 
Hospitality had also the function of connect-
ing people living far away from each other. 
In a time period when hotels -or hostels- 
were not accessible, travelling as well as 
meeting people was the only way to get in 
contact with foreign cultures. 
 
It can be said that hospitality was a unifying 
cultural aspect for the numerous populations 
living in Greece and in the Anatolian region 
during the first phase of their development. 
There was a common ritual that defined the 
relationship between host and guest. Firstly, 
the guests were invited to wash and rest after 
the long journey. Afterwards, a feast was 
prepared in their honour: only during the 
meal, the newcomers were asked about their 
family name and hometown. The stay ended 
with the host giving precious gifts to the 
guest, in memory of the bond built during 
the time spent together: a lifelong bond of 
friendship and alliance between host and 
guest, called xenia, that would extend also to 
future generations of the two families. An 
example of the practice and the nature of the 
“hospitality bond” is given in the episode of 
Glaucus and Diomedes (Iliad, Book VI): 
they are two warriors from opposite factions 
that decide not to fight because of a relation-
ship of xenia between their grandfathers.  
 
A similar sequence of events characterized 
my recent visit to Armenia.  
 
 

During my stay, 
I’ve been host-
ed by an Arme-
nian UWC 
friend and her 
family. An Ar-
menian feast 
awaited me 
upon my arri-
val; her mom 
and brother 
knew almost 
nothing about 
me when they 
welcomed me at 
their doorstep. 
What the jour-
ney left in my 
heart was a 
deep feeling of 
gratitude, the 
only thing that 
also a guest in 
ancient Greece, 
travelling with 
nothing, could 
give back to 
their host to 
thank them.  
Moreover, before I flew back to Italy, a neck-
lace with my name written in Armenian was 
given to me: the trinket reminded me of the 
gift given by the host to the guest in the past. 
 
What I read many times in Homer’s poems, 
and more recently in a tourists’ guide of the 
Caucasus praising the hospitality of its people, 
took a concrete shape in the people I met both 
in Armenia and Tbilisi (capital city of Geor-
gia). It was unusual to see so much kindness 
given without expecting nor wanting anything 
back: the words I used the most were “Thank 
you”,“Shnorhakalut’yun”, “Madloba” (“thank 
you” in Armenian and Georgian). The reason 
why guests are treated so preciously is the 
perception of the guest that Caucasians have 
in their cultures.  
 
 

 

However, living 
in an era where 
travelling is 
more of a pleas-
ure than a ne-
cessity and tour-
ism is the rea-
son why most of 
the people trav-
el, hospitality 
has ultimately 
become a busi-
ness. It can be 
argued that in 
most cases, hos-
pitality is car-
ried out in spe-
cific structures 
(hotels, hostels 
b&b, restau-
rants) more than 
in personal 
homes: here’s 
the reason why I 
felt so grateful 
and amazed in 
experiencing the 
Armenian and 
Georgian view 

of hospitality. 
 
This led me to reflect on the importance that 
hospitality has in today’s world. Realities like 
the UWC Movement create global networks 
of people that help to spread the other mean-
ing that hospitality can have, contrasting the 
commercial side of it.  
 
For sure, the role of hospitality as the main 
tool for international relationships, as it was 
in ancient Greece, is lost. Nevertheless, host-
ing a person is still a meaningful insight to 
the concept of diversity. If that diversity 
“invades” the everyday routine of a family 
ora person, it becomes even more impactfulin 
understanding the importance  of being toler-
ant towards others’ habits and uses.   

A Couch to Sleep on 

Lia Da Giau, UWC Maastr icht 

OPINION 

From Homer’s poems to tourism in a globalised world: the evolution of hospitality, through the Caucasus and UWC. 

Illustration by Isidora Markovic 

 

Jamaica Bay 

Imri Haggin, UWC Maastr icht 

REPORT 

The furtive actions of New York City’s leaders in the 40s failed to attract much opposition, and the ubiquitous expansion of the city reached southern Queens with-
out any regards to the impact it would have on the local Environment. 

