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The Cordoba Foundation (TCF) is an independent strategic think-tank that works to 
promote intercultural dialogue and positive coexistence through a range of activities 
including research and publications, training and capacity building, policy briefings and 
dialogues. The Foundation takes its name from the city of Cordoba – the European 
metropolis which was once a symbol of human excellence and intellectual ingenuity, 
where cultures, civilisations and ideas thrived. Embodying this spirit, TCF today 
facilitates the meeting of minds to advance understanding and respect for one another. 

Our activities include:  
• Structured consultation and advisory services  
• Face-to-face interaction with decision-makers and figures of authority 
• In-house research  
• Workshops, seminars and debates on pertinent issues  
• Consultancy Training and capacity-building Publications,
• Periodicals and Journals  
• Resourceful website and knowledge database
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Welcome 

WELCOME to part two of the first edition of Insights this year, focusing on 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Following Dr Dževada Šuško’s exploration of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 500-year history of peaceful, and often 

courageous, Jewish-Muslim coexistence; in this issue, Ambassador Vanja Filipovic 
warns of the dissolution of peace in the Balkans.

The timing of Ambassador Filipovic’s contribution is pertinent and evokes 
conflicting feelings. Whilst only last week Bosnians celebrated their 30th anniversary of 
independence from the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, a few days 
earlier the world watched in disbelief the start of a gruesome and unprovoked invasion 
of Ukraine by Russia. For many Bosnians who survived the 1992-1995 aggression by 
Serb forces, the terrible tragedy in Ukraine now is a grim reminder of their war and 
suffering. 

The raging war in Ukraine serves as a stark reminder that as conflict is waged, so, too 
must peace be forged through the protection and defence of hard-won national and 
international agreements – such as those made at the end of the Bosnian war. Such 
agreements are critical to the existence of necessary values of the rule of law, tangible 
human rights, and cooperation in a diversely populated democratic nation such as 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Ambassador Filipovic echoes international observers’ disappointment by raising the 
alarm over threats posed by the breakaway of Serbian and Croatian groups from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. By drawing attention to internal and external factors that have 
contributed to the gradual erosion of shared governance and legal frameworks that have 
helped sustain peace in the region, the Ambassador forewarns of the dissolution of 
peace in the Balkans. He concludes that two possible paths remain for Bosnia and 
Herzegovina: one leading to the benefits of further democratic development and the 
other ending in segregation, divisiveness, and uncertainty.
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Responsibility lies squarely with the international community to unequivocally 
condemn the deliberate undermining of peace agreements by nationalist secessionist 
forces, along with all conflict and oppression – no matter where in the world it occurs. 
History is replete with testaments of the tragic consequences of silence and inaction – 
whether it be aggression against Ukrainians, Uyghurs in China, the Rohingya in 
Myanmar, Syrians, Palestinians, or countless others.

The history of human conflict teaches us that war does not happen spontaneously, 
nor does it occur in isolation. There is always a series of fissures that weaken relations 
and preclude war, always with regional, and sometimes global consequences. The future 
peace of Bosnia and Herzegovina remains uncertain; but as Ambassador Filipovic 
argues – the soul of Europe depends upon it.

 Thank you

Dr Abdullah Faliq
Editor-in-Chief & Managing Director
The Cordoba Foundation
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IN LATE DECEMBER 2021, yet another 
mass grave containing human remains was 
uncovered in southeast Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na. DNA analysis of the remains revealed that 
the bodies belonged to a group of men who 
were executed during the Srebrenica genocide 
in July 1995, when over 8,000, mainly Muslim 
men and boys were killed after the UN-protect-
ed “safe area” of Srebrenica fell to Serb forces led 
by General Ratko Mladic, now a convicted war 
criminal. Body parts of victims were scattered 
and found over 100 miles from Srebrenica – 
once again testifying to the lengths that geno-
cide perpetrators went to in order to hide their 
crimes.  
 
     There are still over 7,000 missing persons 
from the 1992-1995 war in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, whose bodies lie in primary and sec-
ondary graves, and mass graves, waiting to be 

A Peace Deal written in blood

His Excellency Ambassador 
Vanja Filipovic

Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and the battle for the 
Soul of Europe
500 years of tolerance, mutual 
respect and civil courage
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Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial Center & 
Cemetery, Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Over 8,000 Bosnian men and boys were 
executed by the Bosnian Serb forces in 
the Eastern Bosnia and Herzegovinian 
enclave of Srebrenica. This was the single 
largest massacre to take place on the 
European continent since World War II.
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found by investigators 
and laid to rest by their 
loved ones, yearning 
for closure.

