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Profile 

Introduction 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is located in the Balkan 
Peninsula of southeastern Europe. This vibrant region, 
rich in ethnic and religious diversity, has struggled to 
inspire nationalism in a people who have been occupied 
by different kingdoms, empires, and federations. The tug-
of-war between unity and ethnic identity has been a 
recurrent theme in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s history and 
political structure, even today. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina declared its independence from the Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia in 1992, prompting violent resistance from its Serb and Croat populations and 
their ethnic allies in neighboring states. After three and a half years of war marked by 
ethnic cleansing campaigns, the opposing parties of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the Republic of Croatia, and the Serb-dominated Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia reached a peace agreement. The Dayton Peace Accords established a central 
democratic government and two autonomous political units: the Federation of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska. This political division roughly mirrors the 
distribution of the country’s three main ethnic groups. Bosniaks1 and Croats2 populate the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which comprises approximately 51% of the 
country’s territory. The RS is controlled and predominantly populated by Serbs.3 

Area 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a triangular-shaped country 
located in the western Balkans of southeastern Europe. It 
shares land boundaries with Croatia to the north, west, 
and southwest (932 km/579 mi); Montenegro to the 
southeast (249 km/154mi); and Serbia to the east (357 
km/221mi). In the southwest, the country meets the 
Adriatic Sea along a short coastline of 20 km (12 mi). 
This narrow strip of land intersects Croatia’s southern 

                                                 
1 “Bosniak has replaced Muslim as an ethnic term to avoid confusion with the religious term Muslim—an 
adherent of Islam.” Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 19 
August 2010. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html 
2 Historical Dictionary of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2nd Ed. Čuvalo, Ante. “Federation of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina/Federacija Bosne I Hercegovine [pp. 87–88].” 2007. Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press. 
3 Historical Dictionary of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2nd Ed. Čuvalo, Ante. “Serb Republic/Republika 
Srpska (RS) [pp. 214–215].” 2007. Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press. 
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arm along the Adriatic coast. With a total area of 51,197 sq km (19,767 sq mi), Bosnia 
and Herzegovina is slightly smaller than West Virginia.4 Approximately 10 sq km (3.86 
sq mi) of this area is made up of bodies of water.5  

Geographic Regions and Topographic Features 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s terrain is mostly mountainous but also includes river valleys, 
plains, and arid plateaus. Forests cover nearly half the country.6  

Northern Lowlands 

The northern lowlands of Bosnia and Herzegovina consist of fertile plains alongside the 
Sava River, which forms a large portion of the border with Croatia. These plains are part 
of the larger Pannonian Plains that extend throughout Hungary, northern Croatia, and 
northern Serbia. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, hills, plateaus, and low mountains intersect 
the plains in spots. The fertile soils of the Sava River valley make this area the richest 
agricultural zone in the country.7 While large tracts have been converted to agriculture, 
many areas remain richly forested.8 Locally, the region surrounding the Sava River is 
known as Posavina.9 

Central Mountains 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s central mountains are part of 
the Dinaric Alps, which comprise the southeastern ranges 
of the Eastern Alps of Europe. The Dinaric Alps run 
alongside the Adriatic Coast from Italy and Slovenia in 
the north to Albania in the south. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the range dominates the landscape as it runs 
generally northwest to southeast over a broad swath of 
the country. The Dinaric Alps form most of the country’s 
western border with Croatia. Among the many individual mountain chains are the 
Plješivica, Grmeč, Klekovaca, Vitorog, Cincar, and Raduša. The country’s many 
mountain peaks range in elevation from 500 m (1,640 ft) to upward of 2,000 m 

                                                 
4 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 19 August 2010. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html 
5 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 19 August 2010. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html 
6 Cultural Profiles Project, Citizenship and Immigration Canada. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Landscape and 
Climate.” No date. http://www.cp-pc.ca/english/bosnia/index.html 
7 Cultural Profiles Project, Citizenship and Immigration Canada. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Landscape and 
Climate.” No date. http://www.cp-pc.ca/english/bosnia/index.html 
8 Food and Agricultural Organization. “Natural Forest Formations: Bosnia and Herzegovina: Forest Cover 
Map.” 2000. http://www.fao.org/forestry/country/18314/en/bih/ 
9 Historical Dictionary of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2nd Ed. Čuvalo, Ante. “Introduction [p. xx].” 2007. 
Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press. 
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(6,561ft).10 The highest peak is located in the southeast, near the border with Montenegro. 
Here, Maglić Mountain rises to 2,386 m (7,828 ft).11  

Running throughout the western borderlands, the Dinaric Alps are marked by karst 
topography, or land formations produced by the erosion of sedimentary layers, namely 
limestone and dolomite. Karst features include fissures, sinkholes, and caves, which 
gradually form from the seepage or flow of water from the surface through subterranean 
layers.12 Besides mountain peaks, the central part of the country contains rolling green 
hills and wooded plateaus.13 The regional population is largely concentrated in the river 
valleys that cut through the highlands; the valleys in the central part of the country are 
heavily developed. Abundant mineral deposits in the mountains have been mined since 
the Roman era.14 The central mountains also retain thick forests in many areas.15 Fir trees 
are common on mountain slopes, while woodlands comprised of species such as oak and 
beech predominate in the valleys. Bears, foxes, boars, lynx, wolves, and deer live in the 
forest. 

