
ADMIR LISICA

Dynamics of Cooperation and Conflict:
Relations Between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 

and Croatia in the Post-Yugoslav Era 

IDEFE

BSF RESEARCH PAPER  3

APRIL 2025





ADMIR LISICA

Dynamics of Cooperation and Conflict:
Relations Between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 

and Croatia in the Post-Yugoslav Era



IDEFE      |     BSF Research Paper 3       |       DOI: 10.51331/researchpaper03        |        ISBN: 978-608-4944-24-9

Copyright ©️ SKOPJE, 2025

Editor	 : Sevba Abdula

Editoral Board	 : Bujamin Bela, Dilek Kütük, Mustafa Işık, Enes Turbic

Coordinator	 : Hanife Etem, Şengül İnce

Design	 : Seyfullah Bayram

Cite this paper	 : Lisica, A (2025), Dynamics of Cooperation and Conflict:Relations    
  Between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Croatia in the Post- 
  Yugoslav Era, BSF Research Paper, Skopje: IDEFE Publications..



ABSTRACT

This article analyzes the political relations between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and 
Croatia. Accordingly, it is necessary to chronologically present their mutual relations from 
the 1990s to the present. To better understand this complex topic, certain geopolitical 
processes that took place at the end of the 19th century will also be highlighted. The 
research will employ methods such as analysis, synthesis, comparison, data collection, 
and chronological methodology, all of which are essential for addressing this issue. To 
demystify these relations, it is crucial to analyze available sources from authors and media 
outlets in all three countries to establish facts-based assessments. Additionally, official 
state documents and other records will be consulted throughout the study. The aim is to 
clarify key phases in these relations, mutual tensions, major geopolitical shifts, and the 
current state of affairs. Our hypothesis is that Serbia and Croatia do not invest sufficient 
effort in strengthening regional relations with Bosnia and Herzegovina, with Serbia being 
particularly at fault in this regard. Meanwhile, Croatia’s stance and policy approach toward 
Bosnia and Herzegovina have fluctuated over time. The official policies of these countries 
have often supported destructive actions by domestic political actors, exacerbating inter-
nal tensions. Serbia’s actions remain a significant burden on improving relations between 
these independent states.
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Introduction
To understand the relations between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Cro-
atia, it is essential to outline the key facts that have shaped these relationships 
to the present day. The aspirations that Serbia and Croatia have historically 
held toward Bosnia and Herzegovina have been reflected in their propaganda 
activities. Serbian and Croatian policies toward Bosniaks and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina have been strikingly similar, as both sides harbored territorial ambi-
tions and ideological solutions concerning the Bosniak population. For Serbs, 
Bosniaks were considered “Serbs of the Muslim faith,” and Bosnia was seen as 
an ancient Serbian land. On the other hand, Croats viewed Bosniaks as “Croats 
of the Islamic faith” and regarded Bosnia and Herzegovina as belonging to the 
Croatian national space (Filandra, 1998: 14).  This perspective is further sup-
ported by the views of Ante Starčević, regarded as the “father of the Croatian 
nation.” Starčević argued that Bosniaks were the purest part of the Croatian 
people, closely related to Croats, and should be treated with respect to en-
sure their preservation for a shared future (Starčević, 1971: 28). Such assertions 
effectively deny the distinct identity of Bosniaks and, by extension, minimize 
Bosnia and Herzegovina as an independent entity. Regarding Serbia and Serbs, 
their long-standing objective has been to claim Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 
Serbian national interest in Bosnia was historically centered on weakening 
Austro-Hungarian rule to facilitate Bosnia’s eventual annexation to Serbia. To 
further these aspirations, Serbia supported an autonomous and independent 
Bosnia, believing that only under such conditions could it be successfully in-
corporated into Serbia. Aware that this was the path to achieving their goal, 
Serbian authorities actively cooperated with the Bosniak elite, assisting them 
in resisting Austro-Hungarian rule (Filandra, 1998: 16). 

