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Abstract

This study provides a comprehensive examination of border disputes 
between Serbia and Croatia from historical, legal, and political 
perspectives. The main focus of this research is the status of both the de 
facto and de jure of the Vukovarska and Gornja Šarengrad islands located 
on the Danube. These disputes stem from the dissolution of the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and the legacy of Tito’s border policy. This 
study analyses the tensions between effective control and the principles 
of international law in border delineation. In this context, the thalweg 
principle and the uti possidetis juris doctrine are comparatively assessed 
through historical documents and existing international agreements. The 
research is theoretically grounded in border analysis theory, which posits 
that borders should not be viewed merely as geographical demarcation 
lines but rather as refl ections of political sovereignty, identity construction, 
and regional power relations. This theoretical framework demonstrates 
that borders are continuously reproduced within historical and social 
contexts, emphasising their nature as dynamic sociopolitical constructs 
that extend beyond physical geography. The fi ndings reveal that borders 
are shaped through the interaction of political, ethnic, and social forces, 
rather than existing solely as geographical lines. The results further 
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indicate that disputed borders often possess the characteristics of so-called 
“frozen boundaries” – territories under de facto control but lacking full 
legal resolution. Consequently, the study concludes that, in the context 
of the Balkans in general and Serbia–Croatia relations in particular, the 
resolution of border disputes requires a holistic approach that integrates 
historical, social, political, and theoretical dimensions, rather than relying 
solely on cartographic or legal instruments.

Keywords: Balkans, Serbia, Croatia, Danube River, Border Analysis 
Theory, Territorial Disputes

Introduction

World history has shown that borders have frequently shifted, dividing 
ethnic, religious, and racial communities across states. These divisions are 
largely the result of political decisions and territorial expansion by major-
power countries. Crises, confl icts, and wars have shaped history, leading 
some communities to be assimilated under foreign rule, while others have 
fought for and gained independence (Donnan, Wilson, 2002, pp. 17–24).

The Treaty of Westphalia ended European wars and laid the foundation 
for modern nation-states, highlighting ethnically based state systems as 
empires declined. The First and Second World Wars accelerated this shift, 
making the Balkans central to the rise of new nation-states (Patton, 2019, 
pp. 91–94). The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, established in 
the Balkans in 1918, marked the fi rst effort to unite South Slavic people. 
This sovereignty ended with the Second World War and subsequent 
Nazi occupation (Ülger, 2003, pp. 33–40). After Josip Broz Tito came to 
power in 1943, Yugoslavia was established as a federation of six republics 
and two autonomous provinces within Serbia. The 1963 constitutional 
amendment offi cially renamed the state the Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia (Bibb, 2009, pp. 39–46).

The Tito era was characterised by a socialist governance model that 
remained independent of Soviet infl uence, alongside an active role in the 
Non-Aligned Movement. Following Tito’s death and the dissolution of the 
USSR, the Balkans entered a period of signifi cant change. In the 1990s, the 
breakup of Yugoslavia prompted federal republics to seek independence, 
which brought border disputes to the forefront (Güler, 2021, pp. 264–266; 
Simic, 2001, pp. 99–105). As illustrated in Map 1, border disputes emerged 
as one of the most fundamental issues in the Balkan region.

In particular, the Serbian–Croatia border dispute is characterised by 
geographical and political dimensions. At the core of the issue are the 



229

C. Daban, An Analysis of Border Relations in the Balkans After the Dissolution...

meanders of the Danube River and their infl uence on the delineation of 
the boundary line. Additionally, Serbia asserts its status as the successor 
of the former Yugoslavia, while Croatia has demanded a redrawing of 
these borders. However, bilateral talks have failed to produce a concrete 
solution, and, as a result, the dispute has persisted for decades (Hajdinjak, 
2004, pp. 2–5).

The main research questions of this study focus on the historical, 
geographical, political, and legal factors underpinning border disputes 
between Serbia and Croatia. This study explores how these factors shape 
border delineation. It examines the impact of the dissolution of the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and border policies during the Tito era on 
contemporary confl ict. The infl uence of the meanders and geographical 
features of the Danube River on the de facto and legal status of the border 
is also discussed. This study considers the applicability of international 
law principles, such as the thalweg principle, to river boundaries. It 
analyses the legal arguments of the parties concerning sovereignty, 
territorial integrity, and historical ownership. This study also reviews the 
effects of domestic politics and nation-building processes in Serbia and 
Croatia on their approaches to border disputes. It also assesses how the 
European Union accession process shaped both countries’ willingness to 
resolve this issue. Finally, within a border analysis framework, this study 
examines how historical, geographical, political, and legal factors interact. 

Map 1. Map of Regions Illustrating Border Disputes in the Balkans
Source: Reka, 2018.
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This provides a scholarly framework for addressing border disputes in the 
Balkans.

Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives 
on Border Analysis

The concept of borders plays a central role in international relations 
and in legal geography. Throughout history, borders have assumed diverse 
forms and fulfi lled varying functions, ranging from those of city-states and 
empires to those of modern nation-states and nations. This variability has 
been driven by factors such as territorial expansion policies, competition, 
and war. However, as states emerged, borders became more than just 
military or political gains; they became markers of sovereignty embedded 
within legal and political frameworks. The process that began with the 
Treaty of Westphalia paved the way for the systematic establishment 
of nation-state consciousness and borders in the West. In this context, 
a border is understood as territorial integrity through which a state asserts 
its sovereignty, while a boundary is the line that physically separates these 
territories (Tekin, 2012, pp. 159–166).

