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Background to Outbreak of War in The Former Yugoslavia
With the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, the grip of communism in Eastern and Central Europe was being widely challenged. Whilst the European Union’s focus was the impacts in the future with regards the reunification of East and West Germany, elsewhere other countries were also attempting to redefine their identities and borders. Yugoslavia, a collection of smaller entities that were held together by a central communist party, was no different. In 1991 the collapse came about through the rise of nationalistic fervour that undermined the central communist regime. Slovenia was the first to declare independence followed by Croatia and in 1992 Bosnia and Herzegovina, (herein to be referred to as Bosnia), had a referendum for independence where 60% voted in favour. This referendum was boycotted by the Bosnian Serbs who accounted for 33% of Bosnia’s population (ICTY.org, 2025). Meanwhile Slobodan Milošević, who had been voted in as Serbia’s new president in 1991, advocated for a ‘Greater Serbia’ and to do so there needed to be a realignment of frontiers. Belgrade took on the task of uniting all Serbs under one state and declared that Bosnian Muslims were Serbs who had lost there way (D’Souza, 1994. P3030). To exacerbate the evolving catastrophe Croatia and Slovenia had already made an agreement earlier in 1991 at a secret meeting to divide up Bosnia between them, ‘leaving a small enclave for the Muslims’ (ICTY.org, 2025). The scene was set for a conflict that was all about wholesale ethnic cleansing and genocide, not just the media focused atrocities in Srebenica.
The Humanitarian Non-Government Organisations, (NGO’s)
From the outset in any armed conflict, there is the collateral damage to refugees and displaced persons which creates a humanitarian crisis. Bosnia was no different. In fact, it was arguably worse as one of the objectives was ethnic cleansing, therefore making it necessary for more persons than usual to seek safe refuge in comparison to those fleeing conventional conflicts. The population of Bosnia pre-war was estimated at 4.3 million. Of those, it has been estimated that 900,000 became refugees in neighbouring countries and internal displacement was 1.3 million (Cutts, 1999, p1) and some 100,000 killed (ICTY, 2025). The list of NGOs that were galvanised into action is Long, but the significant ones were United Nations High Commission for Refugees, (UNHCR), which was the lead NGO, The International Committee of the Red Cross, (ICRC), and the World Health Organisation, (WHO). It is estimated that during the conflict there has been involvement from over 250 other humanitarian organisations (Cutts, 1999, p6-7). To quote from the UNHCR working paper
The UNHCR often found itself in the privileged position of having a place at the ‘top table’ in high level political negotiations, being seen as the bridge between the political/military actors and the humanitarian community. For example, UNPROFOR always ensured that UNHCR was informed about planned air-strikes before they actually took place, so that it could ensure the safety of humanitarian personnel (Cutts, 1999, p4).
Security of the NGOs going about their business was a problem as they themselves were subject to lack of cooperation and protection from the warring parties that subjected them to shelling, sniping and the positioning of land mines that would eventually lead to the NGOs being reliant on armed escorts from the United Nations Protection Force, (UNPROFOR), (Cutts, 1999, p2). The sheer number of organisations was a coordination nightmare as there were conflicting agendas of those that felt the humanitarian operation should be suspended and others felt it should continue regardless of cost and compromising demands from the warring parties (Cutts, 1999, p5).
European Union, (EU).
[bookmark: _Hlk188078137]At the beginning of the war, it was made clear by the world’s most powerful western power, the USA, that this was a European problem, and The EU were the lead entity throughout. The USA had not long been involved in the first Gulf War and distanced themselves from world politics. Whilst they were not happy with the way the European community handling it, The USA declared it was their problem, not one for Nato which would have drawn them in to the conflict. This sentiment was endorsed by Jacques Poos, who was part of the EC Foreign Affairs Council of Foreign Ministers, when he declared that “this is the hour of Europe, not the hour of the Americans.” (O’Tuathail, 2002, p602-603).