The central mountains form an imposing natural barrier that has played an important role 
in shaping regional history and culture. The mountains, for example, protected the 
“Illyrians from Roman invaders, slowed the Ottoman conquest of Bosnia, and created a 
rugged self-reliant culture that still dominates in present-day Bosnia and Herzegovina.”16  

Southern Plateaus 

In the south, the terrain largely consists of rocky, arid 
plateaus marked by karst features, including sinkholes, 
caves, and underground rivers. While this region 
contains some highland areas, its terrain is generally 
flatter, drier, and more eroded than that of the central 
mountains. The upland plateaus of the south are often 
barren due to poor soils and deforestation. These 
conditions contribute to sparse population density in 

                                                 
10 International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 18 October 
2007. http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/bosnia_herzegovina.htm 
11 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Land: Relief.” 2010. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-42659 
12 Bosnia-Herzegovina in Pictures. Englar, Mary. “The Land: Topography [p. 10].” 2007. Minneapolis, 
MN: Lerner Publishing Group.  
13 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9110558 
14 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 1: Background Information [p. 4].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
15 Culture Grams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/world_country.php?cid=23&snid=&cn=Bosnia_and_Herzegovina&s
name=&wmn=&worldReport=yes 
16 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 1: Background Information [p. 6].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 



10 

 

many areas. However, the region is also marked by scattered poljes, or enclosed basins 
formed by collapsing sinkholes, which can support crops.17  

The southwestern part of this region contains the lush lower reaches of the Neretva River 
valley, which hosts the city of Mostar and ultimately reaches the Adriatic Sea. Southeast 
of the Neretva delta, the country joins the Adriatic Sea along 20 km (12 mi) of coastline, 
where the coastal city of Neum is located. It draws tourists but lacks a viable port.18 The 
coastline is bordered by Croatia on both sides. The beach is mostly rocks and pebbles but 
is protected from the strong wind currents of the Adriatic Sea by the Pelješac Peninsula. 

Climate 

Climate conditions vary according to region and 
elevation. Hot summers and cold winters typical of the 
continental climate are common in most parts of the 
country. In the south, the Mediterranean climate creates 
warm summers, usually the hottest in the country, and 
mild winters. The higher elevation of the Dinaric Alps 
in central Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the two 
climates meet, creates a unique ecosystem of its own.19 
Here winter with below zero temperatures can last up to six months with snow falling 
well into April, while summers are short and cool.20 

In terms of temperature, the climate in Banja Luka in the north is typical central 
European weather, averaging 0°C (32°F) in January and 22°C (72°F) in July. Mostar, in 
the south, on the other hand, has Mediterranean weather averaging 6°C (42°F) in the 
winter and 26°C (78°F) in the summer. Sarajevo, lying in the mountain regions, has 
temperatures that range from minus 2°C (28°F) in winter to 27°C (80°F) in the summer.21 
National average daily temperature in January is approximately 1.5°C (35°F) while 
summers are a mild 18°C (66°F).22  

                                                 
17 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Polje.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9060639 
18 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Land: Relief.” 2010. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-42659 
19 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 1: Background Information [p. 4].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
20 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 1: Background Information [p. 6].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
21 Lonely Planet. “Bosnia-Herzegovina: When to Go and Weather.” 2010 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/bosnia-and-hercegovina/weather 
22 Countrywatch. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://www.countrywatch.com/country_profile.aspx?vcountry=22 
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Annual rainfall measures around 904 mm (35 in) in the entire country.23 Snowfall is 
common during winter, particularly at higher elevations. 

Rivers and Lakes 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is endowed with substantial 
freshwater, including rivers, glacial lakes, and natural 
springs used for mineral water or thermal health spas. 
Many of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rivers are 
international waters. The Sava, Una, and Drina rivers, for 
example, all define Bosnia and Herzegovina’s boundaries 
with neighboring countries. The Sava and Una form part 
of the boundary between Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Croatia in the north and west, respectively. The Drina forms part of the border with 
Serbia in the east. Other significant rivers include the Bosna, Vrbas, and Neretva. Many 
rivers in Bosnia and Herzegovina are used for water sports or hydroelectric power. 

