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COMING OF AGE: BOSNIA IS 18, AND AT CROSSROADS. AGAIN
Dr. Ešref Kenan Rašidagić
Faculty of Political Science, University of Sarajevo
Casual reader of news from Bosnia and Herzegovina could nowadays be forgiven for thinking that his newspaper has accidentally reprinted a page originally published sometimes in early 1990s: political stalemate, state institutions at standstill, economy at breaking point, levels of mistrust between political representatives of the three ethnic groups at all-time low, Bosniaks fighting, seemingly in vain, to strengthen the statehood of their only homeland, Serbs threatening to put an end to it through secession of territories where they predominate, Croats seemingly ambivalent, but clearly ready to jump on the bandwagon of dissolution of the state they view as secondary to their true motherland. At the same, the whole fuss is being callously ignored by disinterested international community, preoccupied with more pressing problems elsewhere. 
At least no one is currently using the parliament pulpit to threaten ‘Bosnia with becoming a hell and Muslims in Bosnia with disappearance’, as Radovan Karadžić prophetically did in 1991 (although, as it later became apparent, the accuracy of his prophesies benefitted a great deal from him being privy to circles that planned precisely such scenario for his adoptive homeland). Outcome of the crisis that resulted from the breakup of Yugoslavia was Europe’s bloodiest conflict since World War II. Its ultimate resolution in Dayton in 1995 did not mean an end to the crisis, however. Indeed, Bosnia stumbled from one crisis to another in its post-war existence. The country was often perceived as being at the brink, or at pivotal crossroads, at various stages in its post-war existence. Frequency of crises labeled as ‘seminal’ or ‘turning points’ led one Western diplomat to observe recently – and only half-jokingly – that he is not worried of effects of world recession on B&H since ‘in this country nothing can succeed, not even the crisis.’ 

Crises are therefore nothing new to this country. They, in fact, occur with rather unnerving regularity in response to a host of internal and external (mostly regional) factors. The current bout of crisis started with election victory in 2006 of Milorad Dodik, one-time darling of international community, who in his previous incarnation helped break up hardliners stranglehold over Republika Srpska. Contrary to widespread consensus, Dodik is not one’s typical ‘90s model nationalist-populist politician. His business-oriented mindset once led him to take a huge gamble to team up with his international sponsors to challenge Karadžić’s Serb Democratic Party (SDS) and bring Republika Srpska out of self-imposed isolation. However, he then went on to learn how quickly international community’s support dissipates after his principal backers became preoccupied with different priorities internationally, leading him to lose the next elections. Having understood how little genuine achievements count when measured against inflammatory nationalist slogans, Dodik successfully used the time-tested formula of stirring up the fear of the ‘others’ in his 2006 election campaign. In the process he turned his once reform oriented Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD), into champions of radical rhetoric, making even the old school nationalists from SDS sound meek in comparison. 
The tactics worked. SNSD triumphed, becoming the sole proprietor of Republika Srpska and Serb’s undisputed voice in Joint Institutions. SDS was left soul-searching, other opposition parties were in disarray. Serb opposition parties were quick to adopt, however, radicalizing their preaching as well. This in turn forced the SNSD to harden its rhetoric even more, turning the entire Bosnian Serbs’ political discourse into one of contest for the position of the nationalist champion. 
Consequences for the political dynamics in Bosnia and Herzegovina were disastrous. Prior to 2006 elections, B&H for the first time ever started to resemble something of a consensus-based society. If only for the strong (some would say imperial) leadership of the High Representative at the time, Paddy Ashdown, country at last entered into crucially important reform processes. Institution building on the state level was accompanied by rise of mutual trust between ethnic communities and rapprochement between leading politicians who in B&H still principally champion the causes of their respective ethnic groups. In a momentous move, country’s separate armies were unified under single Ministry of Defense in 2005. This act alone made prospect of renewed conflict a very distant one. 
Police was next on the agenda… However, in 2006 Dodik moved aggressively to roll back the progress the country has made. Unification of country’s disparate police forces which was supposed to be comparably easier task, given that nationalist politicians already gave up the control of ethnic armies, was stopped dead in its tracks. Blockages of key state institutions followed, with key pieces of legislation being stopped, or endlessly amended to the point of becoming meaningless (thanks to unlimited ethnic veto power enshrined in Dayton Constitution). In place of progressive, if not always adept, Chairman of the Council of Ministers, Adnan Terzić, Dodik appointed his puppet Nikola Špirić, whose main task ever since has been to sabotage every single initiative that would make the country a more functioning political entity. 
Institutions created in the preceding years on the state level, which were not part of the original Dayton constitutional framework, found themselves under constant attacks aimed at discrediting their work and mission. Development Strategy of B&H, conceived and supported with the help of key donors such as the World Bank and UK’s DFID, was sidelined and simply ignored, along with the body tasked with overseeing its implementation, the Directorate for Economic Planning. More recently, Špirić artificially created crisis with appointment of the new head of the Directorate for European Integration, allowing the institution in charge of the process of bringing the county closer to Europe to remain without a head for extended period of time. Unable to undo the key reform which created unified armed forces in the country, RS politicians instead now focus their attention on exploring the possibilities for abolishing the army altogether. Calls are thus made regularly for B&H to become ‘demilitarized’ country, ostensibly for economic and peace-loving reasons (while overlooking the fact that such move would leave Bosniaks virtually defenseless, with Serbia and Croatia continuing to maintain their sizeable militaries). 
Political and economic crisis in the Federation of B&H
On the entity level, situation in the Federation of B&H has been rapidly deteriorating for reasons largely unrelated to the above mentioned politicking affecting the state institutions. To begin with, the Federation was always something of an unhappy marriage between Bosniaks and Croats, whose elites have diametrically opposite political goals. In its attempt to reconcile the Bosniak’s struggle to preserve unified state and Croats independence-leaning policies, the United States sponsored creation of shell entity enclosing ten cantons which actually possess many the prerogatives of a state. Many Croats from the beginning felt trapped in political superstructure which dampened their independence leanings and in which Bosniaks outnumbered them to the order of five to one. Bosniaks on the other side resented political arrangement which accorded much smaller Croat population almost equal say in decision making process. 
Beyond the issues related to failing to create synergies between the two ethnic groups, such gargantuan institutional framework simply costs too much to be sustainable on the long run. Bulk of the budget is devoured by eleven fully-staffed governments with their complements of ministries, parliaments, bureaucrats, agencies, all in the entity with total population of less than 3 million. Much of the rest of the budget (up to 40% of the total) is eaten by the government’s commitment to payment of large number of benefits to inflated number of war veterans. Such untenable structure was supported by different means, with large influx of aid money after the war providing temporary solution. Afterwards, introduction of VAT tax in 2006 on the state level resulted in temporary surge of income for all levels of government. Lately thou this source of income has stabilized on the level that proved insufficient to finance operations of the Federation budget. 

