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Situation in Bosnia Herzegovina in the year of political elections. 

The renewal of Althea military mission and the stability of the 

country 

 

On 7th November, the UN Security Council unanimously renewed the European Union's 

military mission in Bosnia Herzegovina Althea for a year. 

The renewal of Althea's mandate - the only CSDP military mission of the European Union with 

an executive mandate, now in its 14th year and the tenth commander - takes place in an important 

moment in the view of the scheduled elections for October 2018 and of the continuous nationalist 

tensions that remain high in the country. Although there are no new elements that have changed the 

internal security framework, the main concern is on the geopolitical context around Bosnia and 

Herzegovina that has deteriorated profoundly in the last years. In particular, the main features of the 

new enlarged macro-regional framework are: the impasse of the European enlargement project and 

the increasingly tenuous possibility of completing in a short time the enlargement for countries with 

socio-economic standards too far from the EU average; the repercussions that many economies in 

the region have received as result of the economic crisis; the breakdown of the strategic partnership 

between the EU and Moscow and the adoption of economic sanctions; the deterioration of the 

political relationship between NATO and Turkey; and finally, the Syrian conflict in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, that brought Turkey and Russia closer together and marked an important geopolitical 

withdraw of the US from the region, confirming the tendency towards American disengagement from 

the main strategic issues in the area. 

The election deadline of 2018 is important as it will be the first major political test to verify the 

real effectiveness of secessionist intentions by the leadership of the Bosnian Serbs. 

Starting from 2015, in fact, and especially after the annexation of Crimea by Russia, the main 

party of the Bosnian Serbs has adopted in its political platform the objective of secession of the 

Serbian entity from the rest of the country, to be realized through a referendum in the Republic of 

Srpska alone. Despite the numerous interventions in favor of the secession of the Serbian entity of 

the country and its union with Serbia made by President Dodik in the last two years - and covertly 

endorsed by some Croatian politicians who support the need for a reorganization of the State of 

Dayton - the Bosnian Serb leadership has so far renounced to taking such action. Although the 

referendum on secession has been postponed, other popular consultations have been held to 

counter the power of the unitary central state, the judiciary and to challenge the constitutional 

provisions of Dayton, maintain a constant high level of tension between the Bosniac and Serb 

nationalist parties and the central government. This constant tension has been replicated between 

Banja Luka and the High Representative of the International Community who maintains some special 

powers of intervention to protect the Dayton constitution and enforce it in case of boycott from one 

of the entity.  

Many fear that if the Serbian entity of the country could not organize a referendum for 

secession, an alternative objective would be to try to boycott the October 2018 vote, creating a 

constitutional impasse that could completely block the joint government of the country. The particular 

mechanism of functioning of the Bosnian state, that has reserved ethnic quotas and the possibility 

of exercising blocking minorities guaranteed by the Dayton constitution is obviously a factor that 

increases this risk. In particular, if the House of Peoples of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(whose indirect method of eligibility requires that each of the three nationalities constituting the 

country appoints 17 delegates + 7 others representing the other minorities), can’t be formed it would 
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lead to the impossibility of formation of one of the two branches of the parliament and of the central 

government itself. 

For the time being, the situation in the country appears to be stable with a certain reduction in 

anti-system actions, particularly after, about a year ago, the United States of America put in place 

personal sanctions against Bosnian Serb President Dodik, accused to be one of the main peace 

spoilers and the main destabilizer of the Dayton system. But the underlying problems remain 

unresolved, the institutional system remains blocked and immobile and the Russian position strongly 

criticized by the office of the international representative, whose closure is called for, accusing him 

of having sided against the Serbian entity. 

In 2018, a point of tension in inter-entity relations in Bosnia and Herzegovina could be 

represented by the dossier of relations with NATO, also due to the concomitant increase in Belgrade 

relations with the Alliance (visit by Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić to the headquarters of the 

NATO in Brussels, where he met the Secretary-General Stoltenberg). In October 2017, the 

Parliamentary Assembly of the Republika srpska adopted a Resolution on the "protection of the 

Constitutional Order", which also reiterates the choice of military neutrality by the RS. This implies 

the impossibility for Bosnia Herzegovina of joining NATO. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina's accession to NATO is currently blocked after the signing (2008) of 

the Individual Partnership Action Plan, in particular due to the resistance of the Serbian-Bosnian 

authorities to finalize the registration of military sites in the territory of the RS in the state central 

cadaster. According to the authorities of Banja Luka, the former military bases of Yugoslavia located 

on the territory of the Serbian entity of Bosnia Herzegovina do not belong to the central state, that is 

the defense ministry, but to the federated entity. Bosnian Serbs usually interpret their status as 

similar to that of a sovereign state, believing that the central state can’t own anything on the entity 

level since it is created by the two entities to carry out a series of common activities, like a confederal 

state. 