Sava River 

The Sava is the principal river in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is the third longest tributary 
of the Danube River and its largest in terms of discharge.24 The Sava is also the Danube 
River’s second biggest sub-basin25 at 95,720 sq km (36,960 sq mi).26 The Sava River 
basin includes parts of Croatia, Slovenia, and northern Serbia but nearly half of it is 
located in Bosnia and Herzegovina.27 The river emerges from the Julian Alps in Slovenia 
then flows southeasterly, forming the border between Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Croatia before entering Serbia and joining the Danube River at Belgrade. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, it runs 345 km (214 mi) and receives the waters of the Bosna, Vrbas, Una, 
and Drina rivers. The Sava is navigable upstream to the Croatian city of Sisak and is a 
source of hydropower in its tributaries.28 Bosanski Šamac is a major city along this river. 

Bosna River 

The Bosna is one of the main internal rivers in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It emanates from 
the central region’s Igman Mountain and merges with the Sava River after flowing 
northward 271 km (168 mi). The Bosna has many tributaries of its own—all of which are 

                                                 
23 Countrywatch. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://www.countrywatch.com/country_profile.aspx?vcountry=22 
24 International Sava River Basin Commision. Sava River Basin. “About Basin.” 2 May 2009. 
http://www.savacommission.org/basin_about 
25 International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 18 October 
2007. http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/bosnia_herzegovina.htm 
26 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Sava River.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article?tocId=9065915 
27 International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 18 October 
2007. http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/bosnia_herzegovina.htm 
28 International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 18 October 
2007. http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/bosnia_herzegovina.htm 
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used for freshwater fishing.29 Zenica and Doboj are the major cities along the Bosna 
River. 

Vrbas River  

The Vrbas is another internal river. It originates from the central mountains and flows 
250 km (155 mi) before emptying into the Sava River in the north. The river has many 
cascades, waterfalls, rapids, and cliffs.30 It flows through Banja Luka, the administrative 
seat of the Serb Republic. 

Neretva River 

The Neretva is an international river that flows from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina into Croatia. It originates in the 
central Lebršnik mountains, flows northwest to Jablanica 
Lake, then runs southwest past Mostar before reaching 
the Adriatic Sea through Croatia.  

Lakes 

Mountains in Bosnia and Herzegovina create clear glacial lakes, while rivers such as the 
Una, Sanica, and Pliva create river lakes. The two largest natural lakes in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are Boračko Lake, located in the valley of the Prenj Mountain in eastern 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Blidinje Lake, lying between the Čvrsnica and Vran 
mountains in the southwest. Artificial lakes, such as the ones in Jablanica and Modrac, 
provide hydro-electricity and are popular with tourists.31 

                                                 
29 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosna River.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article?tocId=9080811 
30 Exploring Bosnia and Herzegovina. “Vrbas.” No date. 
http://www.exploringbosnia.com/default.asp?ItemID=C398D680FAA3F440B1F58952FA190B3D 
31 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 1: Background Information [p. 7].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 



13 

 

Major Cities 

Sarajevo 

Sarajevo (pop est. 387,880), located within a river 
valley of the Dinaric Alps, is the capital of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.32 Historically the gateway 
between Asia Minor and western European migrants, 
Sarajevo became the first Turkish military 
headquarters after it was annexed by the Ottomans 
in mid 15th century. It continued to grow and 
expand under the Austro-Hungarian Empire and, 
later, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
until it was besieged for three years during the War. Today, Sarajevo is a “living museum 
of history.”33 It has many centuries-old mosques, museums, Neolithic and Austro-
Hungarian colonial remains nearby, as well as an ancient Turkish market/trading post. 
The Baščaršija market, which today features coffee shops, restaurants, bars, and countless 
souvenir shops, is showing signs of recovery after the years of war.  

Aside from being the cultural center of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo is also the 
central hub of the country’s road network. In addition, it has access to the Adriatic Sea 
via rail. Sarajevo was the site of the 1984 Winter Olympic Games. 

Banja Luka 

Banja Luka (pop. est. 220,400)34 is surrounded by green 
hills in northwestern Republika Srpska and is the 
administrative seat. It lies on the banks of the Vrbas River, 
which divides it. Banja Luka became an important center 
under the Romans when it became part of their trade 
route. The Slavs defended the city against the Ottomans 
but it eventually became the Ottoman governor’s 
headquarters in Bosnia. After the Ottoman-Austrian wars, 
Austro-Hungary acquired Banja Luka peacefully in the 1800s and helped modernize the 
city. It became a major area of Partisan resistance during World War II, along with the 
surrounding area.35 During the 1990’s war, Banja Luka was one of the major sites of 

                                                 
32 Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Bosnia-
Herzegovina.” 3 June 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2868.htm 
33 Lonely Planet. “Bosnia-Herzegovina: Introducing Sarajevo.” 17 February 2009. 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/bosnia-and-hercegovina/sarajevo 
34 Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Bosnia-
Herzegovina.” 3 June 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2868.htm 
35 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia-Herzegovina: Banja Luka.” 2010. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article?tocId=9013177 
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ethnic cleansing by Bosnian Serbs.36 Thousands of Bosnian Muslims, Croats, and Roma 
(Gypsies), among others, were driven out of the area and their places of worship 
destroyed.37 The city had already suffered the strongest earthquake in the region, a 5.4 
earthquake in October 1969, which damaged major parts of the city.38 The city has since 
been partly rebuilt. 