When remittances from large Bosnian Diaspora dried up as a result of recession in 2009, the B&H Council of Ministers was forced to appeal for emergency IMF loan to the tune of EUR 1.2 billion to be shared by the central and Entity governments. However, the three-year stand by arrangement came with strings attached, which affected the Federation more than the RS or State government. Demands for significant budget cuts meant that large savings have to be made in payments to war veterans and cuts related to administration expenses in cantonal and the Federation budgets. This, however, touched raw nerve of population of more than 180,000 people, which enjoyed these privileges for such a long time. Even the plan for modest 10% cuts to veterans’ benefits brought hundreds of them before the Federal Parliament in Sarajevo in October 2009, forcing the government to renege on the promise given to the IMF. Faced with the prospect of virtual bankruptcy, Federal government passed the measures demanded by the IMF, which resulted in mass protests and storming of the Federal government building in April 2010, nearly bringing the government down. 
However economic in nature, these upheavals actually reflect deeper crisis of confidence in Federal constitutional order and its institutional framework. No one feels any sort of attachment to purely administrative creation, meaning that legitimacy of its government has always been very low. Borrowing from the IMF and commercial banks which has picked up in the past year and a half will only be used for plugging the ever-increasing holes in the entity and cantonal budgets. No money is earmarked for development and psychological and fiscal burden of sustaining such huge bureaucracy is slowly crushing business sector and society as a whole. Also, leading Croat politicians have in recent years increasingly associated their policies with Dodik’s radical nationalism, seeing him as natural ally in their quest for independence. This alliance brings back harrowing memories of 1993 Serbo-Croat cooperation in dismembering the country, and the failed attempt at establishing the third entity through the so-called ‘Croat Self-Government’ in 2001.
Previously unthinkable, calls are now regularly made as part of pre-election jockeying for separate Croat entity modeled upon Republika Srpska in status and – presumably – in ethnic exclusivity. The problem, as in all similar political adventures, is that no such arrangements could be made without Bosniak approval. While expressing their tacit acceptance of Croats’ requests as legitimate, politicians in Republika Srpska agree that no territorial rearrangements can come at the expense of the RS. This means that any possible solution in this regard would have to chip away territory from territorially already hard-squeezed Bosniaks, otherwise Croat population in Central Bosnia would be left isolated. Attempt to crate continuum of territory under Croat control and link Western Herzegovina with Croat enclaves in Central Bosnia was precisely the reason for outbreak of Bosniak-Croat conflict in 1993. Repetition of such scenario is impossible now, leaving one to wonder if the sole reason for floating such demands at present is in reality just a cover for attempting creation of personal fiefdom for handful of Croat politicians in Western Herzegovina only. Whatever the cause, one can only expect such calls to increase in future, wasting precious time and effort that could better be spent elsewhere, and further eroding support for Federal institutions. 