Colonialism and warfare are two signifi cant processes that have led to 
border transformation. Colonial policies have resulted in the redrawing 
of many nations’ borders and the transformation of their sociocultural 
structures. Similarly, victories by great powers often resulted in the 
takeover of smaller territories, contributing to border fl uidity. This 
process was particularly evident in regions such as Latin America, Africa, 
and Central Asia, but the Soviet infl uence also played a signifi cant role 
in the Caucasus and Balkans. Thus, the historical evolution of borders 
is a multilayered phenomenon encompassing political, legal, and social 
dimensions, rather to being confi ned to merely geographical or military 
matters (Aluede, 2017, pp. 11–16).

Border analysis theory emphasises that borders are dynamic constructs 
shaped by social, political, economic, and legal processes, rather than 
fi xed demarcations. This theory systematically identifi es the root causes 
of border disputes, potential crises, and evaluates possible solutions by 
examining the historical, geographical, political, and legal dimensions 
of borders within a given region (Bialasiewicz, Minca, 2010, pp. 1085–
1087).

Anssi Paasi conceptualises borders not merely as geographical 
lines but as spaces continuously reproduced through social practices 
and discourses, thereby acquiring political signifi cance. According to 
Paasi, borders are social structures that are constantly reshaped at the 
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intersection of historical, cultural, and political processes, providing 
a critical framework for understanding states’ border policies (Paasi, 
1999, pp. 669–671). Building on this perspective, Henk van Houtum 
considers borders not only as physical or legal dividing lines but also as 
the result of power relations and identity formation processes. According 
to van Houtum, borders are politicised forms of geography; in this sense, 
a border functions both to separate and unite, as well as to exclude and 
include borders. Therefore, a border is not merely an element defi ning 
the sovereign territories of states but also a dynamic social space where 
concepts of identity, belonging, and otherness are continuously reproduced 
(Van Houtum, 2005, pp. 672–674).

Mathias Albert defi ned borders, from a postmodern international 
relations perspective, as multidimensional structures that must be 
understood at the intersection of states’ sovereignty claims, regional 
power balances, and social interactions. Albert emphasises that borders 
are continuously negotiated not only via interstate agreements, but also 
through political, economic, and social processes (Albert, 1998, pp. 58–61). 
Diez, Stetter, and Albert analyse borders within the context of security 
and identity politics, demonstrating that borders continuously interact 
with both local and global processes. These authors view borders as spaces 
reproduced within geographical and political contexts, highlighting 
the impact of power balances and identity formation on borders in 
international relations (Diez, Stetter, Albert, 2006, pp. 565–567).

Within this framework, border analysis functions as a theoretical tool 
that is directly integrated into international relations, legal geography 
and political science. The primary aim of this analytical approach is to 
understand the dynamic nature of borders and evaluate the interplay 
of historical and geographical factors with political and legal processes. 
Major developments in the 20th century, including the Cold War and the 
subsequent dissolution of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, led to the 
emergence of numerous new states and the creation of complex border 
disputes in the region. Border analysis provides a critical theoretical 
framework for identifying the root causes of these issues and developing 
potential solutions to them.

Defi ning the Problem: An Analytical Approach
Globally, border disputes are largely associated with colonial practices 

and the division of the legacies of dissolved empires. In Asia, Latin 
America, and Africa, colonial powers often drew borders without regard 
to ethnic, cultural, or religious differences, leading to long-term tensions 
and confl ict among communities. In the Balkans, Central Asia, and the 
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Caucasus, border disagreements primarily stem from the collapse of central 
authority and the role of ethnic differences. Following the dissolution of 
major powers such as Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union, the delineation of 
new state borders was accompanied by disputes arising over the division 
of inheritance and ethnic diversity. Therefore, a proper understanding 
of border disputes requires a simultaneous consideration of historical, 
political, and social dimensions. In this context, the Serbia–Croatia border 
dispute serves as a concrete example of the emergence of new states. 
Geographical factors, such as the meanders of the Danube River, ethnic 
differences, and claims related to the legacy of the former Yugoslavia, are 
key elements complicating the issue. This underscores the importance of 
the border analysis approach, as it evaluates historical, geographical, and 
political dimensions together to understand the dynamic nature of the 
dispute (Biger, 2020, pp. 69–75).

Analysis of Historical Background
When examining borders or other international issues, it is essential to 

analyse their emergence, development, and consequences. The historical 
background analysis seeks to identify the root causes of a problem and 
understand its context. This involves considering the interactions between 
political, social, economic, and geographical factors. Determining the 
period and conditions under which the issue arose, the actors involved, 
and how it evolved over time forms the foundation for the analytical 
process. This approach not only provides a chronological account of events 
but also reveals the historical and structural dynamics that shape the 
contemporary dimensions of the problem. Thus, historical background 
analysis elucidates cause-and-effect relationships in borders and similar 
disputes while providing an academic framework for developing potential 
solutions.

Analysis of Underlying Causes
When examining the historical background of an issue, analysing the 

causes of its emergence and the effects these causes produce is critical. 
Cause analysis seeks to identify the factors that shape a problem and 
reveal the relationships between them. Not every crisis or dispute is 
coincidental; most are triggered by one or more underlying causes. These 
causes may be political, economic, social, geographical, or historical in 
nature, and they directly infl uence the scope, intensity, and potential 
solutions to the problem. Therefore, conducting a cause analysis not only 
facilitates a deeper understanding of the issue but also lays the groundwork 
for developing effective strategies for its resolution. This approach is 
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particularly important for addressing multidimensional challenges such 
as complex border disputes, as producing lasting and feasible solutions is 
not possible without a focus on the root causes.