Scars and traumas 
of war, violence, 
torture, and executions 
are still felt by many in 
Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na. Even children born 
during or after the war 
bear the generational 
trauma of the war, 
passed on from their 
parents and grandpar-
ents who experienced 
it first-hand. A quarter 
of a century has passed 
since the guns fell 
silent and a fragile 
peace started to take root following the 
signing of the General Framework for 
Peace agreement, known widely as the 
Dayton Peace Agreement, after a city in 
Ohio, United States, where the crucial 
negotiations took place.

The Agreement was signed in 1995 
between the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the Republic of Croatia, 
and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(whose legal successor is today’s Serbia). 
This removes any sort of a dilemma that 
there was a civil war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Indeed, it was clearly an 
interstate armed conflict, as established by 
the International Court of Justice in The 
Hague in several of its judgments, where 
the neighbouring countries sought to 
annex parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
by force. The International Court of 
Justice found that Serbia failed to prevent 
genocide in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Without Serbia’s military, political and 

economic support, the 
breakaway Bosnian 
Serbs would have 
never achieved military 
gains that translated 
into the ethnically 
homogenous entity of 
Republika Srpska, now 
threatening to secede 
from Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and join 
with Serbia proper.

Similarly, the 
Republic of Croatia is 
and has been actively 
involved in the political 
order of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina since the 
country’s independ-
ence in 1992. Croatia 

has been militarily involved in the war in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, through the 
direct involvement of its troops in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and support to the 
Bosnian-Croat military and political 
leadership, which established a para-state 
of “Herzeg-Bosna,” akin to the Bosnian 
Serb breakaway parastate “Republika 
Srpska,” through ethnic-cleansing and 
other war crimes, as determined in the 
judgments by the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, based 
in The Hague.

Russian invasion of Ukraine 
– close resemblance to the 
Bosnian war

The two-wartime para-states resemble 
the para-states that Russia and their 
cronies in Ukraine established in the 
Luhansk and Donetsk regions in 2014. A 
foreign intervention under a guise of 
domestic insurgency attempted to 

The International Court 
of Justice found that 
Serbia failed to prevent 
genocide in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Without 
Serbia’s military, 
political and economic 
support, the breakaway 
Bosnian Serbs would 
have never achieved 
military gains that 
translated into the 
ethnically homogenous 
entity of Republika 
Srpska
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impose a new reality 
and force Ukrainian 
government to 
acknowledge it 
through recognition 
and establish a 
permanent territorial 
and administrative 
foothold for Russia 
inside Ukraine. When 
that failed, Russian 
government launched 
a brutal invasion with 
the aim of subjugating Ukraine to its will 
and control. 

Kremlin will do everything to 
overthrow the legal Ukrainian govern-
ment, or, short of that, to divide the 
country, annex parts of it directly or 
indirectly – and prevent it from 
conducting its affairs independently. 
Violence against the Ukrainian people is 
aimed at breaking their will, creating a 
new reality, and presenting the world with 
fait accompli. 

The scenario closely resembles the 
experience of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The excessive violence aimed at civilians 
compelling them to abandon their homes 
and never to return to areas where they 
were not a majority, constituted the basis 
of the parastate-building process in 
Republika Srpska and Herzeg Bosna. As a 
result, the political and military leader-
ships of both breakaway “republics” were 
tried and convicted of war crimes en masse 
by the UN’s International Criminal 
Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia at The 
Hague.

Systematic destruction of 
multi-ethnic communities

However, the results of their policies 

are long lasting with 
the historically 
multi-ethnic 
communities being 
systematically broken 
down for the sake of 
ethnic purity. 
Unwanted ethnic 
groups were 
systematically 
imprisoned, expelled, 
tortured, and killed, 
and their places of 

worship systematically destroyed, along 
with all other sites of cultural heritage that 
bore witness to their existence in those 
areas. Hundreds of religious and cultural 
sites were intentionally blown up or 
damaged in the areas under the wartime 
control of Republika Srpska and Herzeg 
Bosna authorities.1

The 1995 peace agreement represent-
ed a compromise for all sides, but it was 
especially painful for the citizens who 
rejected the secessionist and nationalist 
politics which led to the war and 
suffering. The agreement preserved 
Bosnia-Herzegovina as a single state 
within its historical borders, but it also 
acknowledged a new, post-war and 
post-genocide reality that the demo-
graphics were brutally changed, which 
was reflected in a new territorial and 
administrative arrangement that was 
unheard of before.