The furtive actions of New York City’s lead-
ers failed to attract much opposition, and the 
ubiquitous expansion of the city reached 
southern Queens without any regards to the 
impact it would have on the local environ-
ment.  

Jamaica Bay is an estuarine embayment, 
meaning that it is a body of water where 
freshwater streams and rivers meet the sea. 
The estuary is suffocated; it is surrounded by 
urban development that slowly expands 
southwards from Brooklyn, three major land-
fills, and Kennedy International Airport. The 
development of Brooklyn has cut off nearly 
all natural sources of fresh water to the estu-
ary. All freshwater flowing into Jamaica Bay 
is of anthropogenic origin, usually originating 
from sewage treatment centers. 

Throughout the summer of 2019, researchers 
at Columbia University’s Lamont-Doherty 
Earth Observatory have conducted research 
that analyzed sediment cores through meth-
ods of geochemical, isotopic, and paleo-
botanical analysis. It was found that starting 
from the 1800s, the damming of natural 
springs and urbanization on top of swamp-
land dramatically reduced the amount of min-
eral matter that enters the bay, an effect that 
has compromised the security of Jamaica 
Bay’s salt marshes.  

 

My mind goes to the experience of my fami-
ly, that through this year hosted several 
groups of UWC Students. Seeing my 67-year
-old grandmother asking questions to my co-
year from Syria and still being surprised by 
the answers made me understand the value of 
being exposed to a mindset and life experi-
ences in contrast with one’s own: such con-
tacts that are fundamental to keep question-
ing our beliefs and points of view. Initiatives 
such as the Facebook group “UWC Travels” 
create incentives to build those magical con-
nections by hosting or being hosted.  
The announcements on the page clearly high-
light that the “game of hospitality” is mainly 
based on sharing cultures and ideas: indeed, 
in exchange for a couch to sleep on, the most 
common offers are typical food and interest-
ing conversations. We are part of a shift in 
the concept of hospitality, from an almost 
diplomatic approach and a duty to a cheap 
way of travelling while enjoying the compa-
ny of a stranger, that after a while is not a 
stranger anymore. Moreover, in the UWC 
dimension, hosting a friend is an opportunity 
to get to know them under a different light, 
bursting the bubble of the campus and living 
the experience in the “real world”. 
 
Whatever the meaning given to hospitality is, 
it’s for sure a human connection: being hos-
pitable is not a duty, but acting in a respectful 
way is a basic pillar in every interaction. In 
spite of having the possibility to choose the 
type of host to be, it’s important to remember 
that the warmth in welcoming the person 
changes the impact that the stay will have on 
them. With the rise of platforms that promote 
“hospitality for-profit” (like Airbnb or Book-
ing.com), re-discovering the use of giving a 
couch to sleep on just for the pleasure of 
sharing stories might be more meaningful 
than ever. Ulysses and the Phaecians would 
recommend the experience. 

New York City had reached a breaking point. 
The city’s historic and only source of long-
distance travel, LaGuardia Airport, was in a 
state of critical overcrowding in 1939. 
Emerging from the Great Depression and 
benefitting from the War Economy, New 
York had experienced unforetold growth and 
unmanageable stress. Port Authority of New 
York, the governing body responsible for the 
region’s transport infrastructure, was desper-
ate to find a way of relieving the pressure set 
on by years of urban growth, city sprawl, and 
some of the most densely packed neighbor-
hoods in the world. 

Kennedy Airport (known as Idlewild airport 
at the time) was born in 1941 when Mayor 
LaGuardia had selected a marshy swampland 
located on the south shore of Queens to be-
come the site of his new project. Spanning 
over 5,200 acres (8.1 sq mi), John F. Kenne-
dy International Airport would become a ma-
jor source of traffic, drawing the large popu-
lations of Manhattan island and its cravings 
for dense urban development into the region.  