Prior to the outbreak of the Slav conflict, the European Community had a vested interest in the Balkan states. There was an agreement with the Former Yugoslavia that made 90% of their exports to the EU exempt of customs duty and they had received $4.4 billion in loans and grants from the EU (Dover, 2005, p303). This economical attachment, Yugoslavia’s strategic significance between Europe and the Soviet Union as well as bordering two member states of the EU, made upholding stability in the region a high priority.
The European Community at this time had just changed into the EU with the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in 1991. The aspiration was that it would give the European collective a similar footing in world politics as the USA. However, because this was in its infant months, it was neither unified nor capable of responding to the crisis militarily (O’Tuathail, 2002, p603). One product of the Maastricht Treaty was the formulation of the Common Foreign and Security Policy, (CFSP), which was the framework with which the EU intended to use as a basis for future European defence strategy (Dover, 2005, p299). The Bosnian conflict would test its effectiveness. Debates were had by the European Union regarding possible solutions to the conflict. One of those was to send in an intervention force from the Western European Union, (WEU). WEU was the European organisation with responsibility for defence and security of the European collective which was born out of a post-war treaty for Europe’s defence drafted in 1948. Divisions within the EU split Germany and France who were pro-intervention were from the UK, Denmark and Portugal who opposed it (CVCE, 2025). This diminished the expectation of using military force and the EU focused on political manoeuvring, diplomatic pressure and economic sanctions in hope of preventing the spread of violence throughout Yugoslavia (Dover, 2005, p303).
[bookmark: _Hlk188881279][bookmark: _Hlk188881259]The Political manoeuvring started with the formation by the EU of The European Community Conference on Yugoslavia which was in turn succeeded by the International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia whose aim was to find a solution to the conflict. The fact that the name was changed to include the word former was telling in the changing acceptance by the negotiators that reunification was not going to happen. The Conference included the formation of an Arbitration Commission led by Robert Badinter of France that came up with a list of fifteen legal opinions to be considered, but eventually without success (Craven, 1995, p334). There were also various attempts at negotiating peace with plans drafted from the EU that included the Carrington-Gutilero Plan, the Vance-Owen Plan and the Owen-Stoltenberg plan, all were rejected by the Serb leader Slobodan Milosevic (Debie, 1997, p126-127). Dedie goes on to argue that the EU was filling a void created by the absence of the USA, giving the illusion that they were capable of creating a solution to the crisis when the truth was that the warring parties were becoming unresponsive and belligerent to European pressures, warnings, sanctions or proposals, highlighted by the fact that fighting continued during the negotiations (Debie, 1997, 128). Responsibility was eventually to be transferred to the United Nations, (UN).


The United Nations, (UN).
The security Council of the UN took a backseat initially, leaving the EU as the lead organisation but as EU mediation efforts continued to fail and the international media stepped up its coverage of the blockade of Sarajevo and the plight of Muslim refugees, the pressure to act increased. The UN did manage to issue 46 resolutions during the whole conflict, (Cutts, 1999, p2), which in itself is a telling indicator as to the bureaucratic ineffectiveness of their actions. Their early reactions were of condemnation and to pass resolutions to form a security force which was purely to protect the convoys of humanitarian aid and some United Nations Protected Areas, (UNPA’s) in Croatia. The force, with the acronym UNPROFOR, was discussed as a possibility by the UN Security Council in November 1991 but not established until February 1992 under resolution 743 and authorised for full deployment in April 1992 through resolution 749 (Akashi, 1995, p312). It wasn’t until 16 April 1993, with the United Nations Security Council Resolution 819 that the Srebrenica enclave was declared a safe area. On 6 May 1993, the United Nations Security Council Resolution 824 further extended the status to Sarajevo, Žepa, Goražde, Tuzla and Bihać (Akashi, 1995, p314). Akashi argues that the failure by UNPROFOR to control the humanitarian crisis was not because of an apathy to carry out the mandate but it in fact due to the constraints that the mandate imposed on them under Chapter VII of the UN Charter although they did attempt to expand the mandate later with Resolution 836 deterring and repelling attacks in the safe areas (Akashi, 1995, p314). These arguments will be addressed in the discussion in the conclusion of this paper. 