The country was territorially and 
administratively divided into two highly 
autonomous entities: Republika Srpska, 
with 49% of total territory, where the 
Serbs were now in absolute majority, with 
strong ties to Serbia; and the Federation 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina with 51% of 
territory, but further divided into 10 

The scenario [Russian 
invasion of Ukraine] 
closely resembles the 
experience of Bosnia… 
Excessive violence 
[against] civilians 
compell[ed] them to 
abandon their homes 
and never to return.
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subregions, called cantons, with either a 
Bosniak (Muslim) or Croat (Catholic) 
majority, with only two cantons showing 
a roughly equal demographic split. 

The wartime Bosnian Croat para-state 
Herzeg Bosna was dissolved, but the 
Agreement bestowed upon Bosnian-Cro-
ats de facto control over three of ten 
cantons, shared power in another two, 
and veto power in the Federation and 
state-level institutions. Yet, the Bos-
nian-Croat nationalists never gave up the 
idea of establishing the “third entity” in 
areas where they form a demographic 
majority. 

In the ensuing years, these nationalists 
attempted various political and diplomat-
ic manoeuvres to extract the “third entity” 
without success. However, their efforts 
have only intensified, especially when the 
key Bosnian Croat nationalist party, the 
HDZ, teamed-up with the Bosnian Serb 
nationalist parties aiming to dissolve the 
state.

Another significant limitation of the 
Dayton Peace Agreement was to 
completely ignore the citizens of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina who refused to identify 
themselves as 
belonging to one of the 
three prevailing ethnic 
groups, and all others 
who did not fit this bill. 
They literally got 
nothing in terms of 
access to the political 
levers of power. This 
point will prove crucial 
later, as the European 
Court of Human Rights 
found the Dayton 
Constitution to be 
discriminatory in five 

separate judgments following lawsuits 
filed against Bosnia and Herzegovina.

At the very heart of the Dayton Peace 
Agreement is the Constitution of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, contained in Annex 4 
of the Agreement. The citizens of the 
country never held a referendum to 
approve it. Instead, the wartime leaders 
adopted it in 1995, after it was drafted 
mainly by US State Department lawyers, 
who were aware of the Constitution’s 
shortcomings. But the intent of the 
agreement was to reach a compromise on 
power-sharing between the three 
predominant ethnic groups, and allow the 
political system to evolve according to 
democratic standards and values over 
time. Despite early successes in this 
regard in the first ten years of the 
agreement’s implementation, the process 
fell far short. In contrast, active ethnic 
politics in Bosnia and Herzegovina have 
sought, and still seek, to create an 
artificially divided society dominated by 
ethnic affiliation as the only valid licence 
for political action.

Sustainable peace or just a 
ceasefire?

It is hard not to 
conclude today that 
the post-war period 
has been nothing 
more than a ceasefire. 
The Dayton system of 
governance has been 
too cumbersome, 
expensive, slow, and 
replete with 
opportunities for 
blockages and 
political blackmail, 
aimed not for the 

The post-war period has 
been nothing more than 
a ceasefire. The Dayton 
system of governance has 
been too cumbersome, 
expensive, slow, and 
replete with… blockages 
and political 
blackmail… to render 
the whole state 
apparatus dysfunctional.
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pursuit of legitimate political goals, but to 
render the whole state apparatus 
dysfunctional. Why would anyone want a 
dysfunctional government? Two reasons 
come to mind. First, the ineffective state 
apparatus, especially its judiciary, allows 
for high-level corruption to go unhin-
dered. Political positions have become 
the most profitable jobs and sought-after 
careers precisely because of the access to 
resources, tenders, and jobs in the public 
sector used to build and maintain 
patronage links. Second, dysfunctional 
states always provided a fertile ground for 
the pursuit of wartime political aims of 
tearing Bosnia and Herzegovina apart and 
joining those parts with the neighbouring 
countries. That was the aim of both the 
Serbian and Croatian nationalist elites in 
the 1990s, and it is still today. 

