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Introduction: 

 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the poorest countries in Europe, which has however come a 

long way from where it started when she announced her independence from the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992. Still recovering from the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, 

this ethnically diverse country is full of controversies. The country, which consists of two 

autonomous entities, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republika Srpska, bears a 

weak central government, with the major ethnic groups, the Bosniaks, the Serbs and the Croats 

all represented in the three-member Presidency. This ethnic diversity has caused struggles and 

cruelty during the wars in the 1990s and is still a problematic issue today. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has been out of the track of the refugees and immigrants arriving from 

the Middle East and Africa, until 2018. The country has been caught off guard when following 

the 2016 shutdown of the so-called Balkan route (to Western Europe through Turkey, Greece, 

Macedonia and Serbia), a new route has been found through Greece, Albania, Montenegro, 

Bosnia and Croatia and the influx of migrants has multiplied. Bosnia is struggling to cope with 

the influx of people arriving from Syria, Iraq, Algeria and Afghanistan, and the situation is 

further complicated by those, who have been stranded in Serbia since 2016 increasingly 
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crossing to Bosnia instead. Croatian authorities refuse to let migrants through, police forces 

send back every illegal border-crosser to Bosnia, but cases of police brutality had also been 

reported. 

Definition of key terms: 

Yugoslav Wars – Bosnian War: The former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was 

falling apart, as nationalist movements were growing powerful. The economically successful 

Slovenia and Croatia were the first to announce their independence, followed by Bosnia. The 

Serb minority people living in Bosnia were determined to remain within Yugoslavia and were 

supported by Serbia. Bloody conflicts arose between the Serbs and the Muslim Bosniaks, who 

were simultaneously waging a separate war against Bosnian Croats, who were trying to break 

apart from Serbia and join Croatia. 

Republika Srpska: One of the two autonomous entities of Bosnia that has its own government, 

parliament and armed forces and is mainly inhibited by Serbs. 

Dayton Agreement/Accords: The peace agreement signed in 1995 that ended the Bosnian 

War, one of the Yugoslav Wars. 

Migration: Movement of people to a new area or country in order to find work or better living 

conditions. 

Immigrant: A person who migrates into a country and is establishing his or her permanent 

residence there. 

Migration crisis in Europe: The term most commonly used to describe the phenomenon 

beginning in 2015 in which a rising number of people started arriving in the European Union 

through the Mediterranean Sea or the Balkan Peninsula. Immigrants include both asylum 

seekers and economic migrants 

Asylum seeker: By the definition accepted by the United Nations “are people who move across 

borders in search of protection, but who may not fulfil the strict criteria laid down by the 1951 

Convention. Asylum seeker describes someone who has applied for protection as a refugee and 

is awaiting the determination of his or her status. Refugee is the term used to describe a person 

who has already been granted protection. Asylum seekers can become refugees if the local 

immigration or refugee authority deems them as fitting the international definition of refugee”. 

Mosque route: Austrian interior minister, Peter Webinger claimed in June 2018 that a new 

route of migration is emerging, which he named Mosque route because allegedly a network of 

mosques assist migrants on their journey through Albania, Montenegro, Serbia, and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. 

Irregular migration: Movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the sending, 

transit, and receiving countries, for example in cases in which a person crosses an international 

boundary without a valid passport or travel document. There is no clear or universally accepted 

definition of irregular migration. There is a tendency to restrict the use of the term “illegal 

migration” to cases of smuggling of migrants and trafficking of persons. 
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General overview: 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has been an independent state since 1995. It is located in Southeastern 

Europe, within the Balkan Peninsula. The capital and biggest city is Sarajevo. Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, or sometimes referred to as Bosnia-Herzegovina is often informally called 

Bosnia, but geographically Bosnia is the northern and Herzegovina is the southern region. The 

country is almost landlocked, as it only has approximately a 20 kilometer shoreline on the 

Adriatic. 

The country is not ethnically homogeneous, which on some occasions lead to tension between 

different groups. These groups are not only different in their national identity, but also their 

religion, as the Bosniaks are mainly Muslims, the Serbs are orthodox and the Croats are mainly 

Roman Catholics. (Inhabitants of the country, regardless of their ethnicity are referred to as 

Bosnians in English.) Bosnia and Herzegovina was under the Ottoman Empire’s rule from the 

15th to the late 19th century, during which period Islam was introduced in the region. Later the 

country was annexed by the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, which fell apart after World War I. 

During the interwar period, Bosnia-Herzegovina became a part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, 

and after World War II. it gained republic status in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. 

The country’s rich history explains its ethnic diversity. 