Situation Analysis
Problems rarely arise suddenly, and every dispute has a historical 

and causal background. Some issues are rooted in long-term historical 
processes, while others emerge from more recent events. In both cases, 
failure to resolve these issues leads to their persistence and eventual 
entrenchment. Therefore, conducting a general situation analysis is 
essential for understanding and managing these problems. This analysis 
involves identifying the geographic area in which the issue arises, 
determining the events or processes that act as triggers, and assessing the 
current state of the problem. Furthermore, by considering factors such 
as the intensity, scope, and actors affected, the current context of the 
issue can be established. In this way, the dynamic nature of the problem 
is revealed, and a foundation is laid for developing effective resolution 
strategies (Donnan, Wilson, 2002, pp. 260–272).

An Analysis of Regional, Global, 
and Organisational Actors

Border disputes are typically multidimensional and complex problems 
that cannot be resolved at the local or national levels. Therefore, for 
a peaceful resolution, the intervention of regional actors in the affected 
area is required fi rst. In this context, the policies of the states involved 
and neighbouring countries should be analysed, and potential solutions 
developed accordingly. If regional initiatives fail to yield results, global 
actors such as the United States, Russia, China, the United Kingdom, 
France, and Germany may intervene. The involvement of global actors is 
crucial for both the enforcement of international law and the maintenance 
of a balance of power among the parties. However, when neither regional 
nor global actors can resolve this issue, the support of international 
and regional organisations becomes essential. Institutions such as the 
United Nations, the European Union, the African Union, NATO, the 
Arab League, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization can contribute to resolving disputes through 
diplomatic means. These actors facilitate the addressing of issues within 
a legal framework, balance the claims of the parties, and develop peaceful 
solutions. After assessing the contributions of regional, global, and 
organisational actors, a solution-oriented analysis can be conducted. This 
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analysis allows for the identifi cation of potential resolution pathways 
based on the current state of a given dispute, the positions of the parties 
involved, and international norms. Finally, on the basis of these analyses, 
feasible recommendations are developed, and a systematic process for 
addressing the issue is planned (Viotti, Kauppi, 2014, pp. 6–9).

Solution Analysis

Solution analysis is a critical stage in achieving a peaceful resolution 
to a problem. This process follows the identifi cation of the issue and 
an analysis of its root causes, encompassing a systematic evaluation of 
potential solutions. During the solution analysis phase, mediators, 
parties involved in the dispute, representatives of regional, global, and 
organisational actors, and expert analysts collaborate. In these meetings, 
an issue is thoroughly examined, and different perspectives and possible 
resolution options are discussed. The goal is to ensure that the problem is 
resolved peacefully, considering the interests of the parties while adhering 
to the international norms and legal frameworks. This approach aims 
to identify an optimal solution and ensure that the resolution process 
is transparent, participatory, and sustainable. Solution analysis enables 
strategic planning based on the root causes of a problem and allows for 
the identifi cation of measures to prevent a recurrence of confl ict. Thus, 
the resolution process is framed within a comprehensive structure that 
considers both short- and long-term impacts.

Border Dynamics Between Serbia and Croatia: 
From the SFRY to the Present

The concept of Yugoslavia is critical for understanding the historical 
and ethnic contexts of border issues in the Balkans. According to Mediha 
Akarslan, the term “Yugoslav” in Serbo-Croatian literally means “South 
Slavs” and with the addition of the suffi x -ia, it conveys the meaning 
of “the land of the South Slavs”. The term was fi rst coined in 1839 by 
Serbian writer, translator, and historian Teodor Pavlović (Akarslan, 1992, 
p. 11). Following the First World War, in 1929, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 
was offi cially established, replacing the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes, and the concept of “Yugoslavia” began to be used as the offi cial 
state name. As İrfan Kaya Ülger emphasises, the peoples who have long 
inhabited the Balkan Peninsula are largely of Slavic origin: Serbs, Croats, 
Slovenes, and Bulgarians constitute the South Slavs; Poles, Czechs, 
and Slovaks are classifi ed as West Slavs; and Russians, Ukrainians, and 
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Belarusians are classifi ed as East Slavs. Bosniaks are also considered an 
ethnic Slavic group within this framework (Ülger, 2003, p. 15).

During the Second World War, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia was occupied 
by Germany, Italy, Bulgaria, and Hungary, which created a political 
vacuum within the country. Among the resistance movements against the 
occupation, the most effective was the partisan movement led by Josip 
Broz Tito. With the support of the Soviet Union, Tito seized power in 
1943 and garnered the backing of both the Serb and Croatian majorities 
to abolish the monarchical system. He established the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, which comprised six federal republics and two 
autonomous regions. The republics included Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia, and Serbia, while the autonomous 
regions within Serbia were Kosovo and Vojvodina. Following the elections 
held in November 1945, the country was renamed the Federal Democratic 
People’s Republic of Yugoslavia. The 1963 constitution offi cially designated 
it as the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Bozkurt, 2010, pp. 53–
54). As of 1991, prior to the dissolution of Yugoslavia, border and regional 
arrangements are illustrated in Map 2.

Map 2. Map of Yugoslavia (1945–1991)
Source: University of Central Arkansas (n.d.).
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Tito’s socialist orientation initially brought him closer to the Soviet 
Union (USSR); however, disagreements soon emerged between Tito and 
Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, prompting both leaders to pursue independent 
paths. The core of this confl ict lay in the USSR’s insuffi cient support for 
Yugoslavia during its struggle against the Germans in the Second World 
War. Under Tito’s leadership, Yugoslavia achieved victory in the postwar 
period while maintaining its distance from Moscow. Despite cooperating 
with socialist countries, Tito refused to make Yugoslavia a satellite of 
the Soviet Union. This tension came to the forefront at the Cominform 
meeting held in Bucharest in June 1948, where the Stalin-controlled 
organisation decided to punish Yugoslavia and expel it from the group, 
citing allegations that Soviet troops had been mistreated within Yugoslav 
borders (Ülger, 2003, pp. 54–57).