Serbian national ideology, propagated from Serbia, was widely accepted among 
Orthodox Bosnians, further motivating Serbian efforts to expand their influ-
ence. Based on historical evidence, Serbian policy toward Bosnia and Herze-
govina has, with minor fluctuations, remained predominantly hegemonistic 
from the 19th century to the present. This assertion is supported by Serbia’s 
continuous attempts to usurp Bosnian territory to integrate it into its own. 
These ambitions have been expressed through various expansionist projects, 
including the concept of “Greater Serbia” and the more recent “Serbian World” 
initiative, which was publicly introduced in September 2020 (Vukićević, Tuhina, 
2021).  When examining Serbian-Croatian relations, it is important to note that 
their history is marked by deep-rooted conflicts, particularly related to World 
War II and the wars of the 1990s, during which they were adversaries. As Esad 
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Zgodić observes, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been a victim of Serbia’s and 
Croatia’s territorial obsessions and war crimes, further complicating mutual re-
lations (Zgodić, 2012: 24).  In the current context, Serbian-Croatian relations, 
despite ongoing misunderstandings and unresolved issues, are evolving in a 
new direction—one that increasingly affects Bosnia and Herzegovina. This will 
be further explored in the following analysis.

Relations Between Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Serbia
After Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina shares its longest border with Serbia, 
which significantly influences geopolitical relations in the region and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s overall position (Karavelić, 2022: 209-210). To understand 
the context of tensions between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, it is im-
portant to acknowledge that Serbia’s armed aggression and war against Bosnia 
and Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995 significantly shape today’s relations be-
tween the two independent states.  Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, neigh-
boring countries separated by the Drina River, formally established diplomatic 
relations in 1996, though the opening of their respective embassies took sev-
eral more years. The first steps toward normalization were taken with a joint 
statement between the then-Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, signed in Paris on October 3, 1996, by Alija Izetbegović and Slo-
bodan Milošević. Article IV of the joint statement explicitly states: “The Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia will respect the integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
in accordance with the Dayton Agreement, which affirmed the continuity of 
various forms of statehood that Bosnia and Herzegovina has had throughout 
its history.” This statement was signed in the presence of Jacques Chirac as 
confirmation of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s historical continuity as a state and to 
facilitate the establishment of diplomatic relations.  

However, Serbia and its leaders have, from the very beginning of the normaliza-
tion process, worked to undermine those relations in practice. A key example of 
this was Slobodan Milošević’s prolonged delay in fully establishing diplomatic 
relations, particularly the opening of embassies in Belgrade and Sarajevo. Mi-
lošević justified this stance by referring to Serbia’s “higher national interests,” 
which at the time included pressuring Bosnia and Herzegovina to withdraw 
its genocide lawsuit against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia before the 
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International Court of Justice. The Bosnian leadership, led by Alija Izetbegović, 
rejected such demands, resulting in the full establishment of diplomatic of-
fices in both capitals only after Milošević’s fall from power. The “Protocol on 
the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations between the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia and Bosnia and Herzegovina,” signed on December 15, 2000, re-
moved all remaining obstacles to normal diplomatic engagement.  The fact 
that Bosnia and Herzegovina established mutual recognition with states such 
as Laos, Mauritania, Mongolia, Panama, Zambia, and Vietnam further illustrates 
Serbia’s lack of effort in fostering a constructive relationship with Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, despite public claims by Serbian politicians that strengthening 
ties with Sarajevo was a priority (Lisica, 2023).  One of the key issues straining 
relations between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia is Serbia’s ongoing in-
terference in Bosnia’s internal affairs. 

A turning point in this institutionalized interference was the signing of the 
“Agreement on Special Parallel Relations” between Serbia and Republika Srps-
ka, which has been in effect since September 26, 2006. Although Article 2 of 
this agreement states that both parties—Republika Srpska (as an entity within 
Bosnia and Herzegovina) and Serbia—commit to respecting Bosnia and Herze-
govina’s sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independence, in practice, 
Serbia has continuously acted contrary to these obligations.  Serbia’s foreign 
policy strategy explicitly prioritizes the preservation of Republika Srpska as a 
central objective. In the document “Serbia’s Foreign Policy: Strategies and Doc-
uments,” page 64 contains a chapter titled “Special Relations with Republika 
Srpska,” which states: “Republika Srpska represents a historical achievement of 
the Serbian people for survival and equality in the Bosnian war, and its preser-
vation and prosperity are primary foreign policy objectives of the Serbian state. 
Internationally, Serbia advocates for Republika Srpska’s interests and blocks 
all attempts at its abolition and imposed unitarization of Bosnia and Herze-
govina” (Dragojlović, 2011: 64). A key element of Serbia’s foreign policy toward 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina is the systematic effort—both through its own institu-
tions and via the authorities in Banja Luka—to diminish and negate anything 
associated with the Bosnian state, thereby undermining its sovereignty. Even 
though Serbia, as the legal successor of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, of-
ficially committed to respecting Bosnia and Herzegovina’s historical continuity, 
Serbian policies in practice have often worked against this commitment. This 
approach is evident in the SANU Memorandum II from 2012, which outlines 
Serbia’s hegemonic goals and strategies for obstructing Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina (Subašić, 2019). 

