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SUMMARY
Twenty years following the Bosnian War (1992-1995), civilians and former combatants alike are
suffering from the horrors that they lived through, and the country is still sharply divided along ethnonational lines. The Dayton Peace Accords were not gender-sensitive, there were no women present
at negotiations, and they have instituted an extremely complicated and exclusionary political system.
Nationalist political parties now dominate the Bosnian political scene and do not expose egalitarian
ideas in relation to women and their political, economic or social representation. Despite sustained
pressure from a resurgent women’s civil society, the Bosnian state has not implemented more gender
inclusive reforms as was promised. Devastation that began with the Bosnian War is still ongoing, and
women have experienced the social and economic brunt of this despair. This situational analysis will
explore the specific situation of women following the Dayton Peace Accords in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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BACKGROUND TO THE
CONFLICT
Approximately 60 per cent of the population in the
capial city of Sarajevo suffer from post traumatic stress
disorder symptoms, and Bosnia and Herzegovina is
still sharply divided along ethno-national lines (Dzidic
2012). Nationalist politicians and the media are still
stoking ethno-nationalist tensions, and segregation
is common in modern society, for example in some
schools Muslim and Croat children sit in different
classrooms and learn different curriculums (Landay
2012). Political institutions are also segregated, where
government positions are reserved for members of a
specific Muslim, Croat or Serb identification, despite
the European Court of Human Rights ruling in 2016
that the elections to the tripartite Presidency and
House of Peoples violated the European Convention
on Human Rights - this was the third time it had so rule
(Seidic and Finci v Bosnia and Herzegovina).
There have been positive movements in addressing
the Bosnian War’s bloody legacy. Slobodan Milosevic,
the Serb leader during the war, was prosecuted for
genocide (he has since died in prison). Other leaders
facing prosecution include Ratko Mladic, who is on trial
in The Hague for genocide, and Radovan Karadzic,
the first President of Republika Srpska, who was found
guilty of genocide in Srebrenica, war crimes and crimes
against humanity, and was sentenced to 40 years
imprisonment (Crawshaw 2015). European Union (EU)
officials have also been publicly supporting Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s path towards EU membership, following
the signing of an Association Agreement between the
EU and Bosnia in 2008 that came into force in 2015
(Jozwiak 2017). These positive developments must be
continued, as there is concern that historic tensions
in the region could be flaring up once more, and
that Bosnia and Herzegovina could easily become a
‘chessboard’ in a game between major powers (Eckardt
and Banic 2017)

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN
THE PEACE PROCESS
The General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia
and Herzegovina (also known as the Dayton Accords)
was the first major peace agreement adopted after
the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing
(Lithander 2000: 12). Although the Dayton Accords
were successful in ending the extremely bloody Bosnian