Expelled from the Cominform, Yugoslavia developed its own self-
management system under Tito’s leadership. This system sought to 
establish new methods for socialism from a Marxist perspective, while 
emphasising the human dimension of socialist governance (Işıklı, 1983, 
pp. 99–101). Tito’s self-management model and the implementation of 
market socialism aimed to develop bilateral relations with the West; 
however, this approach resulted in embargoes imposed by both the USSR 
and pro-Soviet countries. These embargoes caused agricultural crises and 
a decline in production across Yugoslavia while also triggering uprisings 
among pro-Soviet groups in domestic politics (Zizmond, 1992, pp. 101–
105).

The implementation of Tito’s socialist policies and the self-management 
system led to the marginalisation of certain ethnic groups, particularly 
Muslim communities, while Serb–Croat elites became dominant in the 
state administration. Although the self-management system theoretically 
promoted the principle of equality, in practice it conferred privileges 
upon specifi c groups, brought the economy under tighter state control, 
and paved the way for the emergence of an elite ruling class (Tito, 1978, 
pp. 7–9). These developments intensifi ed ethnic and political tensions 
among the federal republics of Yugoslavia. From the perspective of border 
analysis theory, Tito’s Yugoslavia sought to balance the autonomy demands 
of different ethnic communities through a centralised administration; 
however, this balance proved unsustainable over the long term. As Paasi 
notes, borders are not merely geographical lines, but are also products 
of social practices and political power relations. According to Newman 
and Paasi, borders function as active processes in the construction of 
state and societal identities, and these processes can generate conditions 
conducive to confl ict (Newman, Paasi, 1998, pp. 189–195). The policies 
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implemented by Tito created power imbalances among social and ethnic 
groups, generating potential crises in border policy.

Factors such as the USSR’s embargoes on Yugoslavia, uprisings 
by pro-Soviet groups in domestic politics, the 1968 invasion of then-
Czechoslovakia, events in Croatia in 1972, and Tito’s declaration as lifelong 
president in 1974 laid the groundwork for the six federal republics and 
two autonomous regions of Yugoslavia to pursue independence within 
a relatively short period (Bozkurt, 2010, p. 54). These developments 
demonstrate, as emphasised by border analysis theory, that borders 
are shaped not only by legal or geographical lines but also by political, 
economic, and ethnic dynamics. According to Newman, borders are not 
merely lines between states but processes though which social and political 
power is materialised in space. Therefore, the independence movements 
in the Balkans must be analysed by taking into account the historical, 
cultural, and ethnic dimensions of borders. Furthermore, borders function 
as instruments for regulating social and economic relations, a role that 
becomes particularly pronounced during political crises. In this context, 
Newman highlights that state border policies carry not only geographical 
but also social and symbolic meanings (Newman, 1999, pp. 5–8).

After Tito’s death, the economic and political crises in Yugoslavia 
deepened, and successive leaders were unable to steer the country out of 
chaos. The federal republics became embroiled in the confl icts to protect 
their borders and sovereign rights. This process paved the way for each 
federal republic to declare independence and for serious disputes to arise 
along the Serbia–Croatia border. Tito’s preferential policies and investments 
in the Croatian and Slovenian regions provoked strong reactions among 
Serbian nationalists. The autonomous regions of Vojvodina and Kosovo 
were also affected by these developments, becoming entangled in Serbia’s 
border disputes (Kahramanyol, Emgili, 2016, p. 318). 

The Serbia–Croatia border dispute can be understood within the context 
of Tito’s era and the subsequent Yugoslav experience by examining both 
central authority policies and ethnic and social dynamics at play. From 
the perspective of border analysis theory, borders should be viewed not 
merely as lines on a map but as products of historical, political, and social 
processes. This approach enables a deeper understanding of the roots of 
the dispute and allows for a clearer assessment of its potential resolution.

Analysis of the Serbia–Croatia Border Issue
The Danube River represents the central geographical element in 

the Serbia–Croatia border dispute. Extending approximately 2,850 
kilometres from Central Europe to the Black Sea and fl owing through 
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ten countries, the Danube is a major waterway. Serbia and Croatia, two 
of these riparian states, recognise a specifi c segment of the river as their 
border. However, this recognition gives rise to signifi cant geographical 
and legal disagreements concerning the exact demarcation and criteria 
by which the border should be determined. Croatia maintains that the 
border along the Danube to be approximately 325 kilometres long, whereas 
Serbia claims it is 262 kilometres long, of which only 138 kilometres lie 
directly within the riverbed. This discrepancy is not merely a matter of 
measurement; it also refl ects the contrasting opinions of the two countries 
regarding whether the border should be defi ned according to natural or 
administrative criteria (Selo-Sabic, 2019, p. 5).

From a methodological perspective, the Serbia–Croatia border dispute 
illustrates the tension between a natural geographical line – the middle 
of the Danube River-Thalweg principle – and an administrative-legal 
boundary, based on the 1945 decisions of the Autonomous Assembly 
of Vojvodina. Serbia contends that the border should be determined 
based on the river’s midpoint (thalweg), whereas Croatia argues that the 
existing administrative boundary remains valid under the principle of 
maintaining the status quo, despite shifts in the river’s course over time. 
The roots of this disagreement lie in the process of redefi ning borders, 
which accelerated after the dissolution of the Socialist Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia (SFRY). In the early 1990s, emerging sovereignty claims 
intensifi ed disputes over territorial ownership and jurisdiction in the 
Baranja and Bačka regions along the Danube River. Over time, these 
tensions escalated beyond diplomatic channels, leading to armed clashes 
and making border issues signifi cant factors in regional instability. 
Although the two countries have engaged in technical negotiations 
since 2003, particularly concerning the disputed area near Bačka 
Palanka, no permanent settlement has been reached. In this context, 
the Danube River is regarded not only as a geographic boundary, but 
also as a space where struggles over sovereignty, identity, and principles 
of international law are concretely manifested (Dimitrijević, 2012, 
pp. 13–14).