The first SANU Memorandum played a significant role in inciting wars, atroci-
ties, and genocide against Bosniaks. The goal of the SANU Memorandum II from 
2012 is to achieve Greater Serbian objectives through peaceful means—objec-
tives that were not fully realized during the war—at Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na’s expense (Bećirović, 2021: 541).  Even Serbian anti-nationalist intellectuals, 
such as Vesna Pešić, recognize that Serbia systematically seeks to undermine 
Bosnia and Herzegovina by portraying it as a failed state, with the ultimate 
aim of enabling Republika Srpska’s secession. Peter Galbraith, the first U.S. am-
bassador to Croatia, also highlighted this issue in 2011, when he argued that 
Washington’s 1995 decision to prevent the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina from liberating Banja Luka may have been a mistake, as it allowed 
war criminals like Ratko Mladić and Radovan Karadžić to continue their activ-
ities (Bećirović, 2021: 541-543). During the final phase of the war in 1995, the 
Bosnian Army was advancing and nearing victory over Serbian forces. However, 
this outcome was prevented by the U.S. administration, specifically through the 
diplomatic efforts of Richard Holbrooke, who threatened to bomb the Bosnian 
Army’s positions if they did not halt their offensive on Banja Luka (Mujanović, 
2024: 168-169). 

Since the establishment of Special Parallel Relations between Serbia and Re-
publika Srpska, cooperation between the two has only deepened—at the ex-
pense of Bosnia and Herzegovina. These relations have served as a foundation 
for further integration between Serbia and Republika Srpska while deliberately 
sidelining Bosnia’s state institutions and its non-Serb populations, particular-
ly Bosniaks and Croats.  A clear example of Serbia’s approach is the “All-Serb 
Assembly”, held last year, during which a 49-point declaration was adopted to 
strengthen political, cultural, and educational alignment between Republika 
Srpska and Serbia. Officially, Belgrade framed the assembly as a response to 
the UN’s adoption of the Resolution on the Genocide in Srebrenica (Istinomjer, 
2024). However, given that the Srebrenica genocide has been legally estab-
lished, the All-Serb Assembly serves as further evidence of Serbia’s continued 
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rejection of international legal rulings and resolutions issued by key global 
organizations such as the United Nations. Genocide denial remains a core 
interest of Serbian politics, which explains such a reaction to the UN reso-
lution. The genocide in Srebrenica was a state-sponsored project of mass 
murder and ethnic cleansing, executed by Serbian forces and their Bosnian 
Serb proxies (Mujanović, 2024: 167).  The All-Serb Assembly demonstrates 
that Serbia has not abandoned its expansionist ambitions from the 1990s, 
as the declaration undermines Bosnia and Herzegovina’s sovereignty by 
suggesting that Republika Srpska can make independent decisions regard-
ing military neutrality and NATO accession (Article 21).  Given these facts, 
it is evident that Serbia is not investing in improving its relationship with 
Bosnia and Herzegovina but is instead actively working to weaken it. The 
overall state of relations remains far from friendly, and in some aspects, 
can be characterized as deteriorating. For relations to improve, Serbia must 
undergo a process of reckoning with its role in the wars of the 1990s and 
abandon its support for Republika Srpska’s separatist ambitions. Without 
these fundamental changes, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s relationship with 
Serbia will continue to be strained.