No women were present at the
negotiation table.
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War, most of the contemporary literature regard
the agreement as having been unsatisfactory for all
sides of the conflict (Avdic-Kusmus 2016: 40). The
Dayton Accords instituted an extreme decentralisation
process that divided the country into two major entities
(Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the
Republika Srpska), and many smaller self-governing
provinces (Caplan 2000: 216; Avdic-Kusmus 2016:
40). The agreement has created one of the world’s
least efficient and most complicated political systems,
with a central government that is effectively powerless
and holds an almost ceremonial role. The country
was administratively split into two semi-autonomous
constituent entities: The Federation of Bosnia (the
Federation) is populated mostly by Muslim Bosniaks
and Roman Catholic Croats, while the Republika Srpska
entity is dominated by Christian Orthodox Serbs. Bosnia
and Herzegovina, in this loose federation of two entities,
has been sustained since the Dayton Accords in 1995
more by international pressure than by the will of its
peoples to live together.
The political system designed at Dayton was based
on the representation of three groups recognized as
the ‘constituent peoples’ of Bosnia: Bosniaks, Serbs
and Croats. The three-person Presidency consists of a
Bosniak and a Croat elected from the Federation and a
Serb from the Republika Srpska. The House of Peoples
consists of 15 delegates, two thirds from the Federation
- five Croats and five Bosniacs - and one-third from
the Republika Srpska - five Serbs - where a majority of
delegates from any constituent people have a veto over
parliamentary decisions. The other chamber, the House
of Representatives, is directly elected two-thirds from
the territory of the Federation and one-third from the
territory of the Republika Srpska.
The rushed negotiations of the Dayton Accords were
argued by warring parties, national power elites,
and international diplomats, with a lack of nongovernmental and non-male actors (Inglis 1998: 77).
No women were present at the negotiation table,
despite the chronological proximity the Accords had
to the Fourth World Conference on Women, with the
Dayton Accords consisting of a masculine dialogue
with militaristic overtones (Lithander 2000: 18). Women
activists in Bosnia and Herzegovina have stated that
there is a general feeling among women in the country
that they are ignored, as the Constitution does not
recognise them through the guarantee of women’s
rights (Ekerstedt 2015). Segregation, discrimination
and marginalisation is prevalent in post-Dayton Bosnian
society.
Throughout the extensive documentation that makes
up the Dayton Accords, there is no specific reference to
gender or to women. Many of the basic principles that
were sought in early peace discussions remain today.
The Muslim-Croat federation that was created then still
exists as the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina,

where Bosniaks and Croats are given superior rights in the
Federation, premised on the assumption that Karadizic
and the Serb Democratic Party leadership could represent
Bosnian Serbs (Campbell 1998: 151). The Federation
government ‘would have exclusive authority over the
conduct of foreign affairs, defence policy, citizenship,
economic and commercial policy, finance, energy policy and
inter-cantonal policing, the cantons would have responsibility
for all other areas of policy, either exclusively or in joint
jurisdiction with the Federation government. A federal
legislature was created, with a House of Representatives of
140 members and a House of Peoples of 30 Muslim and 30
Croat members’ (Malcolm 1994: 256). The key outcome of
these early discussions, called the ‘Washington Agreement’,
was that the constitutional future of Bosnia itself now relied
on a link between territories and ethnicity (McLeod 2013).
In these pre-Dayton discussions, there is absolutely no
evidence that gender was a consideration in any shape
or form, through either having a gender perspective or
a gendered analysis on the provisions being discussed,
women’s rights, or the specific inclusion of women
(McLeod 2013: 25). McLeod offers a very thorough analysis
that goes further into the masculinities entrenched into the
specifics of the political discussions that occurred before
and at Dayton, although they will not be fully reviewed in
the detail here (McLeod 2013).
Although in the Bosnian Constitution (Annex Four,
Dayton Accords) there is specific reference to a number
of international conventions, such as the Convention
on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW), gender aspects were never discussed
at Dayton negotiations (McLeod 2013). The negotiated
settlement assumed a ‘gender neutrality,’ which is a
profoundly gendered concept in itself, and this makes
it more difficult for gender equality activists to advance
gender change goals (Chappell 2006). Despite this
context, and the lack of women in direct negotiations
at Dayton, there are a few prominent women who had
some influence indirectly in the peace negotiations
(McLeod 2013: 38):
Swanne Hunt: US Ambassador to Austria during the
war, and also visited Sarajevo multiple times during the
conflict to advocate for women’s participation in the peace
process. Swanne Hunt was one of five American women
present for the signing of the 1994 Washington Agreement
(out of 104 participants) (Hunt 2004: 38).
Madeleine Albright: US Ambassador to the UN. She was
instrumental in pushing for US intervention.
Tatjana Ljuljic-Mijatovic: Ljuljic-Mijatovic was the only
woman elected to the government in Bosnia following
the 1990 elections. She was elected as a Bosnian Serb
member and she served on the Presidency between
1992-1996. Ljuljic-Mijatovic campaigned for a multi-ethnic
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and was often involved in major
government decisions (Aganovi and Deli 2014).