Historical, Legal, and Identity-Based Background Analysis of the 
Serbia–Croatia Border Dispute

The Serbia–Croatia border was established during the period of the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, which was founded in 1945 after 
the Second World War. More specifi cally, these borders were determined 
by the Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia 
(Antifašističko Vijeće Narodnog Oslobođenja Jugoslavije, or AVNOJ) and 



239

C. Daban, An Analysis of Border Relations in the Balkans After the Dissolution...

are referred to in the literature as the AVNOJ borders (Calic, 2019, 
p. 138). During this period, no major disputes over border delineations 
occurred; only minor discussions arose regarding the extent of Croatia’s 
borders. These debates primarily focused on the status of the Baranja 
and Dubrovnik regions, with the view that Baranja belonged to Croatia 
and which gained broad acceptance. However, the border issue between 
Serbia and Croatia later became central to debates over political identity, 
sovereignty, and regional affi liation (Dimitrijević, 2012, pp. 5–8).

Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito maintained the socialist regime until 
the adoption of the 1974 Constitution, but thereafter adopted a more 
pro-Western orientation in foreign policy, thereby limiting relations 
with the Soviet Union (USSR). Tito’s death in 1980 accelerated the 
disintegration of the federal structure, bringing independence claims and 
territorial disputes among federal republics to the forefront. In particular, 
Serbia’s Greater Serbia ideal and Croatia’s Greater Croatia rhetoric sparked 
ethnically based competition. In the post-Tito period, borders ceased to 
function merely as administrative lines and became spatial symbols of 
national identity and sovereignty. This transformation paved the way 
for the entrenchment of nationalist discourse on both sides of the border 
(Tekin, 2018, pp. 44–46).

From the late 1980s onwards, nationalist tendencies momentum 
strength in Croatia, and the Croatian Democratic Union, led by Franjo 
Tuđman, quickly articulated the goal of independence from Yugoslavia. 
Tuđman’s Greater Croatia project sought to consolidate the Croatian 
identity and limit the political infl uence of the Serb population. In 1991, 
the Serb minority in Croatia constituted just over 12% of the population, 
a fi gure that had decreased to 4.54% by 2001 (Hoh, 2015, p. 71). Therefore, 
the decision to pursue independence represented not only a political shift 
but also a demographic transformation. Rising tensions escalated into 
armed confl ict in 1991, and Croatia declared its independence on 25th 
June 1991 (Ülger, 2003, pp. 117–122).

During the same period, Slobodan Milošević, who came to power 
in Serbia in 1989, sought to reassert central authority by abolishing the 
autonomous status of Kosovo and Vojvodina, triggering a new power struggle 
within Yugoslav territory. Milošević’s policies aimed to redefi ne borders in 
the name of national unity, whereas Croatia perceived them as a threat to 
its sovereignty. The European Community intervened to assess the claims 
of the republics seeking independence; however, these diplomatic efforts 
were unable to fully halt the confl ict. In particular, policies pursued under 
the Greater Serbia ideal exacerbated regional instability. During this period, 
borders functioned not only as lines between states but also as arenas in 



240

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 4/2025

which Europe’s “new security architecture” was being tested (Ketkanlı, 
2022, pp. 92–95).

During this period, ethnic confl icts in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
necessitated international intervention, and the war was brought to 
a close by the 1995 Dayton Agreement. However, this agreement did 
not provide a permanent solution to the problems; rather, it resulted in 
the borders and identities remaining in a so-called “frozen” state. This 
phenomenon is referred to in the literature as the concept of “frozen 
borders”, highlighting situations where de facto control does not coincide 
with international recognition (Szasz, 1997, pp. 759–768).

In this context, the Danube River has become the most prominent 
geographic manifestation of sovereignty disputes and identity-based 
perceptions of borders between Serbia and Croatia. The Danube 
functions as both a natural boundary and a contested area of sovereignty 
under international law. Approximately 300 kilometres of the river’s total 
2,850-kilometre length constitute the border between Serbia and Croatia. 
However, differing views exist as regards the precise demarcation of these 
stretches. Serbia argues that the border should be determined according 
to the thalweg principle, which follows the line of the river’s deepest 
channel. This approach is frequently applied in international law in cases 
where rivers serve as boundaries (Shaw, 2008, pp. 528–533). In contrast, 
Croatia maintains that the principle of uti possidetis juris – preserving 
existing administrative boundaries – should be applied despite the river’s 
changing meanders over time. According to Croatia, certain settlements 
along the eastern bank of the Danube have historically remained under 
Croatian sovereignty, even though the riverbed has shifted (Nation, 2003, 
pp. 149–155).

In this dispute, the positions of the two countries are grounded in 
different concepts of international law: Serbia emphasises the “natural 
boundary principle” and the argument of “legitimate geographic change”, 
while Croatia stresses the principles of “status quo” and “administrative 
continuity”. This divergence highlights a classic international law debate 
regarding whether changes in the natural course of rivers affect border 
status. According to Prescott and Triggs, the principle of recognising 
natural river boundaries – particularly the aforementioned thalweg, or, 
the line along the river’s deepest channel – as international borders is well 
established in traditional international law. However, they emphasise that 
if the riverbed shifts physically due to natural processes such as erosion, 
sediment deposition, or fl ooding, it does not automatically alter the legal 
status of the border. Two key concepts are relevant here; accretion, which 
allows the border line to move gradually in parallel with slow, natural 
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changes in the riverbed over time, and avulsion, which holds that if the 
riverbed changes suddenly due to a fl ood or natural disaster, the border 
remains in its original channel. Prescott and Triggs note that states often 
invoke the “natural boundary” argument in border disputes, often with 
a fl exible interpretation of these two concepts to serve their political 
interests. They further highlight that disputes over river boundaries are 
not merely geographic or technical but have multilayered geopolitical 
dimensions, including sovereignty, control over economic resources, 
and regional stability, and it is in this context that they explain the 
legal foundations underlying Serbia’s “natural boundary” and Croatia’s 
“administrative continuity” arguments, emphasising that changes in the 
riverbed do not automatically alter the border unless explicitly stipulated 
in international treaties (Prescott, Triggs, 2008, pp. 210–213).