Relations Between Serbia and 
Croatia
With the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, relations between 
Belgrade and Zagreb became increasingly complex. Following the outbreak 
of the Croatian Serb rebellion, the official Belgrade government launched 
military operations, commanding the then-Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA). By 
the end of 1990, Serbs in Croatia established their own autonomous region 
under the name of the Serbian Autonomous Region of Krajina, along with 
the Serbian Autonomous Region of Western Slavonia. Ultimately, these de-
velopments led to the formation of the Republic of Serbian Krajina (RSK) in 
1991.  During the four-year existence of this para-state, numerous crimes 
were committed against the Croatian population, for which RSK presidents 
Milan Martić and Goran Hadžić were sentenced to long prison terms in The 
Hague. A similar fate befell the leaders of the Bosnian Serb entity, Repub-
lika Srpska, which in many ways resembled the RSK. (Stav, 2021)  In light 
of the events of late 1990 and the spring of 1991, the Republic of Croatia 
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declared independence a few months later. The existence of a Serbian para-state 
on Croatian territory delayed the formalization of diplomatic relations between 
Serbia and Croatia, which were only established in 1996 (Simurdić, 2016:1).  De-
spite the wartime situation and mutual animosity, Serbia and Croatia—more 
precisely, their leaderships—maintained a certain level of engagement even in 
the absence of official diplomatic relations. This is evidenced by the continu-
ous contacts between the then-presidents of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(Slobodan Milošević) and the Republic of Croatia (Franjo Tuđman). On the eve of 
Serbia’s aggression against Bosnia and Herzegovina, Milošević and Tuđman were 
involved in discussions regarding a territorial division of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(Karavelić, 2022: 213).  Given this, it is evident that, under certain geopolitical 
circumstances, relations between Serbia and Croatia, as well as between Serbs 
and Croats, have been subject to informal alliances based on mutual interests. 
A historical example of such an alignment was the Cvetković-Maček Agreement 
during World War II, which proposed the partition of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
between Serbia and Croatia. From the perspective of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Bosniaks, this agreement was highly problematic, whereas the Serbian and 
Croatian sides had differing views (Lisica, 2024: 115).  

Apart from instances when Serbian and Croatian interests aligned to the det-
riment of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Bosniaks, relations between Serbia and 
Croatia have historically been highly turbulent and characterized by frequent 
fluctuations.  After the war, the first steps toward normalizing interstate relations 
between Serbia (then the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) and Croatia occurred 
on June 23, 1996, with the signing of the Agreement on the Normalization of 
Relations in Belgrade. Through this agreement, both states recognized each 
other’s historical continuity. The agreement was signed by Croatian Foreign 
Minister Mate Granić and Serbian Foreign Minister Milan Milutinović (Ponoš, 
2021: 122-123).  Although diplomatic relations were officially established in 
1996, cooperation between the two states intensified only after 2000, follow-
ing the fall of Slobodan Milošević’s regime and the death of Croatian President 
Franjo Tuđman a year earlier. Collaboration particularly advanced in the field 
of economic trade and exchange (Pauković, 2010: 128).  In the following years, 
Serbia and Croatia, along with other Western Balkan states, participated in joint 
regional initiatives. One of the most significant was the Thessaloniki Summit in 
2003, where the Western Balkans countries formally committed to a European 
future and EU membership. The “European Union – Western Balkans” Summit in 
Thessaloniki resulted in the adoption of a declaration stating that “The future 
of the Balkans is within the European Union” (Vojvodić, 2024).  At the summit, 
then-European Commissioner for Foreign Policy Chris Patten emphasized:  
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“The Thessaloniki summit between the EU and five Western Balkan states 
is a turning point in our relations. From this summit, we will send two 
important messages to the Western Balkans: that EU membership is a real 
possibility and that we do not consider the European map complete until 
the countries of this region join us. We will do everything to help you suc-
ceed, but membership must be earned. It will require significant effort and 
political will from those in power in the region. How far and how fast you 
progress depends on you.” (VOA, 2003).