Situation in Republika Srpska 

Thanks to the virtue of being ethnically homogeneous (with Bosniaks and Croats cleansed during the war and never returning in sizeable numbers) and under complete domination by a single political party, situation in smaller B&H entity appear much more stable overall, especially when contrasted with the Federation. The fact that money is not squandered on multiple governments alone puts the RS in much more advantageous position. More importantly, homogeneous population and centralized government structure created during the war remove the need for permanent consensus-building typical of the Federation, even when it comes to minuscule details of decision making process. Total dominance of SNSD in political life of this entity translates practically into one-man rule, which, although not very democratic, is certainly expedient and efficient. However, such unopposed position of dominance that Dodik and SNSD enjoy also leads, expectedly, to abuse of power, corruption, and short-sightedness in decision making. 

All dissent is silenced. Allegations of heavy-handed tactics used to deal with whistleblowers abound, although none have so far been proved. Regime completely dominates media space in the RS, including both printed and electronic media. This does not only mean control of Republika Srpka Radio and TV (HQ of which Dodik – symbolically – built in the backyard of his new government mansion in Banja Luka). Cable TV companies, for instance, ‘spontaneously’ decided to remove Federal TV stations from their program lists, denying Dodik’s critics from single venue they had to voice their opinions of his government’s policies. When Dodik visited Israel in August, state-controlled media widely reported his claim that Patriarch Theophilos III of Jerusalem told him of his meeting with Reis-ul-Ulama of B&H Dr. Mustafa Cerić, who allegedly told him that “B&H is Bosniak’s homeland and those who do not accept it can leave B&H”. When the Patriarch himself issued official denial of those claims, calling them “shameful and baseless”, number of TV stations and newspapers in the region reported it, but not a single media outlet in Republika Srpska. 

In politics, the regime is alleged to fund a whole array of NGOs which are then used to test the grounds for some of the more radical ideas mooted by Dodik. For example, on the issue of independence referendum, several NGOs which sprang out of nowhere held well organized and attended rallies in Banja Luka and other big cities in the RS, demanding independence, denouncing opposition and Federation political parties, etc. Having seen no decisive response to several of such rallies by the international community, Dodik felt comfortable to voice such demands himself. 

Instead of focusing on finding workable solutions and common ground with other two ethnic groups in the country, Dodik uses all available resources on making Bosnia and Herzegovina look like an impossible state and demanding independence for the RS as a matter of necessity. While his pawns in state institutions use veto power to block their work, stopping key pieces of legislation in parliament for instance, millions of dollars from the RS budget are spent on paying the US lobbying firms to further the RS ‘cause’. Work of PR specialists and spin doctors retained by Dodik is clearly visible every time yet another ‘former junior assistant to deputy undersecretary of …’ is given ample time in state media to elaborate his claim that Bosnia is untenable construction and that Republika Srpska should go independent. Or when Dodik, not otherwise known for his eloquence, every once in a while launches catchy slogan of the ”RS is better part of B&H” kind. 
Shortsightedness of such policies is mind boggling. Politically, Dodik managed to destroy what little consensus was built between the three ethnic groups in the county prior to 2006. His portrayal of Sarajevo (and by implication the rest of the Federation) as ‘Tehran’ where he feels like an alien reversed years of hard work invested to increase the trust between the communities. 
More importantly, such warmongering rhetoric seems to serve another important objective: hiding from public eyes his dismal record as leader of the Republika Srpska. Corruption is rife. Political discourse is stifled. Economy is in dire straits. Dodik has been good in PR, but little else. His claim that Republika Srpska represents “better part of B&H” is obviously based solely on advice by his American PR consultants, rather than on sound economic and social indicators. Despite the aforementioned systemic advantages Republika Srpska continues to stagnate in most economic parameters. Underdevelopment and even poverty outside Banja Luka is palpable. Most of Dodik’s grandiosely advertised development projects ended in utter failure. Money from privatization of Telecom and oil refinery in Bosanski Brod disappeared down the budget sinkhole instead of being used to fund economic revival, as once promised. Indeed, some reports allege that privatization of refinery actually cost the RS budget more than it benefited from shady investment deal with Russian company Zarubezneft. Likewise, much trumpeted deals with CEZ company for investment in energy sector and STRABAG company, which was supposed to construct the RS-wide highway network, collapsed in mutual acrimony and actually forced payment of significant penalties by Dodik’s government to foreign partners, due to imprecise wording of partnership agreements. 