The Dayton Peace Agreement always 
gave the secessionists an upper hand. The 
fact that they were not so brazen in 
pursuing that course of action was due to 
the interventionist stance of the 
international community which played a 
crucial role in producing the peace 
agreement, and had a large say over its 
implementation. The role of the 
international community was embedded 
in the peace agreement because it gave 
oversight of its military aspects to the 
NATO-led SFOR military mission, while 
civilian implementation was overseen by 
the Office of the High Representative, 
bestowed with executive powers to 
dismiss officials and pass regulations, and 
so on. 

During the era of intensified interna-
tional oversight, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
experienced its largest institutional 
growth, which was matched with 
economic growth. Some legislation was 

introduced by decree from the OHR, but 
it was also affirmed by the state parlia-
ment and the Constitutional Law. This 
led to the creation of state institutions and 
agencies that were not mentioned in the 
Dayton Peace Agreement, but were 
needed for the normal functioning of the 
state. One example is the Armed Forces 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina which was 
formed into a single force from the three 
formerly warring armed forces. Needless 
to say, this was a major reform achieve-
ment that has served all ethnic communi-
ties well.

Republika Srpska still maintained a 
large degree of autonomy, possibility the 
largest in the world, when it come to 
subregions – including its own police 
force, infrastructure, agriculture, 
education, and health system, etc. – as 
well as veto power in state-level deci-
sion-making bodies in both the executive 
and legislative branches. Yet, from 2006 
onward, as the international community’s 
level of day-to-day interventionism 
started to rapidly decline, the Republika 
Srpska leadership started openly talking 
about “restoring” some of the competen-
cies that were, according to them, usurped 
by state level governance. Voters in 
Republika Srpska responded positively to 
the political party which was the most 
vocal on these issues, the SNSD led by 
Milorad Dodik, because of rhetoric that 
sounded like a road to eventual secession 
and independence from Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Nationalist narratives 
ever-present in the political discourse 
prevented faster reconciliation and larger 
cooperation and community integration. 
Nationalist rhetoric that always promoted 
community segregation kept the idea of 
eventual secession warm in the public 
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mind. 
SNSD, which was 

once considered a 
moderate political 
force to the hard-line 
nationalist SDS, 
formerly led by 
Radovan Karadzic, 
who is serving a life 
sentence for genocide 
and other war crimes 
in a British prison, 
started to increase the 
rhetoric and engage in 
direct confrontation, 
not just with their political rivals, but with 
the international community, and 
especially the OHR, American, British 
and German embassies. As time passed, 
SNSD leadership began to pursue the 
rhetoric of division designed to create 
tensions between ethnic communities. 
This not only served to rally nationalist 
support for their policies, but they were 
hoping to create a backlash from the 
offended side and show the whole world 
that reconciliation was impossible and 
that Bosnia and Herzegovina would never 
work, regardless of the contribution of 
the international community. 

Return of hyper 
nationalism, genocide 
denial and Islamophobia

Dodik, who once said that Karadzic 
and Mladic were not Serbian national 
heroes, and it was their duty to stand trial 
at the UN War Crimes Tribunal at The 
Hague,1 changed his political tune 
completely. Now he was willing to testify 
in their defence in court, hailing them as 
national heroes. On the issue of the 
Srebrenica genocide where over 8,000 

Muslim men and boys 
were massacred by the 
Army of Republika 
Srpska (VRS), which 
the same Hague 
Tribunal and other 
courts have deter-
mined was genocide, 
Dodik also changed 
his mind. He now 
vehemently denies 
such a genocide ever 
took place, and 
explains his previous 
acceptance of the 

genocide verdicts were a product of a 
diplomatic coercion by the international 
community. In more recent times, he 
resorted to using explicit Islamophobic 
narrative, stating on one occasion that the 
Muslim’s call to prayer amounted to 
“howling.”2 Yet, in his dealings with world 
leaders who are Muslim, such as 
President Erdogan of Turkey, his tone is 
much more conciliatory.3 This clearly 
shows that the hate-filled rhetoric is 
aimed to stoke divisions nationally 
between the communities, and to 
embolden his political supporters. 

Years of antagonistic politics have led 
to SNSD’s international apprehension, 
and tacit isolation. Republika Srpska’s 
only foreign backers for many years were 
Serbia and Russia, who showed some 
understanding of their positions. The rest 
of the international community 
grudgingly accepted that Republika 
Srpska would behave in this way, that 
Dodik would dictate the political tempo, 
raising the level of rhetoric when it suited 
him for political reasons, but that nothing 
serious would come of it. 