Economically, Bosnia has displayed positive changes within recent years. Recovering from the 

war of the 1990s and changing their economic structure from that of the previous era poses a 

challenge, but the situation has improved greatly in the recent years: unemployment rates are 

shrinking, export and the GDP are growing, the country receives more foreign direct 

investment, tourism increases. The World Bank predicts a growth of 3.4% in the country’s 

economy in 2019. The top investor states in Bosnia are Austria, Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, 

Russia and Germany. Bosnia is a potential candidate for EU membership and a candidate for 

NATO membership since 2010. 

The issue that the North Atlantic Council of KarMUN 2019 is concerned with is the new route 

of migration that leads through the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the effect it has on 

the country. The New Balkan route for migration opened because the route previously followed 

has been closed down by the governments of Hungary, Serbia and Croatia in 2016. Until 

recently, most people avoided Bosnia, because its mountainous landscape posed a serious and 

unnecessary challenge, and instead attempted to cross Serbia and dodge Hungarian and 

Croatian authorities to reach the European Union. According to Bosnian authorities, more than 

700 migrants entered the country only within the first three months of 2018, and the number 

grew as the weather got warmer. By August, more than 4000 people were sheltered in informal 

refugee shelters along the Croatian border, around 3000 of them in the city of Bihac, a city of 

61 000 near the border. Altogether 20,000-21,000 people entered Bosnia in 2018, meaning that 

3 out of 4 migrants managed to cross to Croatia illegally, most probably with the help of 

smugglers. 

In October, a group of hundreds of migrants tried to break through the Maljavec border post to 

Croatia, but the police held them back with tear gas and batons. After the unsuccessful attempt, 

most of them returned to Bihac, where, despite the crisis going on for several months, basic 

humanitarian conditions remain inadequate. “A lack of coordinated planning and reactive 

preparations in Bosnia and Herzegovina has led to inadequate conditions for migrants and 

refugees here, thus risking serious harm to their wellbeing, safety and health,” reported Juan 

Matias Gil, Médecins Sans Frontiers (Doctors Without Borders) International’s head of mission 

in the region. This organisation, like many others, (such as the Red Cross,) has been working 

steadily to provide basic necessities for the thousands of people stranded in Bosnia. With winter 
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closing in, the situation got even more dire; the conditions that were already unacceptable 

during the summer worsened and people are still spending the nights outside, in damaged, 

abandoned buildings or in tents. 

Locals showed solidarity and sympathy: some veterans of the Bosnian war were for example 

cooking warm meals for migrants. However, with the situation escalating, residents of the area 

near the Croatian border are growing less patient. These people complain that the authorities 

are not doing enough to deal with the situation of migrant camps. Official accommodation 

centres are overcrowded; thus many people have to make-do with abandoned buildings or tents 

in the cold weather. The EU has offered € 6 million to the Bosnian government to help deal 

with the influx of people. 

Croatian border control has been stepped up: Croatian authorities push everyone back to Bosnia. 

Hundreds of reports have been filed against Croatian police officers, who have allegedly used 

violence against migrants: beaten them up, smashed their phones, threw their belongings into 

dustbins and stole their money. Croatian officials deny these allegations and claim that these 

atrocities have been committed by rival groups of migrants. The Croatian border control has 

been strengthened in order to prove that Croatia is capable of guarding their borders and be 

eligible for Schengen membership, but the news of police brutality raised concerns. 

Humanitarian organisations, such as MSF have investigated the attacks and found that the 

bruises and other injuries that the migrants have suffered match with the stories of police 

brutality. 

The emergence of the New Balkan route has led to tensions within the region with countries of 

the Balkan accusing each other of not pulling their weight in border protection. Bosnian 

authorities complained about the lack of honesty from their neighbours, who they think have 

pushed migrants towards Bosnia-Herzegovina. Bosnia expressed dissatisfaction that the 

number of migrants from Iran has increased, because Serbia has abolished visas for Iranian 

citizens. Other parties, such as Schengen member states and the EU have criticized Serbia for 

granting visa-free entry and that the law has been abolished. 

The arrival of migrants has also caused internal political turmoil in Bosnia: national elections 

were held in Bosnia and Herzegovina in October and parties used migrants to blame their rivals. 

Even a conspiracy theory emerged as Bosnian Serbs claimed that the influx of people is a 

Muslim conspiracy to boost the Muslim population of Bosnia. 
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Major Parties Involved: 

Bosnia and Herzegovina: Bosnia and Herzegovina experienced a newfound influx of refugees 

in its territory. The country was out of the main routes of migrants during the 2015-2017 period 

of the crisis, but during 2018 the number of 

people arriving to Bosnia has amplified. The 

majority of Bosnian citizens showed 

sympathy and solidarity for the arriving 

people, because being forced to leave their 

homes during the Yugoslav War is still 

vividly present in the collective 

consciousness. The Muslim majority of the 

country also allows for less friction with the 

mostly Muslim migrants. However, in some 

cities, such as the northwest border city, 

Bihac, people find it increasingly difficult to 

co-exist with thousands of foreigners and the 

public opinion is becoming less tolerant. 