Mostar 

The old historic craft and trade center of Mostar (pop. 
est. 208,900)39 gets its name from Stari Most (Old 
Bridge), a bridge on the banks of the Neretva River. The 
single arch bridge, built by the Ottomans in the 16th 
century, reflects both eastern and western traditions in 
the western Balkans. It was destroyed by Croat forces in 
1993 but rebuilt 11 years later. According to UNESCO, 
“its pre-Ottoman, eastern Ottoman, Mediterranean and 
western European architectural features, is an outstanding example of a multicultural 
urban settlement.” Stari Most is now a World Heritage Site.40  

Before the war of 1992–1995, Mostar had one of the most ethnically diverse populations 
in the former Yugoslavia and the highest mixed marriage rate.41 However, during the 
early part of the war, the Serb-dominated Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), along with the 
Serbian and Montenegrin paramilitary, attacked the city.42 After the Serb forces retreated 
to the hills surrounding the city, the Croat military forces attacked their former Bosniak 
allies, putting the eastern side of the city under siege for more than nine months after 
expelling, deporting, or killing most of the Bosniaks in west Mostar. Bridges connecting 
the two banks were destroyed and many buildings were bombed, especially those located 
on the east bank of the river. Some of these buildings and bridge have now been 
reconstructed. However, ethnic divisions remain. For example, the city’s redrawn 
municipal boundaries follow nationalist party lines, and public institutions for each ethnic 
group, Bosniak and Croat, have doubled. 

                                                 
36 United Nations Commission on Human Rights. “War Crimes in Bosnia-Herzegovina: UN Cease-Fire 
Won’t Help Banja Luka.” 1 June 1994. 
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/publisher,HRW,,BIH,45cb0ca52,0.html 
37 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9110558 
38 Balkan Insight. “Sarajevo Rocked by Two Earthquakes.” 31 March 2009. 
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/main/news/17799/ 
39 Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Bosnia-
Herzegovina.” 3 June 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2868.htm 
40 United Nations Educational Scientific Cultural Organization. World Heritage List. “Old Bridge Area of 
the Old City of Mostar.” 28 October 2010. http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/946  
41 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 5: Herzegovina [p. 157].” 2010. Guilford, CT: The Globe 
Pequot Press, Inc. 
42 Freie Universität Berlin. Gosztonyi, Kristóf. Negotiating in Humanitarian Interventions: The Case of the 
International Intervention Into the War in Bosnia-Herzegovina. “4.4 Mostar and the West (1992–1994).” 
2004. http://www.diss.fu-
berlin.de/diss/servlets/MCRFileNodeServlet/FUDISS_derivate_000000001228/4_4_Mostar.pdf?hosts= 
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Tuzla 

Tuzla (pop. est. 118,500)43 is an industrial town located 
in the prime agricultural region of the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Historically the city has been 
long linked to its saltwater springs. Its name means salt in 
Turkish. During Ottoman rule, Tuzla saw a fivefold 
increase in salt production.44 The city transformed from a 
garrison town into “an important communications, 
military, trade, and cultural center in northeast Bosnia.”45 
An open-air museum in the city shows the history of salt and the salt making process in 
the region. 

Tuzla still claims to be the cultural, economic, and scientific center of northeast Bosnia. 
Indeed, major construction, commercial, and industrial companies are located in Tuzla, 
employing a large percentage of the country’s workers.46 In addition, the city has good 
roads and railways that facilitate transportation of agricultural goods.47 Banja Luka is 
also the site of the Termoelektrana thermal power station. 

History  

Early History 

The area around present-day Bosnia Herzegovina has 
been inhabited since the Stone Age.48 Among the earliest 
known settlers were various tribes of the Illyrians. During 
the 4th century B.C.E., Celtic tribes who entered the 
region from the north, influenced the Illyrians. Beginning 
in the 3rd century B.C.E., the Romans launched several 
military campaigns in the region, eventually 
incorporating all of modern-day Bosnia and Herzegovina 
into their provinces of Dalmatia and Pannonia. Over time, the Illyrians became 
Romanized and defended the Roman Empire for hundreds of years. During the 4th and 
5th centuries C.E., however, the Goths invaded and defeated the Roman armies, taking 
control of both Dalmatia and Pannonia. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, the 