The Serbia–Croatia border dispute is concretely manifested along the 
Danube River, particularly on Vukovarska Island, located in the middle 
section of the river. Vukovarska Island is a small landmass of approximately 
32,000 square metres situated near the left bank of the river. The island is 
separated from the mainland by a channel approximately 30 metres wide 
and is directly adjacent to the eastern boundary of the city of Vukovar. 
This geographic position enhances the island’s strategic and economic 
signifi cance, as it lies close to the river’s navigation route, making it critical 
for navigation and logistical activities. Additionally, Gornja Šarengrad 
Island, another disputed area on the Danube, is smaller than Vukovarska 
Island but remains signifi cant from strategic and legal perspectives. 
Located on the river’s right bank, Gornja Šarengrad Island constitutes 
a contested area in the determination of the Serbia–Croatia border, 
particularly concerning the river’s natural fl ow and channel changes. 
Croatia claims that the island is part of its national territory, whereas 
Serbia asserts control based on its current de facto administration and the 
thalweg principle, interpreting the island’s status in its favor. Sovereignty 
disputes over both islands directly impact regional security, affecting 
navigation rights, water resource management, and local administrative 
authority along the Danube (Ptáčník, 2022).

Politically, the Vukovarska and Gornja Šarengrad Islands have been 
under Serbian control since the early 1990s, but Croatia maintains that 
the islands fall within its national borders. This situation raises questions 
regarding the applicability of international law concepts, such as the 
status of river islands, de facto control, and the thalweg principle. In 
particular, changes in the river’s natural course over time and variations 
in channel width complicate the determination of which country’s claim 
to sovereignty is valid. Geographic and legal ambiguities have made the 
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Vukovarska and Gornja Šarengrad Islands sensitive points in diplomatic 
and security relations between Croatia and Serbia. Control over these 
islands is strategically signifi cant not only in terms of physical boundaries 
but also in terms of navigation rights, water management, and local 
administrative authority along the Danube. In this context, both islands 
are among the most concrete and technically complex examples of the 
Croatia–Serbia border dispute (Dimitrijević, 2012, pp. 13–16).

The sovereignty dispute over these islands demonstrates that the 
border issue between the two countries is not merely a geographic matter 
but also a refl ection of post-war perceptions of identity, sovereignty, and 
territorial integrity. For Croatia, control over the islands is equated with 
the preservation of the state’s territorial integrity, whereas for Serbia, 
sovereignty over the Danube is a symbol of regional infl uence. To date, 
the parties have made limited progress in negotiations mediated by the 
European Union. Despite the arbitration committee convening more 
than ten times since 2002 to determine the precise border, no concrete 
agreement has been reached.

Therefore, the border dispute along the Danube River can be regarded 
as a typical example of the “frozen border” phenomenon in the post-
Dayton context in Bosnia. The distinction between de facto control and de 
jure sovereignty has led the two countries to construct divergent narratives 
of legitimacy in international forums. In this regard, Croatia and Serbia 
developed signifi cantly different positions on the international stage after 
the war. Croatia’s primary argument is that the administrative borders among 
the former Yugoslav republics should remain valid even after independence 
– an approach grounded in the opinions of the Badinter Arbitration 
Commission. The Serbia–Croatia border dispute, which emerged alongside 
the disintegration of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, has 
particularly focused on the river islands along the Danube. This represents 
a classic case of a uti possidetis juris dispute arising from the transformation 
of former federal administrative boundaries into international borders 
between newly independent states (Pellet, 1992, pp. 178–180).

Opinion No. 3 of the Badinter Arbitration Commission, dated 20th 
November 1991, directly illuminated the legal status of the borders between 
Serbia and Croatia. The primary question addressed by the Commission 
was whether the internal administrative boundaries between Croatia and 
Serbia could be recognised as state borders under international law. After 
determining that Yugoslavia was undergoing a process of disintegration, 
the Commission relied on three fundamental principles of international 
law to determine borders: fi rst, the inviolability of existing external 
borders; second, that no boundary changes may occur without the free 
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consent of the parties; and third, that former administrative boundaries, 
unless otherwise agreed upon, become internationally recognised state 
borders. Within this framework, the Commission emphasised that the 
principle of uti possidetis juris is not limited to post-colonial contexts but 
constitutes a general principle of international law to be applied in any 
newly independent state system to ensure border stability. Accordingly, 
under the Badinter Commission’s decision, the borders between Croatia 
and Serbia should coincide with the administrative boundaries that 
existed between the two republics within the former Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia. These borders may not be altered without mutual 
consent, and any de facto changes imposed through the use of force are 
deemed invalid under international law (Pellet, 1992, pp. 181–185).