The logic of the international 

[RS President Dodik] 
resorted to using explicit 
Islamophobic narrative, 
stating on one occasion 
that the Muslim’s call to 
prayer amounted to 
“howling.” Yet, in his 
dealings with [Muslim] 
world leaders… his tone 
is much more 
conciliatory.
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community was that 
Dodik would burn 
himself out with 
nationalist rhetoric, the 
effect of which did not 
create any jobs or 
progress for the citizens 
of Republika Srpska, 
and would lead to his 
eventual demise and 
replacement by a more 
cooperative political 
option. The OHR was 
still seen as he final 
authority which could 
intervene with the 
executive powers if 
things deteriorated too 
much. The EUFOR mission, an EU-led 
peacekeeping force that succeeded the 
NATO-led SFOR mission, was still 
present in the country, buton an 
increasingly smaller scale. Today, the 
international military presence is about 
700 soldiers, down from 60,000 in 1996. 
The International Community allowed 
Bosnia and Herzegovina to drop off its 
radar screen.

Many political agents in Sarajevo, the 
so-called “pro-Bosnian bloc”, acted 
similarly. On the level of rhetoric, they 
would challenge Dodik’s positions, all too 
happy to engage in populist bashing, but 
at the same time were compelled to 
cooperate with him because the Dayton 
structure forced them to share state-level 
power with the Republika Srpska political 
parties. Political opposition always 
criticised the coalition with Dodik, only 
to repeat the same tactics when they 
found themselves in power.

Croatia’s 
renewed 
interference

At the same time, 
the main Bos-
nian-Croat nationalist 
party, HDZ, has 
pursued an effort to 
establish “Croat 
self-rule” in the parts 
of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina that 
were under “Herzeg 
Bosna” territory 
during the war. In 
2001, and in clear 
violation of the 
Dayton Agreement, 

they proclaimed a “self-rule” administra-
tion, supposedly driven by a set of 
decisions made by international overseers 
that curtailed their powers. This unilateral 
effort was squashed by the international 
community through the NATO-led 
SFOR peacekeeping force, and political 
actions of the Office of the High 
Representative (OHR), which found this 
attempt to be contrary to the Dayton 
Agreement and leading to further ethnic 
fragmentation of the country instead of 
reintegration. 

With support from Zagreb waning, the 
Bosnian-Croat leadership waited for 
another opportunity to renew the pursuit 
of their goals. That opportunity came 
with the ruling by the European Court of 
Human Rights in regards to discriminato-
ry provisions of the Dayton Constitution, 
which denied certain categories of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina citizens, based on their 
ethnicity and territory in which they live, 
to run for highest political office. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina was forced to address 

The so-called “pro-
Bosnian bloc” [would] 
challenge Dodik’s 
positions, all too happy 
to engage in populist 
bashing, but at the same 
time were compelled to 
cooperate with him 
because the Dayton 
structure forced them to 
share state-level power 
with the Republika 
Srpska
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these legal problems in order to continue 
pursuing its path to EU membership. 

The HDZ used this situation to 
reinvigorate their work towards the “third 
entity,” now with renewed support from 
Croatia, which became an EU and 
NATO member in the meantime, and 
thus far less constrained in dealing with its 
neighbours. The HDZ tactic has been to 
create a separate electoral unit for the 
areas with the Bosnian-Croat ethnic 
majority, which would create a de facto 
third entity, both territorially and 
administratively. This would further 
divide Bosnia and Herzegovina along 
ethnic lines, create further risks of 
secession (akin to Republika Srpska 
current efforts), and give Croatia a 
“golden share” in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
decision-making processes, turning the 
country into a vassal state of Zagreb and 
Belgrade.

Despite having no legal basis for such 
claims, the HDZ party, supported 
politically and diplomatically by Zagreb, 
claim that the current electoral law is 
discriminatory against them, as the 
elections do not reflect the electoral will 
of the ethnic community. Specifically, 
they claim that the member of the state 
Presidency, Željko Komšić, who is an 
ethnic Croat, has been voted into office 
on three occasions by predominantly 
Bosniak votes. Bosniaks, many of whom 
are of Muslim faith, are demographically 
the largest ethnic group. HDZ claims that 
Komšić is not a legitimate representative 
of the Bosnian Croats.