                                                 
43 Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Bosnia-
Herzegovina.” 3 June 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2868.htm 
44 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 8: Northeast Bosnia [p. 238].” 2010. Guilford, CT: The 
Globe Pequot Press, Inc 
45 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 8: Northeast Bosnia [p. 238].” 2010. Guilford, CT: The 
Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
46 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 8: Northeast Bosnia [p. 238].” 2010. Guilford, CT: The 
Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
47 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tuzla.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article?tocId=9073922 
48 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 8: Northeast Bosnia [p. 238].” 2010. Guilford, CT: The 
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Balkans became the battleground between the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire and 
the Goths. The Byzantines finally drove out the Goths in the mid 6th century.49  

At this time, Slavs began to settle in the region. Two powerful tribes were part of the 
second wave of migration from the east during the 7th century: the Croats and the Serbs. 
The Croat tribes are believed to have settled in areas now corresponding to Croatia and 
much of Bosnia. The Serb settlements occupied what is now southwestern Serbia and 
continued westward into easternmost Bosnia, eastern Herzegovina, and Montenegro.50 
These two tribes are the ancestors of the current peoples in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
They assimilated with the indigenous peoples, adopting varied customs and traditions and 
creating a mix of pagan, Roman, Hellenistic, and Celtic culture.51 Those Croats and Serbs 
occupying coastal and more accessible regions were the first converts to Christianity. In 
much of remote Bosnia and Herzegovina, on the other hand, paganistic beliefs lasted 
much longer.52 Literacy was established using the Cyrillic and Glagolitic53 alphabets 
during the missionary movements of the 9th century. Eastern Orthodox Slavs used the 
Cyrillic alphabet, while Roman Catholic Slavs used the Glagolitic script.54  

Medieval Kingdom (1180–1463) 

During the late medieval era, much of modern-day 
Bosnia and Herzegovina became a unified and semi-
autonomous state, initially under Hungarian vassalage 
and later an independent kingdom. Bosnian territory was 
expanded in the north and in the south, including what is 
present-day Herzegovina and a section of the Adriatic 
coastline in Dalmatia. This expansion, along with the 
establishment of important trade routes, made Bosnia and 
Herzegovina a powerful state for a short time during the 1300s.55 

Most of Bosnia (excluding modern-day Herzegovina) had remained Roman Catholic after 
the Great Schism of 1054, when the Christian church finally split into the Roman 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches. Bosnia’s remoteness from church centers led to 
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the development of a unique form of Catholicism that many Roman Catholic leaders 
viewed as heretical. The controversial practices of the Bosnian Church strained Bosnia’s 
relations with the Vatican and eventually led the Bosnian King to allow the introduction 
of a Franciscan order within the kingdom. By 1391, the Franciscan Church was well 
established in Bosnia, especially along the coast and in the central region. Meanwhile, 
Orthodox Christianity flourished among the Serbs in Herzegovina. 

A fourth religion, Islam, was introduced by the Ottoman Turks, who by taking advantage 
of a Bosnian kingdom weakened by shifting political alliances and loyalties, conquered 
much of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 1460s. Unlike other Balkan areas conquered by 
the Ottoman Empire, many Bosnian citizens converted to Islam voluntarily during the 
first 150 years of Ottoman rule. One theory about why there were more Muslim converts 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina is that the divided Catholic and Orthodox churches of the 
region were less cohesive than elsewhere in the Balkans.56 

Ottoman Era (1463–1878) 

Bosnians battled Ottoman raids from the south since the 
1380s. By 1463, however, most of Bosnia was under 
Ottoman control. Hungary took northern Bosnia and parts 
of Herzegovina and these areas remained under 
Hungarian control until the early 1500s.57 By 1580, 
Ottomans integrated Bosnia and parts of Serbia and 
Croatia into the Ottoman Empire, making the region a 
province in the empire and dividing it into military-
administrative districts. The Ottoman feudal system was used to distribute land, various 
taxes were imposed, and some Bosnian children were trained as members of an elite 
army called the Janissary corps.  

Despite its strength in territory, revenue, and military forces, the Ottoman Empire began 
to decline in the 16th and 17th centuries. Positioned between two of the Ottoman 
Empire’s enemies, Venice and Austria-Hungary, Bosnia was a frontier province that was 
involved in many of the Empire’s wars. As a result Bosnia was also weakened. The 
treaties following two of these wars (1714–1718, 1736–1739) helped define Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s southwestern and northern borders, respectively. These and other wars 
required compulsory military service as well as increased taxes. Since local authority was 
strong at this time, particularly among powerful landlords, Bosnians resisted Ottoman 
reforms to strengthen the Empire in the 1800s. In 1876, Serbia and Montenegro declared 
war on the Ottoman Empire.58 When Russia joined them a year later, they were able to 
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defeat the Ottomans. Bosnians did not succeed in gaining autonomy, however, as a result 
of the Ottoman defeat. Instead the Berlin Congress determined that Bosnia and 
Herzegovina would be occupied and governed by Austria-Hungary. 

