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Abstract

Thirty years after its conclusion, the Dayton Peace Agreement is often 
regarded as a landmark of American diplomacy and a framework for 
achieving negative peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Beyond its initial 
success in ending armed confl ict, the Dayton Peace Agreement should 
be understood as an evolving political settlement that continues to face 
challenges from policies and actors seeking to undermine its provisions 
and to call into question its long-term sustainability, both within Bosnia 
and Herzegovina the broader regional context. Accordingly, by considering 
it through the legal-historical fact of European political incapacity to 
achieve peace, the authors seek in this paper to compare the signifi cance 
of the Agreement with the present time and to present Dayton-related 
factors that infl uence the regional security architecture. Therefore, 
this paper presents a comparative analysis of factors that affect the 
deterioration of the political and security architecture of Croatia’s south-
eastern neighbourhood, i.e., the so-called “Dayton space”. In this analysis, 
the authors devote particular attention to the policies of the Republic of 
Croatia and the European Union towards the Dayton Peace Agreement 
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and the wider regional space, raising the question of whether a so-called 
“time for Europe” has fi nally arrived, that is, whether the European Union, 
in light of its own institutional capacities and the current policy of the 
United States of America towards Europe, is able to respond to political 
and security challenges of direct regional relevance to Croatia.

Keywords: Dayton Peace Agreement, European Union, Constitution of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Republic of Croatia, Regional Security

Introduction

The Dayton Peace Agreement (hereinafter: DPA) continues to 
be regarded as a symbol of American diplomacy and of the political 
supremacy of the United States over Europe in the post-Cold War period. 
The now frequently cited statement made by Luxembourg’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Jacques Poos, in June 1991 – “This is the hour of Europe, 
not the hour of the Americans. If there is one problem that Europeans 
can solve, it is the Yugoslav problem. This is a European country and 
therefore Americans should not decide” – remains highly illustrative 
of the geopolitical expectations and assumptions that shaped the early 
phase of the Yugoslav crisis, both within the Croatian regional context 
and in the broader framework of relations between the European Union 
(hereinafter: EU) and the United States of America (US) (Glaurdić, 2011, 
p. 12; The New York Times, 1991).

The political self-confi dence of that period, combined with political 
disunity and a limited understanding of the European Community’s/
European Union’s (hereinafter: EC/EU) own implementation capacities, 
was refl ected in its inability to achieve peace in the territory of the former 
Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. This limitation was also recognised by the 
United States in shaping its political engagement towards the region 
(Offi ce of the Spokesman, 1994, p. 82).

 Taking into account the historical context and the three-decades that 
have passed since the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA), this 
article examines indicators of political and security instability within the 
so-called “Dayton space” through a comparative analytical framework. 
The central argument of this paper is that destabilising factors associated 
with the Dayton framework do not operate exclusively within the borders 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH); rather, they exert a direct infl uence on 
the foreign policy and security activities of both the Republic of Croatia 
and the European Union in the context of establishing long-term stability 
and positive peace in the region.
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Furthermore, this article argues that such instabilities are factually 
rooted primarily in the incomplete implementation of the DPA itself 
and the unresolved character of positive peace in BiH. These conditions 
contribute to a climate of persistent political tension, both within Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and across Croatia’s south-eastern neighbourhood.

In light of these facts, coupled with the contemporary crisis of 
international law, the deterioration of Europe’s security architecture, and 
the evolving foreign and security policies of the United States towards 
Europe and the EU, the authors posit that Croatia’s south-eastern 
periphery presents signifi cant political challenges necessitating more 
decisive Croatian and European engagement.

To examine these issues within the context of current geopolitical 
developments, the research objective will be validated through the 
application of policy analysis alongside a systematic review of relevant 
legislative, legal, and strategic documents.

Dayton Realities – The Legal and Political Dysfunction 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina

Bosnia and Herzegovina is an example of a post-confl ict state that 
continues to face numerous political and security challenges (McAuliffe, 
2018, pp. 368–369). Within BiH, local actors – the political representatives 
of the three formerly warring parties – continue to engage in intense, 
albeit now political, struggles over the meaning of the state, its defi ning 
characteristics, and its long-term viability (Basta, 2021, p. 209). What 
is clear to observers of these processes, and at the same time deeply 
concerning, is that state-building within Bosnia and Herzegovina over the 
past thirty years has taken place primarily under the guidance of external 
actors, rather than as the result of initiatives by domestic political subjects 
(Keil, Kudlenko, 2015). The state remains in a condition of persistent 
institutional crisis, with limited progress in the consolidation of the rule 
of law and democratic institutions. According to the Freedom House 
report, Bosnia and Herzegovina is classifi ed as “partly free” (Freedom 
House, 2025).

The Dayton Peace Agreement

The Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) was concluded on 21st November 
1995 by domestic, regional, and international actors (Pepić, 2025). It is 
widely regarded as one of the most ambitious peace agreements in history 
(Bildt, 2015, p. 1), and as “one of the most detailed and complicated peace 
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agreements in history” (Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 485). The United States 
played a central role in its design and negotiation (Chandler, 2006, p. 22; 
McGarry, 2019, p. 540).