 Vukovarska Island on the Danube River serves as a concrete example 
of the application of this principle. The island’s shoreline has shifted 
over time due to hydrological changes in the river. However, according 
to the principle of uti possidetis juris, the border should be determined 
based on the pre-dissolution administrative boundary rather than the 
river’s dynamic natural course. In this context, Croatia’s claim that the 
island forms part of its territorial integrity aligns with an international 
legal approach to maintaining the status quo. By contrast, Serbia argues 
that the border follows the thalweg of the Danube, asserting that the 
islands remain within its sovereign territory. Nevertheless, the Badinter 
Commission’s approach rejects border claims based on the river’s natural 
fl ow, reasoning that such arguments could threaten the stability of newly 
independent states emerging from the dissolution process (Ratner, 1996, 
pp. 590–592).

These two divergent narratives of legitimacy illustrate a profound 
distinction between de facto control and legal recognition. Croatia 
invokes international legal norms in favour of maintaining the status 
quo, asserting sovereignty based on historical continuity, whereas Serbia 
seeks to construct a legitimacy rooted in geographic reality by redefi ning 
natural boundaries. These dynamics transformed the Danube River 
border dispute from a mere technical disagreement between the two 
states into a symbolic contest over national identity and conceptions of 
sovereignty. Consequently, the Serbia–Croatia border dispute serves as 
a typical example of the “frozen border” phenomenon in the post-Dayton 
Balkan order, situated at the intersection of international legal norms and 
local sovereignty claims. Thus, the Danube is not merely a geographic 
boundary but also a tangible refl ection of the fragile balance between 
sovereignty, identity, and law in the post-Yugoslav spatial order of Europe 
(Stefanov, Radović, 2021, pp. 14–18).
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From Natural Processes to Political Tensions: The Role of the EU and 
NATO in the Danube Border Dispute

According to Klemenčić and Schofi eld, the disputed area covers 
approximately 140 kilometres of a 188-kilometre section of riverbed. This 
indicates a pronounced gap in control along with administrative ambiguity 
along the Danube, clearly illustrating why the border has evolved into 
a complex dispute in terms of de facto control and legal recognition. 
Furthermore, the presence of numerous settlements of strategic and 
economic signifi cance within this area renders the resolution of the 
dispute particularly sensitive in terms of national interests (Klemenčić, 
Schofi eld, 2001, pp. 14–17).

However, the area is defi ned differently by these two countries. Serbia, 
citing a law enacted by the 1946 Assembly of Vojvodina, claims a 900-
hectare area on the western side of the river. This claim may be interpreted 
as Serbia’s effort to reinforce its concept of a “natural border”, based 
on the current riverbed and de facto control, within the framework of 
international law. In contrast, Croatia claims sovereignty over an 11,500-
hectare area on the eastern bank of the Danube (Reka, 2018). According 
to Balfour and Basic, border disputes between the two countries are 
infl uenced by natural factors. Natural events, such as soil erosion and 
fl oods, have shifted the fl ow of the Danube River westward, creating 
a signifi cant border issue over an area of approximately 14,000 hectares. 
This situation complicates the interpretation of legal boundary lines in 
light of natural changes in the river’s course and has led the two countries 
to advance divergent sovereignty claims in international forums (Balfour, 
Basic, 2010, pp. 1–4).

Since 2003, Serbia and Croatia have sought to resolve border disputes 
along the Danube River near the town of Bačka Palanka. In February 
2018, Croatian President Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović and Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić announced that border negotiations would 
not commence for at least two years. Stevanović, who chaired the Serbian 
delegation during the border talks, stated that the core issue between the 
two countries stems from disagreements on almost every aspect of the 
dispute. This assessment indicates that one of the main reasons for the 
stalemate is not merely a lack of political will but is directly related to 
mutual distrust and the regional balance of power (Stojanovic, 2020).

Nevertheless, occasional efforts have been made to improve bilateral 
relations. Notably, Serbia’s material and moral assistance following a 6.4-
magnitude earthquake in the Croatian city of Petrinja in December 2020 
demonstrated that the basis for solidarity between the two countries during 
crises has not entirely disappeared. However, the tendency for every new 
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intercommunal dispute to be rapidly refl ected in diplomatic relations has 
transformed the border issue into both a political and societal crisis of 
trust (Petrović, 2023, pp. 1–4).

The European Union addresses the Danube River border dispute 
between Serbia and Croatia within the framework of regional stability, 
environmental sustainability, and Serbia’s accession process. In this context, 
the EU has implemented fi nancial and technical programmes between 
2020 and 2025 to promote good-neighbourly relations, support cross-
border cooperation, and encourage environmental protection initiatives. In 
particular, coordination mechanisms between local governments and the 
strengthening of navigation rights have been used to enhance economic 
interaction between the parties, while Croatia’s membership experiences 
have been integrated into Serbia’s candidacy process, linking the resolution 
of border issues directly to the EU accession process. The 2021 and 2023 
enlargement reports emphasised that Belgrade’s progress in its relations 
with its neighbouring countries played a decisive role in the opening of 
negotiation chapters. The EU perceives the Danube River dispute not 
merely as a geographic issue but also as a strategic element for regional 
peace and sustainable integration, supporting the resolution of border 
disputes by encouraging dialogue and cooperation between parties. This 
approach is implemented as a core component of the EU’s enlargement and 
integration policy in the Balkans, aligning with its objective of ensuring 
regional stability (European Commission, 2023, pp. 4–9).