Austro-Hungarian Era (1878–1918) 

Austro-Hungarian rulers preserved many aspects of the Ottoman 
feudal system, including its administrative divisions and laws. At the 
same time, they introduced two movements that transformed the land 
and the populace: industrialization and Europeanization. 
Improvements were made in infrastructure so that by 1907 Bosnia 
had extensive roads and railways. Education was also promoted with 
newly built high school and primary schools.  

Part of the Europeanization of Bosnia and Herzegovina was a failed 
attempt to develop “a Bosnian national consciousness to insulate the people of Bosnia 
from the growing movements of Croatian, Serbian, and Yugoslav (“South Slav”) 
nationalism” 59 and manage the social problems that were brewing among the peasants.60 
Although the Bosnian people had previously identified as Catholics, Orthodox Christians, 
or Muslims, during the mid 1800s ethno-nationalist labels such as “Serbs” and “Croats” 
were applied to the Orthodox and Catholic religious communities in Bosnia, particularly 
by those with nationalist agendas in Serbia and Croatia.61 Bosnian Muslims, who had no 
neighboring Slavic counterparts, were the only group to regularly refer to themselves as 
Bošnjaci (“Bosnians”).62 

Nationalism rose again when the Austro-Hungary Empire annexed Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in 1908. By the early 20th century, Serbs, Croats, and Muslims had 
established “national organizations” akin to political parties. Adding to the crisis were 
organized strikes about labor disputes and a peasant rebellion in 1910 that reached other 
parts of Bosnia. At that time peasants lived in dire conditions, outnumbering urban 
residents by six-to-one, and Austro-Hungarian rulers did little to resolve class differences 
between the landlords and peasants.63 

When a Bosnian Serb assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Hapsburg 
throne, in 1914, it not only caused Austria to declare war on Serbia, but also started the 
First World War. Russia and France, which sided with Serbia, declared war on Germany, 
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which supported Austria. Throughout the war, Bosnia was under martial law. At the end 
of World War I, the Austro-Hungary Empire collapsed and Bosnia was integrated into a 
new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, renamed Yugoslavia in 1929. 

Kingdom of Yugoslavia (1918–1941) 

When Bosnia and Herzegovina joined the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, it 
had a significantly reduced population and a bad economy. Religious 
and ethnic tensions were also high. Both Bosnian Muslims and the 
Croats favored stronger regional governance while the Serbs insisted 
on a centralist government ruling from Belgrade. In 1939, a new 
Croatian territory was created within Bosnia, and Serbia gained other 
territories in the country. 64. Though, even this did not placate every 
group. The weak political and economic situation in Yugoslavia made 
it easy for Hitler to invade the country in 1941. After 11 days of 
fighting, the Yugoslavs surrendered. Yugoslavia was then taken over 
by the newly created fascist state of Croatia.  

State of Croatia (1941–1945) 

The new Independent State of Croatia (called Nezavisna Država 
Hrvatska or NDH) was divided into two and controlled separately by 
the German and Italian forces.65 Croatian fascist Ante Pavelić ruled 
this puppet state, which was engaged in three wars: the war between 
the Axis and Allied powers, the Axis powers’ war against the 
resistance movement in Yugoslavia, and the civil war between the 
two resistance groups. The two organized resistance movements were 
the Serbian royalists (Chetniks) led by Draža Mihailović and the 
communist Partisans led by Josip Broz or Tito. They were fighting 
each other and Ante Pavelić’s Croatian fascists (Ustaše) party for 
control over the territories.  

The Chetniks were guerrilla fighters based in central Serbia, massing not just against the 
Germans but also for their post-war nationalist aspirations. However, they started 
collaborating with the Italians and the Germans against the Partisans when the 
communists gained momentum and Allied support during the war. The communist 
Partisans included Serbs, Muslims, and Croats who envisioned a post-war communist 
nation. Increasingly, the Chetniks targeted Muslims who in turn joined the SS in their 
terror campaigns against the Serbs. Many atrocities were also committed against the 
Serbs whom the Ustaše wanted to cleanse out of their NDH territory. Over 100,000 
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Bosnian Serbs died during the war, nearly half of them massacred in death camps.66 In 
addition, 14,000 Jews were exterminated in accordance with the anti-Jewish laws passed 
by the Croat fascists.  

In 1943, after Italy surrendered, much of their equipment was taken over by the Partisans. 
By 1944, the Partisans were better equipped, supported by the Allies, and seeing new 
recruits as Muslims and Croats began deserting the Ustaše. The Germans withdrew from 
the country in mid 1944. In April 1945, the Partisans liberated Sarajevo, declaring a 
communist state in Bosnia. In all, 164,000 Serbs, 75,000 Muslims, and 64,000 Croats 
died between 1941 and 1945.67 

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1945–1992) 

After the war, the Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina was 
created as one of eight federal entities in the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia. The other republics in Yugoslavia included 
Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Slovenia, and the 
autonomous regions of Kosovo and Vojvodina. Under the leadership 
of Tito, these entities underwent many political, economic, and social 
changes as the country transitioned into a communist society where 
nationalism and religious practice were discouraged. Tito’s aim 
during his 35-year rule was to suppress cultural and political 
differences and to unite people under the banner of communism. 
Those who opposed his ideology were arrested, punished, and/or 
killed by Tito’s secret police. Their places of worship—including churches, monasteries, 
and mosques, and other religious institutions—were destroyed or shut down. The Croats 
and the Franciscan clergy were targeted due to their alliance with the Ustaše. Serbian 
Chetniks were forced to flee the country or retreat to the mountains.  