 What makes it distinctive compared to other peace agreements is 
that the majority of its eleven annexes do not focus primarily on the 
termination of armed confl ict – the traditional role of peace agreements 
– but instead set out a comprehensive political architecture for the future 
governance of the country (Chandler, 2006, p. 24). These annexes address 
state-building, state reconstruction, the protection of human rights, 
the return of refugees, and the democratisation of the country (Keil, 
Kudlenko, 2015, pp. 479, 485).

Unlike comparable peace agreements in modern international practice, 
the DPA grants extensive powers to international actors, not only with 
regard to military matters but also in the governance of the state (Chandler, 
2006, p. 24). In this latter context, particular importance is attached to 
the Offi ce of the High Representative (hereinafter: OHR), established 
under Annex 10 to conduct civilian oversight of the implementation of 
the Agreement. Its powers were signifi cantly expanded after 1997 through 
the acquisition of the so-called “Bonn Powers”, which are discussed in 
greater detail in subsequent sections of this paper.

From the perspective of international law, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is a sovereign state and a member of the United Nations, rather than 
a protectorate (Chandler, 2006, pp. 18, 22). The OHR, therefore, does not 
derive its authority from a United Nations Security Council resolution, 
nor was it formally established by, or made directly accountable to, the 
Security Council. Instead, it operates on the basis of “local consent” as 
expressed at the conclusion of the DPA (Chandler, 2006, p. 22).

The DPA established a new offi cial name for the country, removing the 
word “republic” from its designation, and introduced a new constitutional 
structure that bears little resemblance to the state internationally 
recognised following the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia in April 
1992 (Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 479). Broadly speaking, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina consists of “two asymmetrical territorial entities” (Pepić, 
2018, p. 29): Republika Srpska and the Federation of BiH, the latter of 
which is further divided into ten cantons.

Republika Srpska is predominantly ethnically homogeneous, while 
within the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bosniaks constitute 
a clear majority (70.4%) compared to Croats (22.4%) (Pepić, 2018, p. 29, 
note 1). The post-war ethnic geography of BiH is therefore characterised by 
a high degree of territorial concentration of the three constituent peoples. 
Sarajevo, as the capital of the state, is also mono-national, refl ecting 



137

I. Tucak, T. Dagen, Time for Europe: Croatian and European Challenges...

patterns of ethnic segmentation (Bildt, 2015, p. 1; Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, 
p. 479).

Annex 4 of the Agreement contains the Constitution of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, which defi nes the country as a complex multinational 
state based on power-sharing among the three main national-ethnic 
communities – the constituent peoples that are the Bosniaks, Serbs, 
and Croats (Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 480). The model of consociational 
democracy is based on the research of the Dutch political scientist Arend 
Lijphart from the late 1960s and early 1970s, drawing on examples of 
power-sharing arrangements in several European countries, most notably 
Belgium and Switzerland. According to this model, the principles of 
parity, proportionality, autonomy, and minority veto rights are proposed 
as mechanisms for overcoming national, religious, or linguistic divisions 
(O’Leary, 2019, p. 556). What distinguishes BiH from these historical 
examples of consociation is the fact that its institutional design emerged 
in the aftermath of a violent confl ict (McGarry, 2019, p. 539).

Through the Agreement, Bosnia and Herzegovina was thus established 
as a consociational democracy that is “confederalised and cantonised” 
(Waters, 2004, p. 447). More precisely, it was designed not as a liberal 
consociation that enables groups to express themselves freely, but as 
a corporate consociational democracy, insofar as group identity (ethnicity) 
is institutionally predetermined (Bogaards, 2019, p. 529; Pepić, 2018, p. 32).

Certain state offi ces are reserved exclusively for representatives of 
the three aforementioned constituent peoples (Chapman, 2018, p. 294). 
This applies primarily, at the state level, to the three-member Presidency 
and to the second chamber of the Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, known as the House of Peoples. Individuals who do not 
declare themselves as members of one of the three constituent peoples 
are ineligible to stand as candidates for these positions (Bogaards, 2019, 
pp. 529–530).

There is no objective criterion that must be met in order to declare 
membership of a particular constituent people. As Pap notes, subjective 
determinations of group membership in the context of minority rights 
protection, affi rmative action, or preferential treatment may lead to 
problematic or even abusive outcomes, particularly where “discrimination 
or hate crimes are committed on grounds of such presumed or perceived 
identity or group membership” (Pap, 2015, p. 202).

It is important to emphasise that the Constitution of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has never been adopted through democratic procedures by 
domestic political actors. As an integral part of the DPA, it was neither 
ratifi ed by parliament nor submitted to a referendum, unlike, for example, 
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the Constitution of Belgium, a multinational state with a consociational 
constitutional framework (Chapman, 2018, p. 295). 