NATO has developed comprehensive policies and mechanisms to 
promote security and stability in the Western Balkans. Through initiatives 
such as the Partnership for Peace and Regional Cooperation Programmes, 
NATO seeks to enhance cooperation among regional states in the military, 
legal, and technical domains. These programmes have strengthened 
communication channels between parties, increased crisis management 
capacities, and facilitated the implementation of confi dence-building 
measures through joint exercises. Although NATO has not directly 
intervened in specifi c issues, such as the Danube River border dispute, the 
technical advice, exercises, and regional security mechanisms provided 
by the organisation have indirectly contributed to fostering mutual trust 
and exploring diplomatic solutions. In particular, cooperation in disaster 
management, border security, and emergency coordination has facilitated 
the development of security protocols along the border and enabled 
“frozen” disputes to be managed within an organised framework. This 
approach simultaneously preserves Serbia’s neutral status while allowing 
Croatia, as a NATO member, to assume a regional conciliatory role 
(NATO, 2024).
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At the global level, an analysis of the general orientations of the 
two countries reveals that the new administrations in these territories, 
formerly part of the Eastern Bloc, have adopted divergent foreign policy 
trajectories. Serbia has sought to cultivate close relations with global 
powers such as Russia and China, whereas Croatia has pursued a Western-
aligned path, joining NATO in 2009 and the EU in 2013. An important 
point to note, however, is Croatia’s support for Serbia’s EU membership 
(European Commission, 2024, pp. 6–9). This policy also refl ects the desire 
of the two countries to resolve historical disputes by participating in the 
process of European integration. Indeed, the EU, as part of its accession 
process, requires Serbia to establish good relations with its neighbours, 
resolve border disputes, and adopt positions consistent with European 
values, particularly in the context of the Ukraine-Russia war. In this 
framework, Serbia’s EU membership is not only a measure of compliance 
with technical criteria but also an indicator of its capacity for regional 
consensus. In short, Serbia is expected to strengthen good neighbourly 
relations in accordance with the Royaumont Process, which was initiated 
on 13th December 1995. Launched at France’s initiative, this process 
aimed to integrate the Balkans into the European security architecture 
by promoting stability, minority rights, and cross-border cooperation. 
Consequently, the prominence of the EU and NATO dimensions in 
Serbia-Croatia relations should be understood as an extension of this 
historical and institutional background (Jelesijević, 2024, pp. 22–24).

The border dispute over the Danube River represents not only 
territorial claims between the two countries but also a refl ection of 
international institutions’ strategies for maintaining regional stability. 
When combined with natural transformations and historical claims, the 
tension between de facto control and legal recognition perpetuates this 
dispute as an unresolved case of a “frozen border”. Between 2020–2025, the 
EU’s technical, fi nancial, and diplomatic support, together with NATO’s 
security and crisis management programmes, emerged as an effort to 
manage this frozen status within a non-confl ictual framework. However, 
a defi nitive resolution remains contingent upon the parties’ ability to 
build mutual trust, demonstrate commitment to regional integration, and 
align with international law principles.

Conclusions

This study comprehensively has examined how the Serbia–Croatia 
border dispute in the post-Yugoslav Socialist Federal Republic period 
have been shaped by security, political, and economic processes within 
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the broader context of international relations in the Balkans. The analysis 
demonstrates that the national policies of regional actors are largely 
infl uenced by their relations with the EU and NATO, whereas cross-
border cooperation and local-level coordination mechanisms reinforce 
this regional stability. Paasi’s theories on spatial identity and borders 
elucidate how regional belonging is intertwined with state policies, 
whereas Newman, Diez, and Van Houtum emphasise that ethnic and 
political tensions constitute structural issues that must be addressed in 
connection with the international system. Stefanov’s analyses highlight 
the confl ict-mitigating role of economic integration and cooperative 
mechanisms, while Prescott and Triggs, along with Albert, support the 
potential of security and governance cooperation beyond national borders 
as a pathway to future resolution. Croatia’s support for Serbia during its 
EU accession process, aimed at safeguarding regional stability, not only 
helps to prevent new confl icts in the region but also provides Serbia with 
diplomatic and economic opportunities.

In light of these fi ndings, the main recommendations for ensuring 
the sustainability of regional stability are as follows: strengthening 
policies aligned with the EU and NATO frameworks; recognising 
the strategic importance of Croatia’s support in Serbia’s EU accession 
process; enhancing cross-border cooperation and inclusive governance 
models; and prioritising the development of multi-actor strategies aimed 
at reducing ethnic, economic, and environmental risks. Looking ahead, 
the potential resolution of the “frozen border” situation between Serbia 
and Croatia will depend on the initiatives of both regional and global 
actors. In particular, renewed tensions in Serbia–Croatia relations could 
once again render the region’s security environment fragile. On the other 
hand, economic integration and cooperation in the fi elds of energy and 
the environment may strengthen regional solidarity and contribute to 
crisis prevention. In this context, the theoretical approaches of Paasi, 
Newman, Diez, Van Houtum, Stefanov, Prescott and Triggs, and Albert 
provide a valuable framework for understanding current regional stability 
and assessing future prospects.

In the specifi c context of the Danube River dispute, this study 
demonstrates that confl ict is not merely a geographical or technical issue 
but also encompasses multiple dimensions involving international law, 
sovereignty, and regional stability. The framework proposed by Paasi 
and Newman highlights the social and political dimensions of borders, 
whereas Prescott and Triggs’s analysis explains the legal implications of 
natural changes in the riverbed. In this regard, Serbia emphasises the 
arguments of a “natural border” and “legitimate geographical change”, 
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while Croatia stresses the principles of “status quo” and “administrative 
continuity”. According to Prescott and Triggs, gradual natural changes 
in a riverbed may shift the boundary line over time, whereas sudden 
alterations do not affect it. Therefore, a change in the course of a river 
does not automatically entail a change in boundary. In light of these 
insights, Croatia’s arguments appear to rest on a stronger legal foundation, 
as they are based on the principles of “status quo” and “administrative 
continuity” under international law.

This study recommends that the parties establish a transparent 
cooperation mechanism from both legal and technical perspectives, 
promote mediation to resolve disputes within the framework of 
international legal principles, and encourage agreements that enhance 
regional stability. Future prospects indicate that natural changes in 
riverbeds, coupled with evolving regional political developments, may 
bring such border disputes back onto the agenda.
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