In the Dayton Accords, there is
no speciﬁc reference to gender
or to women... in the Bosnian
Constitution, there is also no
mention of gender aspects... the
negotiated settlement assumed a
‘gender neutrality’.
Biljana Plavsic: Elected as one of the Bosnian Serb
members of the Presidency in November 1990, and then
became the first President of what would become the
Republika Srpska in 1992. Plavsic held this position for
only three months, before being replaced by Radovan
Karadzic. However, her role in making a peace agreement
was minimal, as she held right-wing nationalist views that
condoned ethnic cleansing of non-Serbs. Plavsic was
convicted of war crimes by the International Criminal Tribunal
for Yugoslavia (ICTY), but her sentence was mitigated for her
conduct in upholding the Dayton Accords later.
Thus, there were women present in the peace process
broadly, primarily in a range of bureaucratic and
professional roles (including as interpreters), but rarely in
elite political positions or as civil society actors putting
forward gender perspectives. The major reasons for this
lack of participation was the absence of strong women’s
civil society in Yugoslavia before the Bosnian War, and the
very low number of women in positions of formal political
power during the conflict (McLeod 2013).

WOMEN’S POLITICAL
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, DURING
AND AFTER CONFLICT
Bosnia and Herzegovina, similar to the post-social states that
emerged from the former Yugoslavia, had a considerable
reduction in the number of women in parliament following
the fall of the Soviet Union. The new nationalist parties that
dominated the Bosnian political scene did not have a single
abstract egalitarian idea relating to women and their political
representation, unlike the inclusive policies of the Communist
Party (on principle, if not in practice) (Kapic 2016). Indeed,
the first post-war elections in 1996 were also a set-back for
women’s political representation, with only two per cent of
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s House of Representatives being
female (Bjorkdahl 2012: 298). As of the last general election
in 2014, women numbered 21.4 per cent of representatives
to the Bosnian parliament, and there is hope that this positive
trend will continue (Kapic 2016).
Women’s non-government organisations (NGOs) have
had a significant role in turning around the poor political
representation of women post-Dayton. The ‘there is more
5

A unique innovation by women politicians in Bosnia is the ‘Club of
Women Parliamentarians’... which allows women to join forces in a
Parliamentary Club and act together.
of us’ campaign was launched by a collective of 13
women’s NGOs with the support of the Organisation for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Mission
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and USAID in 1997, and
advocated for including more women in political life in
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Boric 2004). This pressure
culminated in the adoption of a 30 per cent quota
system in the Provisional Rules and Regulations just
prior to the 1998 General Election, obligating parties
to have at least three women placed equitably among
their top ten candidates, which resulted in more women
being elected. Despite these positive changes, and
more recent gender-based improvements in legislation
to be discussed below, the State has failed to include
the required quota of women in all public bodies.

After a period of rapid growth during the immediate
post-war period of the late 1990s and 2000s, the
Bosnian economy suffered from economic stagnation
during the 2009 financial crisis, with negative
developments in the areas of foreign direct investment,
budget deficits rising inflation and increasing levels
of unemployment (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung 2010: 2).
Gender inequality continues to negatively impact
the economic and social context of Bosnia and
Herzegovina (Somun-Krupalija 2011). Working age
women have lower educational attainment levels
than men, and women account for 37.3 per cent
of the employed population, 43.2 per cent of the
unemployed population, and 60.8 per cent of the
inactive, working age population (IMPAQ 2016).

A unique innovation by women politicians in Bosnia
is the ‘Club of Women Parliamentarians’ that was
established in 2013, which allows women to join forces
in a Parliamentary Club and act together through
lobbying their own political parties and the government
to improve the lives of citizens and particularly of women
(Aganovic, Miftari & Velickovic 2015: 66). This Club has
thus far worked with NGOs on drafting amendments
to increase the severity of sanctions on perpetrators of
domestic violence and other crimes committed against
women and girls (including incest, rape of minors, and
misdemeanours relating to child support), to change the
age for classifying children as minors, and to harmonize
compensation schemes for maternity and paternity leave.