A substantial body of academic literature has documented the 
competing perceptions of injustice among the constituent peoples. 
Bosniaks, who undeniably suffered the gravest losses during the war, are 
dissatisfi ed with the constitutional recognition of Republika Srpska, whose 
creation they view as the result of ethnic cleansing. Croats, by contrast, 
express dissatisfaction with their failure to obtain a separate entity and 
their minority position at both the state and entity levels (Bieber, 2013, 
p. 323).

The High Representative

The precise status of the Offi ce of the High Representative (OHR) is 
not clearly defi ned (Dijkstra, Raadschelders, 2022, p. 298). It is a unique 
institution not bound by the strict boundaries of classical international 
legal frameworks and one that has no “previous historical precedent” 
(Chandler, 2006, p. 23). Its existence refl ects the role of international 
actors not only in shaping the post-war political order of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, but also in sustaining it three decades after the end of the 
confl ict (McGarry, 2019, p. 543). 

Consociational arrangements established under international 
supervision are generally associated with complex governance structures 
that are considerably more intricate than in those systems which emerged 
from internal political consensus, as originally envisaged in Lijphart’s 
model (McGarry, 2019, p. 543). 

Pursuant to Annex 10 of the DPA, the High Representative was initially 
conceived as a civilian advisory authority mandated to “facilitate and 
interpret the implementation of the agreement” (Pepić, 2025). However, 
this mandate changed signifi cantly in 1997 at the Bonn Conference, when 
the Peace Implementation Council (PIC) – an informal body comprising 
55 states and organisations and not explicitly mentioned in the DPA – 
granted the OHR executive authority through the so-called “Bonn Powers” 
to “implement constitutional laws, decisions, acts, and appoint or dismiss 
offi cials, without legislature approving of such decisions” (Pepić, 2018, 
p. 36; Pepić, 2025; Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 481). Since 1997, the HR has 
issued nearly 1,000 such decisions (Pepić, 2025), representing extensive 
intervention in the legislative, judicial, and executive spheres of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (Banning, 2014, p. 261).

Critics argue that external actors thereby signifi cantly expanded their 
authority beyond clearly established foundations in international law, 
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reducing the institutions of BiH to what David Chandler describes as 
“administrative shells” (Chandler, 2006, p. 17). Furthermore, according 
to Chandler, “Dayton has created an «informal trusteeship», with external 
institutions rewriting their mandates and powers” (Chandler, 2006, 
p. 18).

The post-Dayton transitional process thus evolved in a direction in 
which external actors, lacking democratic legitimacy and accountability 
to the population of Bosnia and Herzegovina, adopted decisions “from 
above”, bypassing domestically elected political representatives (Chandler, 
2006, pp. 18–19). The majority of interventions undertaken by successive 
High Representatives have been directed towards strengthening central 
state authority through the transfer of competences from entities to the 
state level (Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 481).

This process has generated criticism that the OHR, contrary to 
the original principles of the Dayton framework, has promoted the 
centralisation of the state in a manner perceived as not neutral, but rather 
favouring Bosniaks – the most largest national-ethnic group, comprising 
approximately 51% of the population – at the expense of the power-sharing 
models preferred by many Serb and Croat actors (McGarry, 2019, pp. 543, 
547–548).

High Representatives have also played a decisive role in determining 
state symbols. Owing to disagreements among local actors regarding 
symbols that would represent the post-war state, the High Representative 
intervened in the selection of the “state symbols of the currency, fl ag, and 
coat of arms” (Dijkstra, Raadschelders, 2022, p. 297; Keil, Kudlenko, 
2015, p. 481). These interventions were undertaken without an explicit 
legal basis in Chapter VII of the UN Charter (Pepić, 2025).

As Banning critically observes, the Bonn Powers do not constitute 
formal legal powers, but rather “their existence (…) is merely a powerful, 
but delusive legal fi ction” (Banning, 2014, p. 261). The institution of 
the High Representative has therefore been criticised for undermining 
the power-sharing arrangements among the three constituent peoples 
envisaged under Dayton. Critics argue that this dynamic has contributed 
to a political environment in which domestic elites increasingly avoid 
compromise and defer responsibility for governance to external actors 
(Keil, Kudlenko, 2015, p. 482).

According to Ivan Pepić, the OHR’s abandonment of power-sharing 
institutions has often had the unintended consequence of generating 
interethnic tensions (Pepić, 2025). He draws particular attention to 
Bosniak–Croat relations following reforms imposed in the early 2000s 
concerning the electoral law for the Federation House of Peoples. These 
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reforms altered aspects of the consociational model and enabled Bosniaks, 
owing to their demographic predominance within the Federation, to 
infl uence the selection of signifi cant number of delegates from the 
Croat quota (Pepić, 2018, p. 30). Furthermore, the Croat member of the 
collective Presidency is elected by all voters within the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Critics argue that this arrangement often results 
in Bosniaks being allowed to exert decisive infl uence over the selection of 
the Croat representative (Bogaards, 2019, p. 530).