As an inhabitant of New York, I felt com-
pelled to join the efforts of the Earth Obser-
vatory and spent my summer as a high school 
research intern for a professor working in the 
field. Our work shows that low mineral flux 
is just one of the many detrimental situations 
that we have brought upon the estuary. In-
tense amounts of fertilizer-based nitrogen are 
present in effluent flowing into the bay, fuel-
ing the vertical accretion rate of vegetation 
that is attempting to outpace rising sea levels. 
The increase in organic matter and the rapid 
growth of plants is reducing mineral content 
and compromising the structure of most 
marshes. Salt marshes are critical to the well-
being of an ecosystem; we depend on them 
for coastal protection, water filtration, toxin 
absorbance, and the promotion of biodiversi-
ty. As salt marshes begin to disappear from 
the urban environment, coastal neighbor-
hoods will become more susceptible to flood-
ing and much of the vegetation that is respon-
sible for pollutant sequestering will no longer 
be present in our coasts, leading to the release 
of toxins that are currently stored and the 
prevention of pollutant uptake in the future. 

The loss of these wetlands is common world-
wide and has devastated many communities. 
Edge failure of salt marshes is a common 
trend seen throughout most of the New Eng-
land coast, and the Mississippi River Delta  

 

 

has lost nearly 2,000 ha of land since the 
1930s, leaving many at the mercy of the en-
croaching water.  

The most disturbing trend, however, is the 
lack of understanding and response to the 
degradation of salt marshes. In full recogni-
tion of the importance of these systems and 
the research conducted by the LDEO, the 
Department of Environmental Protection of 
New York City has failed to take action to 
protect us from marsh failure. It has been 
argued that there are greater issues to be dealt 
with aside from the salt marshes, which is an 
understandable misconception when one 
compares the urgent threat of climate change 
to the modest heaps of mud and minerals that 
are drowning in Jamaica Bay.  

This, however, is no excuse. There are many 
issues in the world today, many of which 
receive significantly less attention and action 
than others. We must educate ourselves about 
the issues at hand and ensure that we take 
actions that tackle these overlooked threats to 
global security. If our society continues to 
recklessly urbanize environments and ignore 
the advice of scientific experts, the collapse 
of salt marshes will go on to be known as just 
one of the many factors that contributed to 
our self-inflicted grave. 
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Stabilitocracy or Democracy? 
The European Union’s desire for stability has helped give rise to authoritarianism in the Western Balkans  

 

 

Bleron Nelaj, UWC Maastr icht 

OPINION 

A Eurozone and a refugee crisis. A rise in 
temperatures and populism. Brexit and trade 
uncertainty. These are but a few of the seem-
ingly chronic headaches that the European 
Union has been suffering from. With patience 
and effort some can be resolved (most often 
partially), but as the EU is too busy dealing 
with its own headaches, democracy in the rest 
of the continent is being eroded. Nowhere else 
does that stand truer than in the Western Bal-
kans. 
 
A Vision for the Future 
The fall of the Soviet Union did not work well 
for most Eastern Europeans. In search for a 
better future, the citizens of these countries 
gave up the reality they had based their whole 
life on. The order of the day was democratiza-
tion and the transition from centrally-planned 
economies to the free market model of West-
ern Europe. Seeing the standards of living of 
the Germans, French, British or Dutch gave 
people something to aspire to. That came in 
the form of joining the EU. 
 
The EU’s promises of democracy, equality, 
justice, prosperity and a bunch of other ideal-
isms, captivated the minds and hearts of mil-
lions. The pursuit of admission became the 
backbone of political incentive in countries 
such as Albania, Serbia, Bosnia, Montenegro 
or North Macedonia. The idea of accession 
gave them a much needed sense of direction, 
but as the years went by conflict and unrest 
hindered the accession process. 
 
Obstacles to Healthy Democracy 
The War in former Yugoslavia, the unrest in 
Albania in the late 90s (mass migration and 
civil unrest due to economic failure) and the 
problem of Kosovo were issues that couldn’t 
be resolved without the intervention of the 
West. Measures were taken to create at the 
very least an environment of stability, so a 
new conflict could be prevented. Structures 
and institutions were put in place to safeguard 
this era of ‘calm’, such as the current electoral 
system in Albania (closed-list electoral system 
where the Party head has the last say over who 
runs for office). In this case, the EU-backed 
constitutional changes lead to Party heads 
having too much power over who gets elect-
ed.  
 