If we examine the period between 2003 and 2008, we can observe a moderate 
improvement in relations, reflected in the signing of several memorandums and 
declarations on cooperation across multiple sectors. However, the issue that se-
verely strained the normalized post-war relations was Kosovo’s declaration of 
independence in 2008. Croatia positioned itself contrary to Serbia’s interests by 
recognizing the Republic of Kosovo, which significantly damaged their relations, 
which had previously been improving.  Following this decision, various unre-
solved issues from the 1990s resurfaced, such as Croatia’s military operation 
“Oluja,” genocide lawsuits, and other contentious matters. A year later, relations 
slightly improved when Croatian Prime Minister Ivo Sanader expressed support 
for Serbia’s European integration path. However, Serbia remained highly critical 
of Croatia’s stance on Kosovo (Pauković, 2010: 133).  In the subsequent period, re-
lations neither deteriorated significantly nor saw substantial progress. Numerous 
unresolved issues continue to burden both states despite repeated announce-
ments from their leaders that progress might be achieved.  A serious blow to 
mutual relations occurred in 2023 when Serbian authorities made the unpopular 
move of expelling Croatian diplomatic officer Hrvoje Šnajder, accusing him of 
violating diplomatic norms and espionage. The Croatian Embassy in Belgrade 
did not comment on the decision, while Croatia’s Foreign Ministry, led by Gordan 
Grlić-Radman, strongly denied the accusations (Večernji list, 2023).  More recently, 
Serbia has accused Croatia of involvement in certain socio-political processes 
within Serbia, such as ongoing protests, further complicating their relations. It is 
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important to note that as an EU member state, Croatia has certain leverage over 
Serbia and can influence its policies. This approach is evident in the actions of 
Tonino Picula, the European Parliament’s rapporteur for Serbia, who has repeat-
edly criticized certain moves by the Serbian government that could hinder its Eu-
ropean integration process (Radio Free Europe, 2025).  Throughout this analysis, 
we have revisited key historical events that indicate that, despite frequent hos-
tilities, Serbia and Croatia have had moments of overlapping geopolitical inter-
ests—often to the detriment of Bosnia and Herzegovina. If we look at the current 
official policies of Belgrade and Zagreb, as well as statements by Serbian Pres-
ident Aleksandar Vučić and Croatian President Zoran Milanović on issues such 
as the genocide against Bosniaks, the functioning of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and the activities of Bosnian Serb leader Milorad Dodik, their positions appear 
remarkably synchronized (Radio Sarajevo, 2022).  Based on the factual data pre-
sented in this analysis, we can conclude that Serbia-Croatia relations lack conti-
nuity and are best characterized as highly dynamic, with visible fluctuations. The 
foreign policy orientations of the two countries are often divergent, as seen re-
cently in their differing perspectives on the potential establishment of a military 
alliance between Croatia, Albania, and Kosovo - a move Serbia opposes (Politički.
ba, 2025).  It appears that the closest alignment of positions between the two 
neighboring states is in the context of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This trend was 
evident throughout much of the past century, reinforcing the argument that both 
Serbia and Croatia have not invested sufficiently in improving regional relations.

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia: 
One Step Forward, Two Steps Back
Looking at the diplomatic relations between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Cro-
atia, from their establishment to the present day, we can observe various forms 
of discontinuity and turbulence in their mutual relations. The relationship be-
tween these two countries has been shaped by geopolitical circumstances, 
much like the case between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, but with sig-
nificant differences. Croatia’s foreign policy towards Bosnia and Herzegovina 
has often undergone changes that seriously affected the relations between 
the two neighboring states. In the early 1990s, Croatia supported the indepen-
dence of Bosnia and Herzegovina and became the first country where Bosnia 
and Herzegovina opened its embassy during the war in 1993. The first Bosnian 
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ambassador to Croatia was Bisera Turković, who highlighted the difficult 
circumstances of conducting diplomatic affairs in Zagreb during the war 
years in her autobiography (Turković, 2022). The first Croatian ambassador 
to Sarajevo was Zdravko Sančević (Kliko, 2019: 174). A year before the 
opening of the Embassy of Bosnia and Herzegovina in Zagreb, the “Agree-
ment on Friendship and Cooperation between the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Croatia” was signed. The signatories of this Agreement 
were presidents Alija Izetbegović and Franjo Tuđman. The shared interest 
of these states was the mutual protection of independence and territori-
al integrity (Arifhodžić, 2022: 84-85). Relations significantly complicated 
in 1993, when a conflict broke out between the Army of the Republic of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (ARBiH) and the Croatian Defence Council (HVO), 
later involving units of the Croatian Army (HV). Croatia tried to avoid ac-
knowledging the participation of the Croatian Army in the Bosnian war, 
but credible sources indicate their indisputable involvement, as well as 
a significant number of casualties they sustained in conflicts with ARBiH 
units. Historian Amir Kliko states that the Croatian Army can be considered 
an aggressor force due to its conflict with ARBiH (Kliko, 2019: 1007-1011). 