These aforementioned realities, coupled with the status of the Croatian 
component within the political and electoral mosaic of BiH, remain 
unresolved. This position is refl ected in the Implementation Program of 
the Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs of the Republic of Croatia, 
which states that “a vital component of Croatian foreign policy toward 
Bosnia and Herzegovina will be the advocacy for the constitutional equality 
of Croats in BiH, as well as the improvement of their position and quality of 
life through regular diplomatic activities. This includes continued efforts 
to raise awareness among the Croatian and international public regarding 
the diffi culties Croats face in exercising their guaranteed rights, while 
establishing a fi rm foundation for their endurance, development, and 
prosperity” (2024). Such an electoral anomaly not only affects the viability 
of one constituent people in BiH, but is also intrinsically linked to the 
issue of national security, which will be further elucidated in this paper.

In this context, Croatian Member of the European Parliament Željana 
Zovko has argued that long-term stabilisation in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
requires reform of the electoral law, warning that without such reform, 
BiH would unfortunately remain a “ticking time bomb” in the region 
(EPP, 2025). Furthermore, due to the scope of this article, a broader 
discussion of theories of electoral democracy cannot be undertaken here. 
However, it should be noted that liberal critics of consociationalism fi nd 
the aforementioned solutions unacceptable, viewing them as a form of 
“neo-tribalism” (Waters, 2004, p. 447). From this perspective, liberal 
critics of the Dayton framework argue that the post-war constitutional 
order should have been based on the principles of majoritarian democracy, 
i.e., one person, one vote, and that no political relevance should have been 
granted to existing national-ethnic communities (Waters, 2004, p. 424–
447). They further contend that a better solution would have been to 
prioritise the individual and individual rights within a unitary political 
framework without veto rights designed to protect national interests 
(Bildt, 2015, p. 1). In this context, particular attention should be paid to 
the judgment of the European Court of Human Rights in Sejdić and Finci 
v. Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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However, as Carl Bildt, the fi rst High Representative observes, 
regarding the manner in which citizens choose their representatives in 
multinational states: “Politics in countries like these tend to be based on 
national identities, and voting patterns in Bosnia in the decades since 
Dayton have unfortunately confi rmed this” (Bildt, 2015, p. 3). The removal 
of ethnicity from the Constitution would not change in itself change this 
reality, particularly in a post-confl ict society where such considerations 
remain politically salient.

As Tibor Várady emphasises, during the wars fought in the territory 
of the former Yugoslavia, victims were targeted primarily as members 
of specifi c ethnic or minority groups rather than as individual citizens 
(Várady, 1997, p. 38). In such contexts, heterogeneous societies 
characterised linguistic, historical, and cultural differences are diffi cult to 
subsume within the framework of a unitary nation-state without signifi cant 
political friction. Nevertheless, as some scholars note, including within 
the academic literature, the multinational state is often regarded as “an 
institutional outcast” rather than “a prominent and, above all, normal 
feature of modern politics” (Basta, 2021, p. 3).

Following the analysis in this section of the paper, it can be argued 
that even today, thirty years after the conclusion of the DPA, the OHR 
remains “the core institution that holds the Bosnian state together” 
(Dijkstra, Raadschelders, 2022, p. 305). The same authors further suggest 
that Bosnia and Herzegovina functions, in institutional terms, largely as 
a state on paper only (Dijkstra, Raadschelders, 2022, p. 305). Although 
the OHR is not a democratically elected institution, it has continued to 
operate with the political support of major democratic states, including 
with the backing of the United States and European Union (Dijkstra, 
Raadschelders, 2022, p. 288).

In the decades following the end of the confl ict, expectations that BiH 
would move closer to EU membership have not been realised. The state 
remains marked by deep ethnic divisions, and central state authority, 
despite the efforts of the OHR, remains weak (Bildt, 2015, p. 1).1 From 

1  During the drafting of this paper and the research process, the Parliament of the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina adopted, on 8th March 2026, amendments to 
the Law on the Southern Gas Interconnection between Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
the Republic of Croatia. In addition to its direct economic implications on the energy 
diversifi cation of BiH and its reduced exposure to external energy dependency, the 
project also raises broader political and legal considerations. Specifi cally, it highlights 
tensions between private capital frameworks and state regulatory intervention in the 
protection of citizens’ property rights, thereby illustrating ongoing challenges withing 
the constitutional and legal order. For further details, see: Parliament of the Federation 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina – House of Representatives (2026); DW (2026).
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a military perspective, although there is no active confl ict, the state is not 
in a position to assume responsibility for its own defence. As a result, EU 
forces remain present through EUFOR Operation Althea, and all military 
reforms have been initiated by external actors, primarily NATO (Keil, 
Kudlenko, 2015, p. 476; Dijkstra, Raadschelders, 2022, p. 301).