International Community
The international community were involved from the outset if you acknowledge the EU as twelve individual states and there was widespread condemnation of the conflict further afield. That only left the remaining western powers who through the UN Security Council attempted to exert their responses. One of the responses was to impose an arms embargo on the states involved in the conflict (Schake, 1995, p393), although this didn’t have the affect intended as it created an imbalance of power between the already well-equipped Serbian troops and the ill-trained Bosnians. The USA at the time under President Bush had not long finished their involvement in the first Gulf War and, politically, were now the remaining superpower after the end of the cold war.  With the fall of the Berlin wall, Yugoslavia was not so strategically placed. This and a popular opinion of not having anymore of their soldiers returning home in body bags led them to:
‘Erect significant institutional roadblocks to a military intervention in Bosnia through labelling the conflict as a civil war rather than, as Anton Zabkar argues, a territorial conquest. The importance of the ‘civil war’ is that through the Dobbins Demarche Statement, NATO and the WEU could not therefore deploy military assets to deal with it’ (Dover, 2005, p308). 
Europe aspired to emulate the USA and with a Gross National Product, (GDP), nearly in line with that of the USA, there was optimism that they would achieve some success. The USA were in the process of withdrawing two thirds of its manpower from Europe leading to a European led North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, (NATO), which itself was required less with the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact countries and in the absence of USA leadership (Schake, 1998, p379-380). 
[bookmark: _Hlk188882428][bookmark: _Hlk188936820]The USA did eventually become involved by brokering the Dayton Peace Accord in 1995, using NATO forces in the form of an Implementation Force, (IFOR), followed by a Stabilisation Force, (SFOR), to initiate peace in an operation called ‘Deliberate Force’ (Secretary General, 1999, p95) and thereafter impose the agreements made in Dayton Ohio to maintain peace (Secretary General, 1999, p100). However, this involvement occurred after the emergence of the widespread genocide focused and highlighted by Srebrenica. Caitlin Moore argues in the conclusions of her paper that USA intervention in the latter stages was more a response to strengthened Russian influence in the conflict and maintaining the cohesion of NATO rather than its response to humanitarian atrocities (Moore, 2007, p115).
Discussion
Looking at all the dominos that had a stake in the creation of the conflict in the former Yugoslavia, they all contributed in part to a perfect storm. The end of the cold war leading to the rise of protest against communism and in favour of democracy and self-determination around Europe at the time were only being mirrored in Yugoslavia. Add to the pot the destabilisation earlier by the death of the tyrannical Dictator Tito leaving a power void and a centuries old wound of distrust by the Serb Slavs who had been suppressed by Tito and the ingredients were all there to ignite this conflict. A conflict that could have been suppressed very early if it had not been for the fecklessness of all concerned. The arrogance of the newly formed EU was complicit in the start of the escalation of violence when through the drafted opinions of the Badinter Arbitration Commission, they refused to acknowledge Bosnia as an entity until it had held a democratic referendum on its desire to separate from Yugoslavia. This was passed but boycotted by all Bosnian Serbs and therefore sowed the seeds of discontent. Slobodan Milosevic had already ignited the Serbs with promises of a ‘Greater Serbia’ and to move borders to accommodate this, Croatia and Slovenia had also decided to claim parts of Bosnia for themselves, leaving a small enclave for the Bosnian Muslims. The fact that the EU also perceived itself to be an equally powerful western voice on the same level as the USA blindfolded themselves from any unified abilities to enforce  a successful response.