The wartime events from the summer of 1993 until the signing of the 
Washington Agreement in 1994 left a mark on relations between Croatia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as between Bosniaks and Croats, to 
this day. However, after the signing of the Washington Agreement, the two 
states entered a new phase of relations, and through the formation of 
the Bosniak-Croat entity, the Federation of BiH, new conditions for future 
cooperation were created (Lisica, 2023: 196). The agreement outlined a se-
ries of provisions aimed at deepening relations between Croatia and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina (Begić, 1997: 182-186). Notably, joint military actions 
between ARBiH and HV in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia against 
the common Serbian aggressor during 1995 were emphasized. The Split 
Agreement had previously agreed that the two armies would act together 
(Večernji list, 1995). In the post-war period, relations between Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Croatia developed at a satisfactory pace. Especially during 
the mandates of Croatian presidents Stjepan Mesić and Ivo Josipović, rela-
tions between the two countries progressed. Mesić consistently advocated 
for territorial integrity and sovereignty, rejecting any ideas of a Greater 
Croatia or Herceg-Bosna that would conflict with the constitutional set-
up of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Josipović followed a similar policy toward 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. During a visit to Sarajevo, he delivered a speech 
condemning the mistakes of Croatia’s foreign policy towards Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina during the war period, insisting on the sovereignty and indepen-
dence of Bosnia and Herzegovina. His speech was negatively received by the 
right-wing political party HDZ (Golstein, 2018). The political separatist venture 
of Bosnian Croats known as the “Croatian self-government” in 2001 complicat-
ed relations between Croats and Bosniaks, as well as between Croatia and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina. The political crisis in the Federation of BiH was visible 
as early as 1999, with the murder of Jozo Leutar, the then Minister of Internal 
Affairs in the FBiH government. The perpetrators and masterminds of this mur-
der have not been identified to this day, with certain right-wing Croats accused 
of being against Jozo Leutar’s “loyalty” to the state of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The international community, at that moment, pressured the leadership of the 
Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), led by Ante Jelavić, the informal leader of 
Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Robert Barry, the head of the OSCE mission 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, tried to improve the Federation’s Constitution with 
amendments, which was met with resistance from Jelavić and his associates. 
The first move of the rebellious HDZ members was the establishment of the 
Croatian National Assembly in Novi Travnik, which, according to its founders, 
represented “the largest political body of Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 
The establishment of this institution was the precursor to an attempt to cre-
ate a separate Croatian self-government on the territory of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. This idea, with Ante Jelavić as one of its main protagonists, had the 
support of a certain part of Bosnian Croats, whom Jelavić justified by rejected 
amendments previously submitted to the Constitutional Court of BiH, express-
ing dissatisfaction with the decisions of the international community, which 
had made certain reforms in the functioning of the Federation of BiH.  

After the adoption of the “Declaration on the Position of Croats,” the term “ma-
jorization of Croats in BiH” started to be used, a now-empty and unfounded 
term. The establishment of the Croatian self-government in BiH was formally 
announced in March 2001 with the installation of Croatian authorities in areas 
where Croats were the majority. The separatism of HDZ and other Croatian po-
litical representatives gathered around the Croatian National Assembly (HNS) 
met with a strong response from the international community, led by the then 
High Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina Wolfgang Petritsch and Robert 
Barry. Petritsch’s statement that there are Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
outside of HDZ, who are willing to work for Bosnia and Herzegovina, is well 
remembered. One of them was Krešimir Zubak, the former president of the 
Federation of BiH. In the eyes of HDZ, Zubak and his appointed officials in the 
FBiH government were “traitors to the Croats.” Despite the condemnation of 
the international community, Jelavić attempted to establish his own parallel 
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institutions, with a particularly notable decision to have Croat members leave 
the Federation Army, led by Croat Mijo Anić. Those who left the FBiH Army and 
showed disobedience to Anić were promised compensation, but this promise 
was never fulfilled. The financing of HDZ came from the Hercegovina Bank, 
which international officials knew about and demanded investigations into the 
operations of this institution, to which its officials physically resisted, with the 
approval of HDZ leadership. This became a red line for the international com-
munity, whose measures directly targeted the perpetrators of separatist activ-
ities led by Ante Jelavić. Most of the individuals involved in these events were 