In most cases, the authoritarians of past and 
current governments came to power with EU 
support. As soon as they enter office though, 
these people try their best to keep it, for fear 
of being jailed for their corrupt practices while 
in office. For others giving up power would 
mean giving up their clientelistic networks of 
criminals, corrupt politicians and wealthy 
businesspeople. Some even fight for the sake 
of power in itself.  
 
This trade-off between having stability rather 
than radicalisation is the biggest weak point in 
the EU’s strategy in the Western Balkans. It 
has resulted in the rise of political elites who 
continuously uphold the status quo, such as 
Dukanovic (current President) in Montenegro, 
Thaci (current President) in Kosovo or 
Gruevski (former Prime Minister) in North 
Macedonia, who left office amid a wiretap-
ping scandal. 
 
What's worse is that these people use fear of 
instability to exert pressure on the EU 
(referring to Prime Minister Zoran 
Zaev’s  threat that if Europe doesn’t let North 
Macedonia in soon, his government may be 
replaced by radical nationalists). Albania’s 
Prime Minister makes sure to mention unifica 

to garner votes (read “How the Mafia Manip-
ulates Elections in Albania,'' Das Bild, June 
2019). The Justice Reform has shambled the 
constitution and the rule of law. Parliament is 
null, a more ceremonial rather than legislative 
institution.  
 
We All have Problems 
In this region, the freedom of the press is fol-
lowing the current global trends of repression. 
None of the countries in the Western Balkans 
are considered healthy democracies, with Ser-
bia doing the best: a flawed democracy. The 
past 30 years might have come and gone for 
the World, but the Western Balkans remains 
the same: poor, undeveloped, undemocratic 
and more recently, unstable. The EU remains 
focused on its internal issues, most often ex-
pressing interest only in stability. 
 
The situation might be dire, but the people of 
the Western Balkans are pushing back. Yes, 
democracies there are flawed, but people still 
have the right to assemble and the right to 
fight for a better future. As Federica Mogheri-
ni, the EU’s Foreign Policy chief, said:  
“I am telling you ‘be impatient!’ and ask for  

 
tion with Kosovo whenever it suits him, as if 
three Balkan Wars over the past 100 years 
were not enough. Vucic (current President of 
Serbia) uses hate against Kosovars to garner 
support at home. 
 
All these countries have regressed in their 
path to accession. Progress made in strength-
ening institutions has even done the opposite, 
such as the case of the Justice Reform in Al-
bania, which was hailed as one of the key 
first steps toward membership. The reform 
was supposed to clean courts from corruption 
and assert the universality of the law and 
equality before it. Instead it has become a tool 
of the Prime Minister, controlled by people 
close to him, who are immune from the vet-
ting process everyone else has undergone.  
 
The best evidence for this decay of the rule of 
law is last week’s court verdict on ex-
Minister of Interior Saimir Tahiri, accused of 
drug trafficking and partaking in an organized 
criminal organization (read “Albania Opposi-
tion Condemns Ex-Minister’s Suspended 
Sentence,'' Balkan Insight, September 2019).  
 
The verdict? Five year probation... on charg-
es of abuse of power. You read that right, he 
wasn’t even judged on what he was accused 
of.  
 
In Serbia protests have been ongoing for 
about a year, after an opposition politician 
was beat up by people armed with metal bars. 
Vucic was asked to step down, he refused.  
 
False Hope 
Once, when I was about eight, I was watching 
on TV a campaign rally during the 2009 elec-
tion in Albania. I remember seeing the then 
Prime Minister Sali Berisha, talking in front 
of thousands of people, all of whom were 
waving the blue flags of the Democratic Par-
ty. We had just gotten into NATO that year, 
and hope was in abundance. He promised by 
the end of that term Albania would be in the 
EU, as I’m sure his colleagues from neigh-
boring Serbia or Macedonia also said in their 
own campaigns. 
 