The supremacy that the three major ethno-nationalist
ruling parties enjoyed before the war have been
reinforced by the Dayton Accord (Inglish 1998: 65,
84). The people of Bosnia and Herzegovina are
hostage to the ethno-nationalist discourse that
continues to dominate activities of political parties,
the media, and civil society actors (Avdic-Kusmus
2016: 39, 42). Women’s lack of economic power is
directly correlated with their lack of political power in
this hyper-masculinised, ethno-nationalist context, as
their exclusion from the top jobs in the most profitable
sectors restricts their influence in decision-making
bodies. With the aim of its accession to the EU in mind,
a neoliberal, market economy has been pursued in
post-communist Bosnia and Herzegovina. This has
included measures such as the freezing of public sector
wages and a restrictive employment policy in various
governments in the country, as well as slashed public
servant salaries.

WOMEN’S ECONOMIC
PARTICIPATION BEFORE,
DURING AND AFTER CONFLICT
The violent ethno-national Bosnian War was devastating
on multiple levels for women which was compounded
by the absence of female participation in the Dayton
Accords (Mlinarevic, Isakovic and Rees 2015).
Immediately after the conflict, the socio-politicoeconomic situation for women was dire. A significant
number of the female population had experienced
war crimes of rape and ethnic cleansing specifically
perpetrated against them, and a majority of the internally
displaced persons (IDPs) in Bosnia and Herzegovina
were women and children (Inglis 1998: 102). Indeed,
since the Bosnian War, women have suffered from warrelated injuries with limited access to health services
(CEDAW 2006), experienced continued displacement
(Mlinarevic, Isakovic, and Rees 2015), seen a relative
failure of transitional justice (WOCSBH 2016: 15), and
lived through a persistent culture of violence against
women (Cancho and Elwan 2015).
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The continued privatisation of the economy is
problematic for Bosnia and Herzegovina, as it presents
more opportunities for the male political and ethnonational elites to ‘grab’ public resources and extort
political influence. The continued collapse of the
public system has meant that women have had to
pick up the slack of the state through their increased
labour in the care economy (True, Chinkin, Rees,
Isakovi , Mlinarevi , and Svedberg 2017). This has
reinforced traditional conceptions of women’s role in
Bosnian society, with a pervasive belief that women
must spend more time with children, at home. In
this way, parenthood (or potential parenthood) has
had an impact on the employment of women, and is
considered one of the main reasons for the withdrawal
of women from the labour market following the
completion of education (Somun-Krupalija 2011).
This perception, whether true or not, has negatively
impacted the employment prospects of young women
in the Bosnian economy.

WOMEN’S CIVIL SOCIETY
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, DURING
AND AFTER CONFLICT
Since the end of the Bosnian War, the number of NGOs
have proliferated within the internationalised environment
within Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, even though not
a great deal of the literature touches on this point, there
were women’s NGOs in Bosnia and Herzegovina prior
to the war, many of which broadly worked across ethnic
lines with women of all backgrounds. The war itself led to
the increase of international NGOs with diverse fields of
operation, notably in humanitarian, medical and counselling
services (Cockburn 1998).
As political institutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina are
dominated by political parties and movements that operate
most definitively along ethno-nationalist lines, local NGOs
are an important vehicle where alternative views can be
channelled, and local women can communicate free from
restrictions imposed by nationalist ‘priorities’ (Chinkin and
Paradine 2001: 169). Local groups have been able to
connect to international groups and movements through
a number of bodies operating in and around Bosnia and
Herzegovina. The Stability Pact Gender Task Force was
an example of a transnational movement that women
could participate in, and access an agenda that was not
dominated by the nationalist identity imposed with the
Dayton Accords (Lithander 2000).
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