Of course, the High Representative of the international community and the Bosnian 

government, reject this political interpretation supporting the argument that the international 

sovereignty of Bosnia Herzegovina is not delegated by the entities but resides in the constitution of 

Dayton that gave birth to a central sovereign state divided in turn into two constituent entities, a 

Bosnian Serb state and a confederation of Croatian-Bosniac cantons. In this complex institutional 

scenario, the competences for the exercise of foreign policy are clearly attributed to the central 

government of Sarajevo and therefore among them is the process of joining NATO. This implies that 

the entities can’t declare their neutrality alone, but this decision requires a central government 

common position.  

The dispute on the ownership of military barracks and assets in Republika srpska is a story 

that has been going on for several years, but obviously acquires new significance in the renewed 

interest of NATO for the Western Balkans and in the new strategic moment of the area. It is in this 

sense that the parliamentary vote of the Republika srpska on neutrality should be read: a step for 

vetoing the process of Bosnia and Herzegovina moving toward NATO. The response of the Office 

of the High Representative to this decision was obviously negative, hastening to clarify that the 

Constitution prevails in case of conflict with the norms produced by the entities and that foreign policy 

is an exclusive right of the central institutions and that the matter of defense properties has already 

been addressed by the Constitutional Court of Bosnia Herzegovina with the July 2012 ruling. 

Nevertheless, political and administrative obstruction by the RS authorities remains and it is likely 

that it will increase its intensity. RS Obstructionism has among its main targets more and more often 

the legitimacy of the Court of Bosnia Herzegovina, a special court with the presence of international 

judges who have reserved powers on certain matters such as organized crime, corruption, terrorism 

and property disputes.  
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It is therefore the Court that decides in the case of the disputed defense properties and, for this 

reason too, has become one of the main adversary of the supporters of neutrality of RS. In theory, 

the confrontation on the Court of BiH can exceed the verbal excesses and declarations of intent 

(such as appealing to Serb judges to withdraw from central jurisdictions), and it may arrive up to the 

point of proclaiming a referendum in the Republika srpska against this Special Court, considering it 

an external interference in the business of the country and a vulnus in the legislative autonomy of 

the RS. The decision to hold a referendum against the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina is obviously 

an act incompatible with the constitution of Dayton and therefore against the Peace Treaty itself of 

which the constitution is an annex. It seems to us, however, that from 2005 to today the strategy of 

the Republican srpska leadership is not to arrive at a frontal clash with the architecture of Dayton 

but to disseminate the political life of the country of a series of potential political, legal, administrative 

disputes that are the equivalent of a military frozen conflict but of an juridical-institutional nature. 

The politics of the Republic of Srpska could be defined as a scenario of numerous institutional 

frozen conflicts that may be brought to their extreme consequences (ie the declaration of secession) 

if NATO's enlargement were to proceed in the Balkans, with Bosnia Herzegovina moving forward.  

It is unclear what may be the reaction in BiH if would be Serbia to strengthen its relations with NATO. 

The institutional conflicts inside BiH appear to have found a certain equilibrium, neither moving 

towards resolution nor towards escalation (a typical tension-cycle is: declarations, threat of 

referendum on an anti-Dayton theme, adoption of a resolution in parliament, proclamation of the 

referendum but delaying its publication in the State Journal, suspension of the provision and 

postponement of the referendum). They are characterized by an exasperated tacticism and fed, 

beyond the objective dysfunctionality of the Bosnian system, by the geopolitics of Moscow in the 

Balkans and its confrontation with EU – NATO view of the region.   

These unsolved issues have been carrying on for over twenty years, but the annexation of 

Crimea to Russia partially reactivated them after 2014, fueling the separatist ambitions of the 

Bosnian Serbs, who essentially invoke a similar scenario for their entity: secession from Sarajevo 

and annexation to Serbia. At the same time, the increase in tension between Russia, the EU and 

USA after the Ukrainian conflict, has also led Moscow to pay more attention to the strategic 

significance that the Balkans can play within a scenario of multiple conflicts and civil wars that, from 

Libya to Syria, to Crimea, are the framework of the Balkan region. 