Furthermore, through changes in the 
electoral law, they seek to cement an 
electoral hold on the Federation and 
state-level House of Peoples, an upper 
house of both parliaments, through which 

they can veto all political decision-mak-
ing. Why is this important? Because it 
takes only two members of the House of 
Peoples, who are not directly elected by 
voters but rather appointed by political 
parties, to veto a unanimous vote of all 42 
delegates in the House of Representatives, 
which is the lower house of parliament 
comprising directly elected members. 
Furthermore, members of the House of 
Peoples can block the formation of the 
Federation government, appointment of 
judges, etc. This mechanism is used 
primarily to protect the financial interests 
of the HDZ, its power base, and has 
nothing to do with the protection of 
ethnic interests.

Croatia’s claim that the Bosnian Croats 
are not represented is flawed on several 
counts.

First, the three members of the 
Presidency do not represent respective 
ethnic groups. Rather, they come from 
three ethnic groups, and jointly represent 
the state of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This 
is clearly stated in the Constitution,6 but 
often misrepresented in public. The 
framers of the Constitution, the 
American lawyers and diplomats, were 
acutely aware that three presidents could 
not represent the three ethnic communi-
ties, but rather, to jointly represent the 
state. Even the responsibilities of the 
Presidency were severely reduced to 
foreign relations, defence policy and 
protocol duties.

Second, HDZ candidates were 
previously elected to the Presidency 
under the same electoral law. There were 
no claims of disenfranchisement at the 
time. Only when Komšić, as a non-na-
tionalist candidate who received electoral 
support across the ethnic divide, won the 
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elections, did the HDZ and Croatian 
government start to claim electoral foul 
play.

Third, the ethnic veto has been used 
over the years to block all meaningful 
reform, thwart democratisation and the 
rule of law, not to mention prevent any 
threats to Croatia’s state interests at the 
expense of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s. So, 
to claim that the Bosnian Croats are 
somehow disenfranchised, is at the very 
least disingenuous, since they have relied 
heavily on this mechanism to extract 
concessions.

Fourth, in five separate rulings the 
European Court of Human Rights7 has 
established discrimination against the citi-
zens of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
contained within the Constitution of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. This discrimina-
tion favours collective ethnic rights over 
the individual rights of citizens, especially 
those who do not affiliate themselves 
with any of the three predominant 
groups. HDZ’s proposal, if passed, would 
deepen this discrimination, instead of 
addressing it. There is a broad internation-
al agreement on this point, but the 
diplomatic offensive to pass such changes 
is at the very heart of Croatia’s foreign 
policy.

Fifth, the opinion of the European 
Union regarding Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na’s application for EU membership 
clearly states the country’s need to move 
away from the ethno-territorial electoral 
system, to an inclusive one.

Sixth, the HDZ representatives have 
the power, which they wield regularly to 
block all political processes, attesting to 
the disproportionate political relevance 
that they enjoy given modest electoral 
results.

Seventh, Croatia’s goal is not to secure 
the so-called legitimate ethnic representa-
tion, but in fact, to participate directly in 
political decision-making in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in order to protect its own 
commercial interests, which includes the 
appropriation of Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na’s natural resources (sea, rivers, lakes, 
etc) along their shared border. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s current 
political system, where one’s ethnicity 
becomes a conditio sine qua non for any 
form of political activity, which goes so far 
that one cannot even get a job if one is 
not of the appropriate ethnicity, is 
undemocratic and corruptive. It serves 
merely to enable ethno-nationalist elites 
to rule over resources, jobs, tenders, 
public procurements, profits or gains, and 
many other privileges.

Nevertheless, Croatia actively 
promotes this policy and enjoys support 
from Russia,8 which has its own designs 
to keep Bosnia and Herzegovina 
dysfunctional and away from EU and 
NATO membership. Croatia also uses its 
position as a member of the EU and 
NATO to lobby European capitals and 
political parties around the EU and 
beyond, so far with little success. 
Understanding for their positions came 
mainly from Russia, and a few EU’s 
far-right parties and politicians, ideologi-
cally grounded primarily in Islamopho-
bia. Croatia’s leadership, especially 
President Milanović,9 openly praised the 
RS President Milorad Dodik, a genocide 
denier and a leader of RS secessionism 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina, as 
Croatia’s strongest ally, despite the fact 
that he called for the shelling of Zagreb 
during the war.
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Attempted 
ghettoisation is 
an existential 
threat