In its most recent report on BiH, the European Commission pointed 
to the existence of “severe political tensions and escalation” (Directorate-
General for Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, 2025, p. 3). Members 
of the collective Presidency, the Report notes, continued to express 
“diverging stances” during the period under review (p. 4). The Council 
of Ministers, as the executive authority at the state level, has functioned 
with diffi culty due to the collapse of the governing coalition, and for this 
reason, the country has remained without a Minister of Security for more 
than a year following the resignation of the previous offi ce-holder. All 
levels of state authority “show signs of political capture”.

BiH thus continues to face the same challenges in the period ahead. At 
the same time, during the adoption of the most recent UN Security Council 
Resolution on the situation in BiH in October 2025, the US announced 
a change in its policy. It was stated that the US would no longer be 
“pursuing nation-building or heavy-handed international intervention. 
Now is the time for local solutions, led by local actors representing Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s three constituent peoples” (United States Mission to 
the United Nations, 2025).

The Republic of Croatia and the South-Eastern 
Neighbourhood – Increased Security Awareness

In order to draw a parallel between the DPA and the present context of 
its regional impact, it should be noted that the Republic of Croatia is one of 
the co-signatories of the said Agreement. As outlined in the introductory 
section, the DPA also addressed issues directly related to Croatia, 
including the protection of its territorial integrity and sovereignty. Some 
researchers, as well as certain participants in the negotiations, consider 
this issue a conditio sine qua non of Croatia’s participation in the Dayton 
Peace Conference in 1995 (Bing, 2008, p. 337).

Accordingly, the signifi cance of the Dayton framework for Croatia, as 
well as its broader regional and geopolitical effects remains substantial. 
This legal-historical fact, as well as Croatia’s long land state border with 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and, to a lesser extent, with the Republic of 
Serbia, further underscores the role and signifi cance of developments 
in its immediate neighbourhood for national security considerations. 
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Therefore, Croatian foreign and security policy responses to regional 
political dynamics must be observed primarily through the lens of 
national security. The rationale for such an approach also derives from 
regional security theory, which posits that states most often perceive 
geographically proximate states as primary sources of threat or security 
(Musladin, 2025, p. 58, citing Buzan, Wæver, 2003; Lake, Morgan, 1997).

In addition to theoretical defi nitions, a more precise account of 
the geopolitical importance of the said area for Croatia is provided by 
Musladin (2025, p. 61), citing Kurečić (2001, p. 119), who argues that the 
geopolitical location of a state is shaped by a combination of geographical 
factors, global geopolitical structures, the political situation in the 
neighbourhood, and internal political circumstances. These factors are 
particularly signifi cant in the case of Croatia.

Alongside these factors, and in light of political developments in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as broader geopolitical interactions 
between Serbia and Russia, Croatian foreign policy activism is accordingly 
directed towards maintaining careful diplomacy, not only in relation to 
BiH and Serbia, but also in the context of joint action with other EU 
Member States within the framework of the EU’s Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (hereinafter: CFSP) and Common Security and Defence 
Policy (hereinafter: CSDP) towards the Western Balkan states, and the 
policy of supporting their faster socio-economic convergence. This is 
evident both through the EU Regulation of 2024 (EU Regulation, 2024) 
and through the joint Declaration of the EU–Western Balkans summit of 
17th December 2025 (Brussels Declaration, 2025).

In addition EU-level engagement, Croatian foreign policy towards the 
area in question, primarily BiH, must also be considered through the lens 
of domestic acts. The Programme of the Government of the Republic of 
Croatia (2024, p. 22) for the 2024–2028 mandate period, as well as the 
Implementation Programme of the Ministry of Foreign and European 
Affairs for the same period (2024, p. 8), emphasise that a key foreign policy 
priority is advocating Bosnia and Herzegovina’s European path – within 
which Croats are recognised as one of the three constituent and equal 
peoples – alongside broader support for EU enlargement to neighbouring 
states that meet the prescribed membership criteria.

With regard to the geostrategic importance of the this region for 
Croatia, it is emphasised that the objective is, through foreign policy 
engagement, to continue encouraging processes aimed at promoting a more 
stable and prosperous South-Eastern Europe, including support for the 
continuation of the EU and NATO enlargement policy. In this context, 
the implementation of Croatia’s strategic objectives is also refl ected in 
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a statement by Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenković on the occasion 
of the 30th anniversary of the Dayton Peace Agreement. On that occasion, 
he emphasised that “Croatia, as a guarantor of the Dayton Agreement and 
as a member of the EU and NATO, will not renounce its commitment to 
the stability, equality, and European path of Bosnia and Herzegovina. He 
also considers that undermining the equality of any constituent people 
undermines peace itself and mutual trust” (Government of the Republic 
of Croatia, 2025).

In parallel with the broader challenges related to European and 
regional political and security instability, and in the wake of the crisis of 
international law following Russian aggression against Ukraine – or, as 
Kristen Eichensehr (Virginia Journal of International Law, 2022) notes, 
“the international system is facing an enormous amount of stress” – these 
realities require the implementation of a decisive Croatian security policy.