Even the confused Catalan question has somehow ended up fueling the climate of uncertainty 

about the possibility of Bosnia Herzegovina holding a secession referendum. On one hand, 

Barcelona's drive towards the declaration of independence would favor similar projects of the RS. 

But the Catalan secession dossier hasn’t ended up favorably for the secessionist side, for the 

moment, and Madrid has been backed by the UE in opposing such an action. This instead, may 

push RS politicians to prudence.   

Also in this sense we can read the ambiguous statements on the Catalan issue that were 

recorded in particular in Belgrade that - before giving their political solidarity to Spain (which we 

remember does not recognize the independence of Kosovo) - gave the impression of a dual 

approach, criticizing the European Union for the double standard shown in the case of Kosovo and 

in the Catalan one. 

For its part, Itzebegovic, the Bosnian member of the presidency of BiH and leader of the 

Bosniac nationalist party SDA, has used the theme of Catalonia, referring to the risk that the Republic 

of Srpska may follow the same path, and such an action will reopen. In the same days, even if the 

press office of the Presidency partly denied and corrected the allegations, Itzebegovic had hoped 

that Bosnia Herzegovina would soon recognize Kosovo as an independent state (currently BiH, like 

Spain, does not recognizes the independence of Pristina for the opposition of the Serb component). 
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If the tensions remain predominantly between the opposing Bosniac and Serbian nationalists, 

it should not be left out that the situation in which the Croatian minority, which appears increasingly 

oriented towards a restructuring of the Croatian federation, has been found to be potentially 

problematic for the functioning of the joint Croat Muslim Federation, softly supporting the overcoming 

of the Dayton accords. To show the complexity of the situation there is the case of the district of 

Mostar, a city in which the Muslim and the Croatian component are substantially equivalent, with a 

slight prevalence of the Croatian one. In the important city of Mostar there have been no local 

elections for over ten years because of the lack of an electoral law, after the Constitutional Court 

declared the previous law incompatible with the Dayton Charter and where the two local Croat and 

Bosniac parties could not reach an agreement for a new one. The situation of Mostar highlights the 

paradoxes of ethno-politics in democratic representative systems when it may become almost 

impossible to agree on electoral rules when they will determine the rule of one nationality over the 

other. With two ethnic-religious minorities of 49% (Croats) and 44% (Bosniacs) and with a political 

culture of ethnic identity voting, each formula of the transformation of votes in seats in the city council 

becomes an extremely complex exercise that may not guarantee at the same time governability and 

perception of ethnic identity protection. Of course, a purely proportional electoral law could be 

adopted but this, in the case of Mostar, won’t produce any government. While, any other electoral 

“premium” in transforming the votes in seats, will imply the transformation of an ethnic minority into 

a majority who may govern alone on the other ethnic group. After ten years of stalemate the situation 

has become paradoxical, to the point that many call for a division of the municipality along ethnic 

lines.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina remains therefore a politically and institutionally fragile and complex 

environment, subject to constant internal pressure as a consequence of the deterioration of the 

regional security system. Nevertheless, the deterioration of the regional geopolitical environment is 

not an anarchic process but it is apparently somehow controlled by the main international 

stakeholders. 

Still the abundance of ad hoc decisions, the continuous exceptions to established international 

law, the lack of economic development of the successor states of Yugoslavia, the lack of cooperation 

between the various external actors, the exasperated tactical opportunism of many of them and the 

absence of a regional system of unbalancing the imbalances that brings together the EU, NATO, 

Russia, Turkey and the 5 countries of the Western Balkans, are all factors of concern that are 

renewed from year to year and make the persistent ethnic tensions much more dangerous than they 

are in reality. Negative scenarios of deterioration of the country's stability situation may also emerge 

rapidly but this it doesn’t appear to be the case for 2018. Unconventional changes to the Dayton 

settlement as well as any unilateral policy that threatens to alter the balance of power in the enlarged 

Adriatic-Aegean-Black Sea region risks to destabilize the precarious security equilibrium of the 

region and especially of Bosnia and Herzegovina, that remain the geopolitical fuse of the Balkans.  