Bosnia and Herzego-
vina is facing a renewed 
existential threat from 
internal secessionist 
forces, supported to a 
varying degree by the 
governments in 
neighbouring countries, 
save for Montenegro. The 
Dayton Peace Agreement 
was clearly a success at 
the time of its signing and 
for the decade that 
followed. However, the 
evolution of that system, 
which should have closed off any 
possibility of the return of the de-integra-
tionist politics, did not materialise. As in 
the 1990s, the main threat to the integrity 
of the state has initially come from the 
“Greater Serbian” proponents in 
Republika Srpska and in Serbia. 
Changing geopolitical circumstances, 
especially with the decline of the West’s 
influence and resurgent Russia and 
China, seeking to challenge the “Pax 
Americana,” have created an opening for 
the unravelling of the peace and security 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina but also the 
wider Western Balkan region. 

Croatia’s role is the most surprising. 
Instead of resisting the return of Greater 
Serbian nationalism, which once 
threatened Croatia directly, they seem to 
be taking the same side in order to 
achieve the political goals which they 
have set for themselves, a “third entity” 
through electoral reforms. 

At the same time, the most numerous 
and most politically diverse political body, 
loosely composed of Bosniaks, non-na-
tionalist Serbs, Croats, members of 
minorities, and citizens who simply call 
themselves Bosnian and Herzegovinians, 

are facing the loss of their 
state, identity, and 
eventually, physical 
erasure as a people. If the 
secessionist forces 
succeed in furthering 
divisions which would 
lead to state disintegra-
tion, the centre of the 
country would be left 
isolated, marginalised, 
and surrounded by 
increasingly hostile 
“statelets.” With no 
possibility for develop-
ment, or joining the EU/
NATO, it would rapidly 
stagnate economically 
and politically. This 
would lead to faster 

emigration and within a couple of 
generations there would be hardly 
anything left of the once proud Bos-
nian-Herzegovinian nation.

Such a scenario would have profound 
effects, not just on the region, but on 
Europe and even the world. First, the 
perpetrators of war crimes that led to the 
establishment of ethnically homogenous 
areas in Bosnia and Herzegovina would 
be completely vindicated. They already, 
by and large, enjoy much respect and ado-
ration from the followers of nationalist 
politics within their respective ethnic 
groups. This would propel them to 
legendary or visionary status as national 
heroes. International law and the 
combating of hate-speech, would suffer a 
tremendous blow.

Second, aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina by its neighbours would be 
rewarded and would send a positive 
message to other would-be aggressors 
that there is now an open season for 
territorial usurpation if the balance of 
military force is on their side. It is no 
wonder that they remain quiet on the 
issue of Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine even in the face of the global 

Croatia’s goal is… to 
participate directly in 
political decision-
making in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina… to 
protect its own 
commercial interests 
[such as] the 
appropriation of 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s natural 
resources along their 
shared border.
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outrage.
Third, one of the gems 

of multi-ethnic and 
multi-religious life in 
Europe that spanned 
centuries, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, would be 
destroyed for good. The 
politics of ethnic 
exclusivity, especially if 
coupled with Islamophobia, would 
receive a huge jolt of encouragement.

Fourth, the once most successful 
peacekeeping and state-building 
operation undertaken by Western powers 
and supported strongly by Muslim 
countries around the world, would end in 
abject failure. The consequences for the 
reputations and power projections of the 
USA, EU, and even the UK, would be 
catastrophic.

All this can be easily prevented. The 
international community, especially EU/
NATO members, have the means to 
prevent secessionism and integrate 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the region 
into the Euro-Atlantic family of nations, 
put expansionist dreams to rest, and 
preserve the multiculturalism of the 
region. It would also protect its southern 
flank from malign influences that seek to 
keep the region fragile in order to exercise 
power in the larger geo-political 
competition with the West.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is emblemat-
ic of what the future will look like. Either 
we will live in the system of Rule of Law, 

system of ethnic and 
religious diversity, system 
of values where human 
rights are upheld and 
“never again” means 
something; or, we as a 
civilisation will be on a 
track of uncertainty, with 
big power politics, where 
might is right, human 

rights are a mere slogan, hate speech a 
new normal, and divisiveness as the gold 
standard of politics. Bosnia and Herzego-
vina is fighting for its survival, but our 
fight is also the fight for the soul of 
Europe.

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is 
fighting for its 
survival, but our fight 
is also the fight for the 
soul of Europe
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