Such a policy should therefore be viewed in the context of theoretical 
considerations of security, namely through a combination of realist and 
Copenhagen security approaches. The realist school prioritises the state 
as the central security actor and emphasises military capabilities and the 
balance of power in safeguarding national security. As Buzan and Hansen 
(2009, p. 230) note, national security is primarily understood in terms of 
identifying key security actors and their material capabilities.

By contrast, the signifi cance of the Copenhagen school lies in the fact 
that it contributed to the theory of securitisation, whereby the concept 
refers to “attributing security signifi cance to an issue, phenomenon, or 
problem that did not itself originate in the security domain and which 
the public initially interprets as non-security” (Emmers, 2010, p. 134; 
Cvrtila, Odak Krasić, 2015, p. 273). The institutional arrangement that 
is the Dayton-based constitutional framework of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
serves as a good example of this.

Precisely on the basis of the aforementioned theoretical approaches to 
defi ning security, as well as the previously discussed factors affecting the 
overall regional impact of policies emerging from the so-called “Dayton 
space”, the security signifi cance of such an area occupies a central place in 
the Croatian strategic security documents. Thus, through an examination 
of the content of certain provisions of the National Security Strategy 
(NSS, 2017) and the Defence Strategy of the Republic of Croatia (2025), 
it is clearly identifi ed that “the area of south-eastern Europe is marked 
by a complex political-security dynamic in which positive processes 
of Euro-Atlantic integration intertwine with persistent sources of 
instability. Unresolved interstate and interethnic issues, in combination 
with economic instability, continue to represent fertile ground for 
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social divisions and the strengthening of radicalism”, while “signifi cant 
investments in military capacities by certain states further increase 
risks to regional security” (Defence Strategy of the Republic of Croatia, 
2025). In this context, and in view of these challenges, the provisions of 
the Defence Strategy emphasise Croatia’s support for the Euro-Atlantic 
perspectives of the states of South-Eastern Europe, framing it as a key 
instrument for long-term stabilisation, resilience-building, and security 
in the region.

Building on the aforementioned strategic documents, the Security and 
Intelligence Agency of the Republic of Croatia (hereinafter: SOA), in its 
annual Public Report for 2025, under the chapter titled The Western Balkans 
are Still Burdened by Unresolved Interethnic and Interstate Political-Security 
Issues, specifi cally identifi ed the Western Balkans – particularly Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and Serbia (author’s note) – as a region of heightened 
security relevance for Croatia. According to the Report, it is “an area 
which, in political and security terms, has for years been characterised 
by unresolved interethnic and interstate issues, the resolution of which is 
diffi cult despite the engagement of the EU and the USA. At the same time, 
the process of European integration proceeds very slowly or stagnates” 
(Security and Intelligence Agency, 2025, p. 19).

On the basis of the aforementioned strategic acts as well as the SOA 
Public Report for 2025, South-Eastern Europe remains of primary 
importance for: the protection of Croatian national security; the protection 
of Croats as a constituent people in Bosnia and Herzegovina; as well as 
with regard to the international community in the context of safeguarding 
overall regional stability.

Time for Europe – Europe as a Regional Stabiliser 
or a “Paper Tiger”?

Mark Eyskens, former Belgian Minister of Foreign Affairs, once 
made what has now proved to be an almost prophetic statement that “the 
European Union is an economic giant, a political dwarf, and a military 
pygmy” (The New York Times, 1991). This statement dispelled the myth 
of the European Community’s political and foreign policy power in the 
context of its ability to achieve peace on European soil, specifi cally in the 
territory of the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s, and it was far more 
empirically grounded than the later assertion by Luxembourg’s Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Jacques Poos.

In this sense, it is necessary to ask whether this statement can also be 
used in the context of the present time, characterised by the international 
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order being reshaped and the emergence of new geopolitical realities that 
are based on a deteriorated security architecture in global and European 
terms, with particular reference to the reality of the war in Ukraine, which 
has contributed to a signifi cant deterioration of the European and global 
security architecture and has reshaped assumptions about security based 
on alliance credibility, strategic trust, and collective defence – especially 
within the NATO framework and the broader EU–US transatlantic 
relationship. Against this backdrop, the European Union continues to face 
substantial political and security challenges in translating its economic 
weight into effective geopolitical infl uence.

Changes in American foreign and security policy towards Europe, 
as well as towards the area under study, were already evident at the 
beginning of 2025 with Donald Trump’s return to the presidency. These 
shifts were particularly visible during the Munich Security Conference 
in February 2025, where remarks by US Vice President JD Vance were 
widely interpreted as signalling a stronger expectation that European 
states assume greater responsibility for their own defence and security 
(MSC, 2025). Similar priorities were refl ected in the US National Security 
Strategy (NSS, 2025), which placed comparatively greater emphasis on 
economic relations, migration, and internal ideological developments 
within Europe.

The redirection of American foreign policy towards other parts of 
the world, as well as the lack of a clearly defi ned US approach towards 
the Western Balkans, should be a clear signal and motive for decisive 
European action in the region. Some analysts would describe this process 
as a form of strategic European recalibration, involving a re-defi nition 
of EU policies towards the said area, in particular towards Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.