The role of international community
The conclusion of Paddy Ashdown’s mandate as the High Representative in 2006 marks the end of an era of forceful, sometimes heavy-handed, approach to rebuilding B&H society and state institutions. Volumes have been written on controversies surrounding international community’s mixed record in post-war Bosnia. However, what transpires from review of wealth of documentary evidence is that the task of reconstruction of the state was not finished by the time of Ashdown’s demise. Rather than follow the things through, principal backers of international institutions and organizations involved in B&H concluded that the country has recovered sufficiently to stand on its feet alone, even if slightly assisted occasionally. Succession of meek and powerless High Representatives followed, tasked with little else but ensuring graceful exit of international community from Bosnia and Herzegovina. In practice, this meant that the international community gradually relegated itself to irrelevance by giving up the two tools it had at its disposal for such purpose. 
The role of High Representative, has been finally relegated to history in all but name in June 2009 when Dodik, supported by all major Serb political parties, demonstratively flaunted Valentin Inzko’s ultimatum to reverse the RS National Assembly’s Declaration which calls on the Office of High Representative (OHR) to stop using its broad powers, reverse all previous decisions, and – most provocatively – demands reversal of all OHR decisions which transferred competencies from entity to the state level. Even though Inzko threatened Dodik with application of ‘Bonn Powers’ (in effect threatening him with dismissal from the office), matter was eventually quietly dropped when Inzko realized that the international community’s representatives in the Peace Implementation Council were not going to support him unanimously in this regard. Use of so-called ‘Bonn Powers’ has long been contested by Russia, member of the PIC, to which High Representative is in practice answerable. Russia’s opposition, combined with only lukewarm support by the OHR’s principle backers – United States and the EU, eventually made use of these powers all but impossible. 
Such outcome was also forced by practical demise of the other ‘stick’ available to the international community - EUFOR troops, which are now down to an all-time low of approximately 2000 soldiers, amounting to little more than skeleton headquarters staff. Such symbolic presence of military force clearly does not create sufficient deterrent that would ensure radical politicians’ compliance with the OHR’s decisions, as was the case earlier. 
In terms of carrots, the prospect of EU integrations was long thought to possess magic power to mend policies and break hardliners’ sway over people. It certainly worked in Serbia, to the point where President Tadić managed to collect enough votes to ensure passage in the parliament of (however diluted) resolution condemning Srebrenica massacre. He even attended funeral for Srebrenica genocide victims this year, which no leader of Republika Srpska ever attended. However, in order for this magic to work, there has to be widely perceived direct link between heeding Europe’s demands and benefits that such actions bring. So far in B&H this has definitely not been the case. Bosnians watched from sidelines as Europe warmed towards Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, which not long ago unleashed hell upon this unfortunate country. 
Lucky not to be saddled with such paralyzing political system, first Croatia and the Serbia and Montenegro managed to shake off their wartime past, for which they were amply rewarded by moving forward on the path of European integrations. Bosnia couldn’t progress for as long as two thirds of its politicians – awarded universal veto powers in Dayton – prefer interests of neighboring countries over their own. What progress was made after immense effort by pro-Bosnian politicians was perceived as going unrewarded by the EU. From the perspective of an ordinary Bosnian man, it appeared that those who unleashed butchers and plunderers upon him were amply rewarded just a few years later simply for handing over few of those war criminals to international justice. 
Just last year Bosnians were once again denied visa free travel into European Union due to failure of their wrangling politicians to satisfy few technical conditions. At the same time Serbia and Montenegro were accorded visa-free status amidst much fanfare over the progress they made, even thou some of those technicalities remained unresolved there as well (on 15 December 2010 visas for Bosnians were finally waived). In other words, few Bosnians (at least those not bearing neighboring countries’ passports, i.e. mostly Bosniaks) believe any more that Europe is genuinely interested in rewarding their pro-European stance. No relevant surveys have been conducted, but anecdotal evidence suggests that general public is deeply mistrustful of Europe’s intentions when it comes to B&H. It will be very hard for the EU ‘carrot’ to work its magic in the future, with most Bosnians deeply skeptical that the reward of membership in the European family is actually still in store for them. 
Turkey and Bosnia and Herzegovina
One international actor deserves special consideration here, since it managed to move things a bit lately in place where political heavyweights either stalled or made so many wrong moves. Turkey, which has historic ties with most countries of what is now known as ‘Western Balkans’ in recent years intensified efforts on reestablishing itself as one of the leading powers in the region. Having virtually ignored its former possessions ever since loosing them in the process culminating in 1912-1913 Balkan wars, Turkey is now in the process of rediscovering the Balkans. Turkish diplomatic apparatus is being strengthened in the process. Investment in the region increased significantly, with Turkish businesses acquiring or eyeing shares in important industries in Bosnia, Serbia, Macedonia, Kosovo, Albania and elsewhere. In Bosnia in particular, Turkey has for years invested large amounts in reconstruction of Ottoman era buildings, mosques and monuments. Two private Turkish universities now operate in Sarajevo, along with several schools and colleges, often offering gifted Bosnian students scholarships and other benefits. 
Turkey is also very active on political scene in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the region. Its leading political figures are working in close contact with their counterparts in the region. In April 2010, Turkey hosted meeting between Haris Silajdžić and Boris Tadić in Istanbul, in which the two leaders pledged to work on mending the ties between former enemies. While it is now rare for the EU to send even lower-ranking politicians on state visits to Bosnia, Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan and Minister of Foreign Affairs Davutoglu are frequent visitors to the country. In September 2010 President Abdullah Gul completed official visit to the country, during which he addressed state parliament in Sarajevo. As expected, Serb members of the parliament stayed away, while Serb member of collective presidency, Nabojša Radmanović, likewise boycotted invitation to state dinner. 
Bosnian Serb politicians long argued that resurgent Turkey harbors some sort of secret agenda in Bosnia and Herzegovina, prompting President Gul to deny supposed pro-Bosniak bias during his address to the B&H Parliament. Despite his denials and other overtures towards appeasing Republika Srpska leaders, Milorad Dodik seized opportunity to once again blast Turkey for pursuing ‘hidden political agenda’ and favoring Bosniaks at the expense of Republika Srpska’s interests. 

