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30 years ago, in 1984, the Olympic flame was lit in 

Sarajevo. Back then, it was a diverse, secular and 

socialist city. Its nickname was well-deserved: it really 

was the Jerusalem of Europe. This was the only place in 

Europe where you would find a mosque, a church and a 

synagogue built side-by-side in a state of utmost 

tolerance and harmony.  

Ten years later, Yugoslavia collapsed. In April 1992, Bosnia and Herzegovina was 

recognized as an independent state by the United Nations. A brutal war followed 

which only ended in late 1995 when the Dayton Peace Agreement was signed by the 

Bosnian, Croatian and Serbian presidents. To this day, the Dayton Peace Agreement 

is truly bitter sweet: it still serves as the corner stone for peace but is also the main 

reason for stagnation besetting BiH. Public protests in early 2014 show how 

profoundly dissatisfied Bosnia and Herzegovina’s diverse population is with the 

economic, social and political circumstances of their lives. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina consists of three ethnic groups: Bosniaks, Croats and 

Serbs. As a state, it is divided up into two entities: the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska. The Federation in turn is split up into ten 

different cantons. In addition, there are a large number of municipalities. A 

suffocating layer of ethnic quotas has been added to every layer of the state, 

providing sinecures for officials increasingly remote from the communities they 

represent.  

Let me give you a few examples of how the different entities and ethnic groups 

paralyse each other. For instance, Bosniaks and Serbs will always vote together to 

block any move to give the Croats autonomy because this would result in of a three-

entity Bosnia and Herzegovina. In turn, the Bosniaks and Croats ally in their refusal 

to recognize the Republika Srpska, which mostly Serbs call their home, as an 

independent entity. Finally, the Serbs from the Republika Srpska would prefer to 

break away from Bosnia and Herzegovina anyway and rejoin Serbia.  

The stagnation resulting from this complicated scenario will not be overcome unless 

there is a new definition of the territorial borders and a fundamental reform of the 

constitution. The institutional safeguards accorded to the “constituent peoples” 

(another word for the country’s ethnic groups) should be abolished. Only if all the 

citizens of one country are granted the same rights independent of their ethnic 

background will we see an end to this pervasive tension and frustration.  

So what can we learn from the state building process in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina?  Generally speaking, diverse and conflict burdened countries do not 



need ethnic quotas; instead, fewer layers of administration should be implemented. 

Such countries do require long-term assistance from the international community and 

the European Union in setting up institutions and training personnel. Without outside 

help, there is little hope to rein in corruption, fight crime and build a constitutional 

state that will respect human rights. And please don’t leave until the state is stable 

and can handle its own affairs! 

 