Defi ning and pursuing new policies in the political and, above all, 
security context could imply a transition in the EU’s current approach 
from a policy of disinterest towards a more active enlargement and 
integration policy directed at the Western Balkan states for their full EU 
membership. As Bargués and Morillas observe, for the EU to achieve 
internal security and strengthen its international infl uence, it will have to 
transform its neighbours by exporting the EU model of good governance 
and democracy (Bargués, Morillas, 2021, p. 1321).

Under such a model, one may also view the very mechanism for the 
accession of the Western Balkan states to the EU – the Growth Plan for 
the Western Balkans (2023) – through which the EU aims to strengthen 
the economic integration of Western Balkan states with the EU’s single 
market and to encourage economic integration within the region itself. This 
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mechanism, which could also be subsumed under the phrase “the Brussels 
effect” towards the Western Balkans, should, according to the aforementioned 
Declaration of the EU–Western Balkans Summit of 17th December 2025, 
contribute to accelerated economic growth in the region over the next decade, 
and also contribute to accelerated socio-economic convergence between 
the Western Balkans and the EU, provided that the partners implement 
EU-related reforms (European Council, 2025). Such conditions, together 
with the strong Russian and Chinese infl uence (European Parliament, 2023) 
over the Western Balkans, as well as the region’s recent diffi cult history 
and intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic tensions, further reinforces the strategic 
importance of sustained European political action.

Peace and stability in the Western Balkans should not be taken “for 
granted” (Basheska, 2025, p. 1), but should be approached in light of the 
fact that 64 percent of the citizens of the Western Balkans support EU 
membership (European Western Balkans, 2025), which implies that there 
must also be unambiguous and sincere EU support for such realities. 
In this context, a decisive and sincere EU enlargement policy towards 
Croatia’s south-eastern neighbourhood, embodied through soft power, 
which Joseph Nye (Moreno et al., 2018, p. 2) describes as the ability of 
a state to infl uence others to do what it wants without force or coercion, 
should, in the authors’ view and in light of historical experience, be 
accompanied by the parallel strengthening of hard power, particularly in 
BiH, for the reasons arising from the aforementioned realities affecting the 
dysfunctionality of the state. In this sense, hard power through the CSDP 
enables the EU to participate in confl ict prevention, crisis management, 
and international peace missions, such as EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (UN, 2004, 2005).

Compared with the period of the Dayton Peace Agreement thirty years 
ago, the European Union today possesses a more developed normative 
framework for its actions in the context of confl ict prevention, defence, 
and security policy, grounded both through in provisions of Article 21 
of the Treaty on European Union and Article 42(1) of the Lisbon Treaty 
(2007), as well as through a series of strategic initiatives adopted in recent 
years. These include the Strategic Compass 2022 (Council of the EU, 
2022), the White Paper for European Defence (European Commission, 
2025), and the European Defence Fund (EDF). The establishment of 
the EDF, with a budget of EUR 8 billion, represented a turning point, as 
it marked the fi rst occasion on which EU budgetary resources could be 
allocated directly to defence-related military activities (OJ L, 170).

As the liberal world order weakens and Russian aggression in Ukraine 
continues, Europe must rapidly shift from soft power to hard power in 
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order to protect its democracies (Przybylski, Buldioski, 2025, p. 1). In 
this context, growing uncertainty regarding the long-term scope of 
American strategic engagement in Europe has intensifi ed discussions 
surrounding the EU’s capacity to act more autonomously in matters of 
defence and security. One of the central concepts within these debates 
is strategic autonomy, most prominently advocated by French President 
Emmanuel Macron. Although the concept lacks a universally accepted 
defi nition, it is generally understood as the capacity of the European 
Union to make autonomous decisions regarding security and military 
operations and, where necessary, to implement them using capabilities 
and defence-industrial resources developed within the European Union 
itself (Beaucillon, 2023, p. 421), independently of direct reliance on the 
United States or NATO structures. The signifi cance of strategic autonomy, 
projected through the aforementioned strategic Acts and including 
geopolitical decisiveness based on credible threats and the use of force, 
increasingly implies the strengthening of European military capabilities 
through the building of a “true European Defence Union” (Koenig, 2024, 
pp. 1–6), higher defence expenditure, and the development of a more 
integrated European defence-industrial base, thereby leading to better-
armed, more militarily capable Member States.