banned from political activities, and Jelavić, fearing criminal responsibility, fled 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Realizing that the separatist solution to the Croat 
issue had no support even from Croatia, Jelavić declared the end of the Cro-
atian self-government, just a few months after its establishment (Stav, 2021). 
Reactions to the separatist attempts of right-wing Bosnian Croats within Cro-
atia were divided, but it is important to note that the Croatian political lead-
ership, particularly President Stjepan Mesić, clearly refused to support these 
activities, arguing that this decision could only harm Bosnian Croats. Mesić’s 
reaction was crucial for strengthening relations between Croatia and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (HINA, 2001). A shift in the relations between the two coun-
tries became apparent after Kolinda Grabar Kitarović’s victory in the Croatian 
presidential race. Grabar Kitarović and the right-wing HDZ in Croatia changed 
the paradigm of relations towards Bosnia and Herzegovina, insisting on solving 
the “Croat question,” as advocated by the sister HDZ of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
led by Dragan Čović. This refers to the ethnic-based organization of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s electoral law, which does not align with European standards. 
On the path to achieving these goals, Grabar Kitarović spread false informa-
tion about thousands of jihadists living in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was 
later proven to be false, as confirmed by independent media in Croatia. (In-
dex, 2022) With a hostile policy toward Bosnia and Herzegovina and Bosniaks, 
Grabar Kitarović’s successor, President Zoran Milanović, continued spreading 
theses about jihadists, denied the Srebrenica genocide, and openly supported 

In the eyes of HDZ, Zubak and his appointed officials in the FBiH 
government were “traitors to the Croats.” 
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Bosnian Serb leader Milorad Dodik in his efforts to secede the RS entity from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. (Klix, 2025) Although Croatian officials often claim to 
be friends of Bosnia and Herzegovina and its lobbyists on the way to the Euro-
pean Union, the actual picture is quite different. For Bosnia and Herzegovina, it 
is of strategic importance to have friendly relations with neighboring Croatia 
in the future. However, given the constellation of relations over the past few 
years, it cannot be said that Croatia’s relationship with Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina is sincere and friendly. For this reason, the subtitle of this chapter is “One 
Step Forward, Two Steps Back,” as the facts indicate that at certain points, the 
cooperation between the two countries had a very promising outlook, only to 
be stopped by various actions to the detriment of the citizens of both Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and Croatia. Nonetheless, there is still room for cooperation.

Conclusion
In this analysis, through a comparison of relations between Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Serbia, and Croatia, we aimed to highlight key factors that contribute to 
the less-than-ideal relations among these countries. Our thesis that Serbia and 
Croatia do not put enough effort into deepening relations with Bosnia and Her-
zegovina is demonstrated through several key examples. The root of the prob-
lem lies in the great-power ambitions that date back to the 19th century. These 
ambitions have been significantly promoted on multiple occasions throughout 
the 20th century, and based on the current state, we can observe that hege-
monic goals in the Western Balkans have not been fully abandoned. Regional 
cooperation among these countries is highly desirable, especially due to Bos-
nia and Herzegovina’s and Serbia’s aspirations to join Croatia in the European 
Union. Such cooperation will not be possible without a sincere relationship, 
based on fair principles and respect for the rights of other actors. This research 
has used a variety of sources (archival documents, books, articles, media sourc-
es, statements) from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Croatia, with the aim 
of providing a credible and fact-based representation of the state of mutual 
relations. International relations are a living matter, subject to change, and are 
not static, as are geopolitical processes. Therefore, it is important to persist and 
exert pressure on the relevant authorities to focus on dialogue, with respect for 
the particularities, independence, and sovereignty of other actors.
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