Bosnia urges cooperation between European 

countries because they feel unable to solve 

the problem alone. 

Croatia: Croatia stepped up border control 

on the 1000 kilometers of land border with Bosnia. The country applied for admission in the 

Schengen zone, Europe’s border control-free zone and is thus trying to prove that they can 

effectively protect their outer borders. Sadly, this has led to numerous reported cases of police 

brutality and theft from border-crossers. 

Serbia: Serbia is an important transit country for migrants on their way to the European Union. 

Initially, from Serbia, migrants crossed to Hungary, but since a fence has been constructed in 

2015 on the Serbian-Hungarian border, a new route from Serbia to Croatia has emerged. In 

2016, along with other Balkan countries announced that only migrants who want to seek asylum 

within Serbia or bear clear humanitarian needs will be allowed entry and anyone without valid 

document will be turned back. In 2017, Serbia has decided to grant visa-free entry to Iranians 

as a reward for not recognizing Kosovo as an independent state. The decision has led to a rise 

of Iranian asylum seekers and had been widely criticized by the EU, until its abolition in 

October 2018. 

EU: The European Union’s stance on migration is that a comprehensive, cooperative migration 

policy, based on solidarity should be accepted. With that said, almost all countries imagine that 

differently: Germany, France and Spain mostly support open borders and sanctions against 

those who will not take in their share of asylum seekers - although their actions sometimes 

contradict their promises. On the other hand, the Visegrad Four – Hungary, Poland, Czech 

Republic and Slovakia refuse to take in any asylum seekers under any EU agreements. Austria 

would favor a “coalition of the willing”, Italy, one of the main “gates” to Europe for migrants 

has strengthened its policies concerning giving out asylum and the United Kingdom is leaving 

the EU partly because they wish to regain control over immigration policies within their 

borders. 
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Timeline of events: 

2015 

The beginning of the European migration crisis, more than 1 million people arrive to Europe 

on land and sea. This correlated with the Syrian Civil War, from which millions of people fled, 

at first to neighboring Middle Eastern countries, then eventually in 2015 to Europe. 

July: Hungary sets up a fence along the Serbian border. 

August: German Chancellor, Angela Merkel announces an open border policy, meaning that all 

refugees will be granted asylum. 

September: The photo of a drowned Syrian child lying face down on a beach in Turkey goes 

viral on the Internet. 

In the end of 2015, several European countries re-introduce border control, which had 

previously been abolished by the creation of the Schengen zone. 

2016 

March: the Balkan route, leading through Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary officially closed 

down, leaving thousands stranded in Greece. As a result, Turkey signs a deal with the EU in 

which the parties agree that the EU will resettle one Syrian refugee for each irregular migrant 

returned to Turkey from Greece. 

December: Germany returns rejected Afghan asylum seekers. Thousands lose their lives in the 

Mediterranean Sea during the same month. 

 

2017 

February: Italy makes a controversial deal with Libya about returning migrants to the Libyan 

coast. Various NGOs started migrant rescue operations in the Mediterranean that have been 

described as “migrant taxis” by the Italian government. 

November: CNN broadcasts a video of migrants being sold as slaves in Libya, which sparked 

outrage in Europe and Africa. 

Throughout the year, parties with strong anti-migration rhetoric gained popularity across 

Europe. 

2018 

From the beginning of 2018, migrant routes start to shift towards the New Balkan route, less 

people arrive in Italy. 

June: Bosnia experiences a drastic increase in migrants, the country is unprepared and lacks 

facilities to offer shelter for migrants. 
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Previous attempts to solve the issue: 

- The UNCT Refugee and Migration Task Force developed the UN Contingency Plan for 

a Potential Refugee and Migrant Influx to Bosnia and Herzegovina (2016) 

- In 2018 the UNCT reactivated the Task Force to adjust the UN Contingency Plan to the 

current scenario 

- Migrants and asylum seekers have been granted meals and shelter directly by the UN or 

through civil organizations 

- Migrants have been helped by the International Organization for Migration to return and 

reintegrate into their countries of origin 

 

Possible solutions and approaches: 

Humanitarian aspects: providing shelter, food and medical care to the migrants as well as 

psychological and social support and health care. 

Legal aspects: asylum procedure, legal aid. 
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