[bookmark: _Hlk188883961][bookmark: _Hlk188883139]Once the conflict escalated in earnest, the EU as the lead negotiator decided against an armed force intervention because firstly they could not agree as their draft defence strategy was not robust enough to implement and secondly the EU chose to deal with it through rounds of talks and conferences even though it was clear from an early stage this was not going to reap any benefit. If the EU had introduced a WEU reactionary force with definitive criteria from the outset, it would most certainly have gleaned results as the introduction of similar NATO force post Srebrenica had exactly the reaction the EU would have been looking for as the prominent Serb Army immediately withdrew and requested peace talks (Secretary General, 1999, p95-96). Add to the mix the early indifference of the USA whose only contribution through resolutions made by the UN Security Council was to agree to a peacekeeping body of monitors being sent and an arms embargo that was ill conceived as it disadvantaged the ill-equipped Bosnian Muslim Army against the Serbian Army that already had all the necessary hardware to enter the campaign.
The UN is not without complicity in the genocide that was occurring from the beginning of the conflict. Post conflict saw the UN Secretary General commission a report by a senior UN official David Harding which he then put his own name to it as the author (Secretary General, 1999). It is a very factual report on the chronological events and decisions made throughout the conflict without apportioning any blame. The report only starts addressing the ‘Unanswered Questions’ and the roles elements played in the conflict on page 102 0f 108 by looking at the Fall of Srebrenica. Nowhere in the last 6 pages does the report apportion any responsibility on the UN per se. In paragraph 488 on page 108, the author uses the phrase ‘with the benefit of hindsight one can see the many errors the United Nations made…’ which is unacceptable as it was the Security Council whose raised the resolutions in the first place that formed the safe areas. This led ultimately to the Bosnian Muslims being carolled into these UN Protected Areas, effectively packaging them up for the onslaught of the Serbian Army. It is also difficult to allow them the use of hindsight when the UNHCR were on the ground from the beginning, along with elements of UNPROFOR, and would have had firsthand knowledge through verbal accounts of the refugees and the monitors of the ethnic cleansing that was going on. 
In the analytical UN report, there is also some blame apportioned to the inconsistent communication and shortage of intelligence. The issues with the communication lines are evident when you look at the debacle of the call for airstrikes by the Dutch Battalion at Srebrenica. The lack of consistency in decision making and the speed with which the requests are processed were decisive in contributing to the final outcome and the report also questions the authority of the Security Council’s to sanction any air strikes under its peace keeping remit (Secretary General, 1999, p68 & p104).
Conclusion
This paper is not to judge any of the entities that were involved in the responses to the situation that arose in Bosnia. War and the associated killing that ensues are the sad culmination of the break down of political negotiations. In responding to conflict as all institutions, governments and NGOs do, it is imperative that any actions should be coordinated and decisive with a clear remit from the outset. The humanitarian NGOs stand alone in the praise that should be lavished on them for persisting in their continued efforts to alleviate human suffering in the face of aggressive opposition. The remaining entities however showed reticence and weakness and need to question, through transparent evaluation, any future responses to avoid repetition of the errors made. The EU’s decision not to deploy a reactionary force was wrong, as was the UN’s deployment of an undermanned UNPROFOR. The Dutch at Srebenica were undermanned and clearly outnumbered against a superior Serbian force, a situation that repeated itself throughout the conflict theatre such as the Ukrainian force at Zepa (Secretary General, 1999, p87). The undermanned force showed reluctance by the UN to invoke their authority which can be seen in the numerous resolutions passed. They can be interpreted almost as amendments to previous resolutions as if to bolster and correct what were initially indifferent and misconstrued responses. The USA’s ambivalence by not getting involved directly but orchestrating UN actions through their authority on the Security Council gave a clear message to the Serbian authorities that they had the upper hand. The Serbs reaction to the decisive reactionary force from Nato post Srebrenica showed what could have been achieved from the outset. The Charters and treaties that govern institutions like the EU and UN are passed by unanimous agreement and having set themselves up as the organisations for international policing, should ensure that they be invoked with the same determination. The Yugoslavian conflict could not have been avoided, such was the level of passion and nationalism felt by the different factions, and fighting had to start to invoke an international response. Srebrenica, Zepa and Sarajevo and all the other pockets within the conflict subject to ethnic cleansing could have been avoided if the International Communities had responded quicker and with more authority. 
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