I also remember when I was about thirteen I 
was being driven around the region I come 
from in Southwestern Albania. Me and my 
dad were accompanying my uncle, as he was 
running for MP for the Socialists. By now I 
was aware that Berisha probably ordered the 
killing of a member of his party, the father of 
a guy I had in school. People said that the 
victim was becoming too popular, which is 
why he was found dead by the side of the 
road, after a supposed car crash. I was also 
aware that four civilians were shot dead on 
January 21st, 2011 by the government. I re-
member feeling embarrassed about how the 
rest of the World looked at us.  
 
But now I was hopeful, because if my uncle, 
who is a role model for me, was supporting 
Edi Rama (current Prime Minister), then Edi 
Rama must be the good guy. Also, he was 
promising that we would be in the EU by the 
end of his term, which started six years ago, 
and terms only last four (he was reelected in 
2017, though not fairly). My uncle quit poli-
tics after a couple of years. His relationship 
with the party was rocky at best. Back then I 
believed that he was at fault, due to his con-
stant criticism of how the country was being 
run. I was mistaken. 
A year ago, as I had just started my UWC 
adventure, protests began to spring up in Al-
bania. Over a short span of time the country 
saw a student movement rise, stay active for 
months on end and then disappear into obscu-
rity due to political pressure from all sides.  
 
This was followed by scandal after scandal 
involving drug trafficking ministers in ca-
hoots with criminals, who even campaigned 
for the Socialists,  using threats and violence  

 

what you want and try to work for what you 
want.  
I am not telling you to wait for better times; I 
am telling you to engage, stay positive, stay 
positive and consistent and do not let frustra-
tion turn into cynicism, violence, or divi-
sions.”  
(Skopje, March 2017) 
 
I no longer am eight or thirteen. I have grown 
up and seen my beliefs severely damaged and 
transformed by the reality of my country, but 
I know I’m not the only one. I adjusted my-
self to how the World is, but I still believe 
that Albanians have the potential to rise above 
fear and oppression, just like nations of any 
other country can.  
 
It may sound a bit cliche and all, but I firmly 
believe that if people face oppression with 
intelligence, determination and bravery, any 
goal can be reached. After all, I am only able 
to write on democratic Albania, because in 
the 1990s it was Albanian students who took 
to the streets and brought down the com-
munist regime. It has happened once, it can 
happen again.  
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MENA IS COMING! 

5-11 October 2019 
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DOWN: 

1. How do you spell Albert _______ ? 

2. _______ makes education a force to unite people, na-
tions and cultures. 

4. I have never been as sleep_______ as in this place.  

6. History taught us about Authoritarianism, Global Poli-
tics about injustice and Maths class about Statistics: 
_______  class provided us with the case study. 

7. _______ to UWC Maastricht, firsties! 

10. Have you seen that_______ pond outside KWA? 

 

ACROSS: 

3. Keep your _______ at all times, firsties! 

5. It is all about _______  

8. This _______  has everyone in school lost. 

9. Firsties: “Hey, do you know where I can get a 
_______ ?” 

11. All rise, we will now recite the UWC _______  
statement all together! 

12. “We will not let the _______ close after  10PM” 
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SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP! JUST GET US THE HELL OUT OF HERE! JANICE DARTS 
BACK AND FORTH, JITTERY AND RED WITH ANGER. SHE STOMPS AROUND AND 

SCREAMS AND CRIES, LIKE A CHILD THROWING A TEMPER TANTRUM. 
NEXT TO ME, A CLASSMATE EATS OREOS. SHE REACHES INTO THE PACKET, AND 

WITH EACH SUBTLE MOVEMENT THE PLASTIC WRAPPING CRINKLES. CRUNCH. HER 
TEETH BREAK THROUGH THE DRY CRACKER, THROUGH THE MUSHY CREAM, UNTIL 

THEY FINALLY GRIND AGAINST EACH OTHER. HER LIPS SMACK BETWEEN EACH 
MUNCH AS SHE CHEWS, UNTIL SHE FINALLY SWALLOWS. GULP. AND IT STARTS 

AGAIN, THE SUCKLING NOISE OF HER FINGER-LICKING SEPARATING EACH CYCLE. 
MY HEAD BEGINS TO GROW HOT. I START TO BECOME DIZZY. 