Tito’s reign was more open-minded and independent, reflecting a more liberal socialism, 
following Stalin’s dismissal of Yugoslavia from the union of communist states in 1948. 
Granting nationhood to Muslims who were slowly becoming a majority in Bosnia (albeit 
a minority throughout the rest of the country), reflected a significant policy change. It 
was partly driven by the fact that during WWII, the outlines for a new Yugoslavia did not 
include a national identity for Muslims. After a 1948 census, in which nearly all of the 
875,000 Muslims participated and declared themselves “Yugoslav, nationally [sic 
nationality] undeclared,” 68 the Bosnian Central Committee finally recognized Muslims 
as a distinct nation in 1968. In the mid 1990s, Bosniak became the term for ethnic 
Bosnian Muslims.  
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Tito’s decentralized government, however, was already damaging the economy by the 
1960s and 1970s. The next 10 years witnessed Tito’s death and the rapid deterioration of 
Yugoslavia’s financial system, leading to both public anger and increased nationalism. 
Towards the end of the decade, strikes and protests became common, and Kosovo and 
Vojvodina lost their autonomy due to the political efforts of a new Serb leader, Slobodan 
Milošević.  

In 1990, Yugoslavia held its first free elections. New political parties pursued their own 
nationalist agendas. The new nationalist Serb and Croat parties defeated the communist 
parties in these elections and demanded democracy and independence from the federal 
government. At this time, Milošević already controlled Kosovo, Vojvodina, 
Monterenegro, as well as Serbia, and only needed Macedonia to ensure Serbian 
dominance in Yugoslavia.  

Serb nationalists dreamed of a Greater Serbia within 
Yugoslavia.69 Thus, when talk of independence began to 
get serious in Croatia and Slovenia in 1990, Milošević 
warned of changes in their borders (enforced by the 
Yugoslav People’s Army) should they declare their 
independence. Soon open ethnic violence broke out 
between the Serbs and the Croats as politicians 
manipulated the people, turning citizens against one 
another even though most Serbs wanted to see Yugoslavia intact. One Serb propaganda 
tactic was inaccurate media reports and scaring Serbs into believing in a false revival of 
Ustaše fascism.70 In early 1991, Serbs preempted the Croats by declaring a “Serb 
Autonomous Region” in Bosnian areas with large Serb communities. By late September 
1991, Bosnian Serb Radovan Karadžić’s Serbian Democratic Party declared four self-
proclaimed “Serb Autonomous Regions” in Bosnia. A month later, the Bosnian Serbs 
announced the formation of a “Serbian Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina,” with its 
own constitution and parliamentary assembly. Finally, in January 1992, Karadžić 
publicly proclaimed a fully independent “Republic of the Serbian People in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.”71 The Croats, however, would not be deterred. In November 1991, the 
Croats declared their own autonomous “communities” in northern and southwestern 
Bosnia. Their declaration of independence was recognized by the European Community 
soon after—as was Slovenia’s. 
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In Bosnia, Serb leaders used the tactic of the Islamic threat even though Bosniaks were 
secular for the most part.72 Nevertheless, following the example of Croatia and Slovenia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina declared its own independence following a February 1992 
referendum in which Bosnian Croats and Muslims voted to secede while the majority of 
the Serbs boycotted. Various plans by the European Community to divide the nation into 
ethnic “cantons” failed because neither ethnic party would agree to the plans. Then, on 
April 5, the day that the European Community recognized Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
independence, the Yugoslav People’s Army and the Serbian paramilitary launched an 
attack on Sarajevo. In May 1992, Ratko Mladić became commander of the Serb army.  