Strategic autonomy is also refl ected for the fi rst time in the 
systematisation of the EU Rapid Deployment Capacity (EU RDC), 
a force of 5,000 personnel intended to respond to crises outside the 
European Union. The EU RDC is designed for a range of missions, such 
as stabilisation, rescue and evacuation, humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief, peace enforcement, and confl ict prevention, and capacity-
building activities (EEAS, 2025). At the same time, the deployment 
of such forces remains dependent upon unanimous decision-making 
among EU Member States. Precisely such unanimity in decision-making 
may pose challenges for future actions by such forces, given that we are 
witnessing divergent views among EU Member States on EU foreign 
and security policy. Therefore, despite the aforementioned advances in 
European military strengthening and the ambition to create strategic 
autonomy vis-à-vis the United States and NATO, which represents an 
entirely different policy and normative framework of the EU from that 
which existed during the Dayton period, it is indisputable that the EU 
continues to face the challenge of demonstrating its capacity to act as 
a decisive political and military actor that is prepared not only to act 
normatively both on the global and the broader European stage, but 
also to act decisively in the implementation of common political and 
security policies.
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Although the EU does not possess a common army and is only now 
systematising its Rapid Deployment Capacity – a process that remains 
particularly challenging for consensus-based regional organisations 
conducting crisis-management operations outside their area of operation 
(Meyer et al., 2024) – and despite continuing divergences among 
individual Member States regarding aspects of foreign and security policy, 
the authors are of the opinion that the anticipated “time for Europe” has 
nevertheless arrived.

Given the comparative analysis of strategic legal documents identifying 
the political and security challenges emanating from Croatia’s south-
eastern neighbourhood, alongside the shift in US foreign and security 
policy towards Europe and Bosnia and Herzegovina, the necessity for 
decisive European action is indisputable.

Considering that the EU currently lacks a mutual security identity 
required to establish a robust military force as a hard-power extension of 
its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), European engagement 
in this region must be guided by coherent and resolute objectives and 
sustained institutional commitment in order to convey a sincere message 
regarding the importance of EU enlargement in this area.

Such an approach would counter perceptions that the EU has become 
increasingly fatigued, passive, reactive, and hesitant in its approach to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, along with the perception that the Union 
has become partially constrained by experiences with Member States 
such as Hungary (Džihić, 2025). Under these circumstances, Croatian 
foreign and security policy must take the initiative as a leading advocate 
for stronger European action towards BiH. This refl ects not only 
Croatia’s interest in safeguarding the constitutional position of Croats 
as one of the constituent peoples in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also 
for the preservation of Croatia’s own national security, as previously 
discussed.

Regarding BiH, the consolidation of positive peace has never been 
fully realised since the conclusion of the Dayton Peace Agreement. In 
the current geopolitical climate, continued Western engagement in the 
country is more essential than ever – not merely through institutional 
and security presence, but through sustained support for political, legal, 
and economic reforms aimed at overcoming structural obstacles to the 
country’s development.

In this context, clear, decisive, and unambiguous support for Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s European integration would impact not only the 
regional security landscape, but also the internal development of the state 
itself, ultimately contributing to economic growth and a robust economy, 
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strengthened industrial production, and to greater energy resilience and 
independence.

Conclusions

In the concluding remarks of this paper and research, the authors draw 
on the political refl ections of the former US Secretary of State, Henry 
Kissinger (2023, p. XV). Kissinger most aptly described the signifi cance 
of the nexus between politics and statesmanship within the context of 
his own practice, asserting that politicians must think and act as a bridge 
between the past and the future. This approach necessitates a realistic 
assessment of society based on its historical trajectory, requiring intuition, 
the defi nition of clear objectives, and the formulation of strategic action. 
In the authors’ view, these precise attributes are essential for contemporary 
decision-makers operating within the Dayton space.

Throughout this study, it has been argued that while the DPA succeeded 
in achieving negative peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the state – even 
thirty years after the Agreement’s signing and the era of American 
military and political dominance that facilitated it – has not evolved 
to become a fully functional, legally ordered state of the twenty-fi rst 
century. The analysis further suggests that the persistence of institutional 
fragmentation combined with contested constitutional and electoral 
arrangements, continues to shape the country’s political trajectory.

In addition, this study has shown that internal institutional 
weaknesses in Bosnia and Herzegovina, together with broader geopolitical 
developments – including the increasing presence of external actors in 
the Western Balkans – may contribute to regional political and security 
sensitivity beyond the country’s borders. In this context, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is not only an internal governance challenge, but also a factor 
within the wider regional security environment.

Against this background, the fi ndings suggest that these indicators of 
political and security-based threats demand urgent political and security 
intervention. Therefore, to prove that the “time for Europe” has indeed 
arrived, this paper demonstrates that the EU, together with the Republic 
of Croatia and in light of the new US foreign and security policy priorities 
towards the region, must act decisively, pragmatically, unambiguously, 
sincerely, and with credibility. Political and security-based actions must 
be directed towards supporting the building of a legal, functional, and 
equitable state for all three constituent peoples. Fulfi lling these conditions 
would ultimately represent the establishment of positive peace in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and enhancing the stability of Croatia’s south-eastern 
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periphery. Such a recalibration of policy, aimed not only at peacebuilding 
but also at the global positioning of the European Union within a multipolar 
world, should serve as a defi nitive response to the famous, albeit apocryphal, 
statement attributed to Winston Churchill that the “Balkans produce more 
history than they can consume” (NATO, 2021, p. 49).
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