MY JAWS CLENCH. 
MY VISION BLURS. 

MY THROAT CLOSES UP. 
AND I JUST WANT TO YELL OUT. JANICE, YOU SHUT UP! YOU GET THE HELL OUT OF 

MY HEAD! 
JANICE. EVEN THE NAME SOUNDS IRRITATING (COUGH COUGH FRIENDS). FOR AL-

MOST MY ENTIRE LIFE 
SHE HAS LIVED IN A LITTLE POCKET BEHIND MY LEFT EAR. AND BOY OH BOY DO I 

WISH SHE HAD REFRAINED FROM MOVING IN. YOU SEE JANICE DOESN’T LIKE NOISE. 
SHE LIKES TO SIT BACK BEHIND MY EAR AND RELAX, NAPPING ON AND OFF ALL 
DAY. I SUPPOSE SHE’S A LITTLE LIKE A FAT CAT IN THAT WAY. BUT AS SOON AS 

SOMEONE BEGINS TO CHEW, CRINKLE A PLASTIC BAG, BREATH HEAVILY, SNIFFLE, 
COUGH LOUDLY, SHUFFLE THEIR FEET, WHISPER, SHOUT, PICK THEIR NAILS, RUB 

THEIR HANDS TOGETHER, TAP THEIR FOOT, SCRATCH A BUG BITE... WELL, YOU GET 
THE IDEA. AS SOON AS SOMEONE MAKES A NOISE SHE FINDS IRRITATING, SHE LOSES 
IT. AND THEN I LOSE IT TOO BECAUSE I CAN’T STAND HER INCESSANT PESTERING. 
HAVE YOU EVER WATCHED THE ORIGINAL PETER PAN? DO YOU REMEMBER HOW 

OBNOXIOUS TINKERBELL COULD BE, TURNING RED AND ANGRY, TRYING TO SABO-

TAGE WENDY? JANICE IS EXACTLY THE SAME! SHE’S A MISCHIEVOUS LITTLE ELF 
WHO SERVES NO OTHER PURPOSE IN LIFE THAN TO ANTAGONIZE ME. WELL, MAYBE 

THAT’S NOT ENTIRELY FAIR. 
WHEN I WAS FIVE JANICE WAS BORN. UNFORTUNATELY, HER MOTHER, FOR UN-

KNOWN REASONS, DECIDED NOT TO KEEP HER. SO JANICE WAS LEFT, ABANDONED, 
UNDERNEATH ONE OF THE MANGO TREES IN OUR GARDEN. WHEN PLAYING THERE 

ONE DAY, I STUMBLED UPON BABY JANICE AND INVITED HER TO LIVE WITH ME. SHE 
WAS THIS TINY ELF WHO JUST NEEDED SOMEWHERE WARM TO SLEEP. AT FIRST, SHE 
WAS TIMID AND QUIET. EVERY SO OFTEN SHE WOULD RAISE HER VOICE AT THE DIN-

NER TABLE, MEEKLY ASKING FOR A BITE TO EAT OR FOR US TO KEEP THE NOISE 
DOWN AS SHE TRIED TO NAP. OVER THE YEARS, HOWEVER, HER CONFIDENCE HAS 
GROWN. THESE DAYS, I FIND MYSELF HAVING TO EXCUSE MYSELF FROM MEALS, 
CLASSES, AND SOCIAL SITUATIONS. I NEED TO ESCAPE DOWN THE HALL TO THE 

BATHROOM, WHERE I CAN SHUT OUT THE NOISE WHEN I SHUT THE DOOR. THERE I 
CAN BREATHE IN SILENCE, AND CALM JANICE DOWN. I CAN SING A LITTLE LULLABY 

JANICE, THE MISOPHONIAC WITHIN ME  



Thought of the Month 

 

“And all the lives we ever lived 
and all the lives to be are full of 
trees 

and changing leaves” 

 

Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse 

Novelist 

 