Dodik’s cheap nationalist rhetoric masks his growing unease about Turkey’s warming relationship with Serbian President Boris Tadić. Tadić, a pragmatic rationalist politician, replaced hard line nationalist Vojislav Koštunica, notorious for posing with Kalashnikov on the hills above Sarajevo during the 1992-95 Serb siege of the city. While Koštunica blindly supported hard line brethren in Republika Srpska, Tadić made it clear early on that he favors pro-EU policies over messy business of supporting Dodik’s adventures that bring little benefit but can cost Serbia a lot internationally. Even thou he extends his verbal backing for Republika Srpska and supported SNSD in 2010 pre-election campaign, he also on several occasions poured cold water on some of the more radical acts mooted by Dodik, such as proposed referendum on the issue of independence. Turkish increasing involvement in Serbia, leads Dodik to fear that whatever he has to offer could easily be offset by Turkish economic and political might. The fact that Serbia is mulling the sale of JAT airways to Turkish national carrier, or that Tadic and Erdogan headed straight from funeral in Srebrenica to Belgrade for talks is guaranteed to cause Dodik more worries about the future. 
Future prospects

Giving predictions regarding future developments in such complex environment is of course ungrateful task, especially if one tries to remain upbeat regarding the country’s future in general. One thing can be said with certainty thou: Bosnia and Herzegovina will continue to stumble from one crisis to another for as long as fundamental flaws in its political blueprint are not rectified. Asymmetric structural solutions and unbalanced territorial division of the country into exclusive ethnic reservations and more mixed units will remain cause of friction for generations, or for as long as fundamental flaws of such division are not rectified. Likewise, constitutional framework which grants unlimited veto power to representatives of three ethnic groups will never allow the country to develop fully-fledged political institutions and processes. Bosnian economy will continue to falter due to, among other reasons, unbearable strain of financing the largest administrative apparatus relative to size of the country that the world has ever seen. 
Stultifying political process leads to widespread apathy among the general population. The oft-repeated mantra of international community’s representatives that voters hold the key for change in Bosnia is simply not true. Whatever party (and whichever politicians) voters choose in the elections will be forced to play only the role that the rigid and discriminatory constitutional framework has accorded to them. And however competent such party or elected politician could be their activities will be limited to narrow, ethnically defined, playing field. Any attempt to go further is bound to be stopped dead in its tracks through use of the said unlimited veto power. 
Bosnia has been running in circles ever since the Dayton shackled her with such unworkable political system. Coming of age at 18 this year, Bosnia and Herzegovina will remain in care of its guardians for as long as systemic impediments to her growth and development are not removed. This, however, can only happen if enforced by the powers which created such political system in the first place. 
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