Independence  

The atrocities and genocide that followed had not been 
seen since WWII. Aside from the mass killings and rapes, 
Serbs used concentration camps to “cleanse” cities of 
unwanted populations, particularly in northeastern Bosnia. 
The biggest concentration camps were located in Prijedor, 
Brcko, and Zvornik.73 The earliest victims of the ethnic 
cleansing campaign were Muslim residents of eastern 
Bosnia. In April 1992, almost all of the Bosnian Muslims 
from cities such as Foča,Visegrád, and Zvornik were expelled. At this time, the Serbs had 
a large army and abundant equipment as did the Croats, who had been stockpiling. The 
Muslims, however, had no army and little weaponry, due the 1991 arms embargo.74 With 
such military advantage, the Serb forces were able to take control of two thirds of Bosnia 
within a period of two and a half months, forcing the Croat and Muslim population from 
their homes and country.75 

The Croats and Muslims in Bosnia, who made up 65% of the population, were reduced to 
about 30% of the territory and soon conflict surfaced between these two ethnic groups. 
After Bosnia-Herzegovina President Alija Izetbegović rejected the formation of a 
Bosnian-Croat federation, Croats turned on its only military ally by attacking Muslims in 
Prozor and Mostar in early 1993. The Croats declared Mostar the capital of a “Croat 
Community of Herceg Bosna” and began expelling the city’s Muslim population. Mostar 
remained under siege for nearly a year. Thousands of Bosniaks were expelled from the 
city and hundreds of others were killed.76 In March 1994, Muslims and Croats in Bosnia 
signed an agreement creating the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, ending the 
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Muslim-Croat conflict. The conflict with the Bosnian Serbs continued through most of 
1995.77  

Before it ended, the genocide committed by the Serbs in Srebrenica in July 1995 killed 
approximately 8,000 Bosnian Muslims. In all, 250,000 Bosnians died, 1.8 million people 
were displaced,78 and the country was extensively damaged between April 1991 and 
November 1995. The conflict did not end until NATO’s involvement in May 1995. After 
the Serbs rejected several peace proposals, NATO began air strikes against the Serbs until 
the warring factions agreed to U.S.-sponsored peace talks. 

The New Nation State: Bosnia and Herzegovina  

Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian leaders negotiated an 
agreement to end the war on 21 November 1995 in 
Dayton, Ohio. The Dayton Peace Accords retained 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s international boundaries and 
established a multi-ethnic democratic government. It also 
recognized a second tier of government composed of two 
entities: the Bosniak/Croat Federation of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and the Bosnian Serb-led Republika Srpska.  

In addition, the Dayton Accords established the Office of the High Representative to 
oversee the implementation of the civilian aspects of the agreement. The Peace 
Implementation Council at its conference in Bonn in 1997 also gave the High 
Representative the authority to impose legislation and remove officials. In 1995 and 1996, 
a NATO-led international peacekeeping force (IFOR) of 60,000 troops served in Bosnia 
to implement and monitor the military aspects of the agreement. IFOR was succeeded by 
a smaller, NATO-led Stabilization Force (SFOR), whose mission was to deter renewed 
hostilities. European Union peacekeeping troops (EUFOR) replaced SFOR in December 
2004; their mission was to maintain peace and stability throughout the country. EUFOR’s 
mission changed from peacekeeping to civil policing in October 2007, with its focus 
primarily on the trafficking of drugs, weapons, and people. Its presence was also reduced 
from nearly 7,000 to less than 2,500 troops. At the end of 2009 there were about 2,000 
troops in the country.79  

Despite the peace agreement and democratic transformations, however, nationalist 
politicians again rose to power during the 1998 national elections and continue to 
overshadow moderates today. The most recent national elections took place in October 
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2006 when Bosnians elected new state presidents; entity governments; and state, entity, 
and cantonal parliaments. Nationalist parties lost but moderates still relied heavily on 
ethnically-based messages to appeal to voters. They created a six-party coalition to form 
the national government. After the Serb Party for Democratic Progress withdrew from the 
coalition in February 2009, the coalition consisted of five parties. The latest general 
election was held on 3 October 2010.80 Some feared that the campaigns’’ focus on ethnic 
divisions would diminish “prospects for a more functional central state and faster 
reform.”81 

In some ways, peace and justice has returned to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. In November 2004, the Bosnian Serb 
government for the first time apologized for the 1995 
Srebrenica massacre that killed 7,800 Muslims. In terms 
of prosecuting war crimes, the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia was established in 
1993. It began conducting war crimes tribunals in 1996 
and has thus far indicted 161 persons. One hundred and 
twenty-five people have trials pending and 36 others are on trial now.82 Radovan 
Karadžić, a key suspect, was arrested in July 2008. The former Serb leader faces 11 war 
crime charges, including genocide and crimes against humanity. His general, however, 
Ratko Mladić, remains at large.  

Economy 

The economy in Bosnia and Herzegovina is in 
transition. After three and a half years of war and a 
legacy of socialism, Bosnia and Herzegovina must 
rebuild itself while introducing new market reforms. 
A high unemployment rate and a large deficit are its 
two main macroeconomic problems. The national 
currency, the Konvertible Mark (BAM) is pegged to 
the euro, and EU membership is the main driver for 
economic recovery in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Prior to independence, Bosnia and Herzegovina operated on an economic system called 
socialist self-management in the Yugoslav federation. Management boards elected by 
workers’ councils controlled working bodies such as hospitals, social services, banks, and 
administration.83 The centrally-planned economy, however, promoted military industries 
at the expense of developing private companies. By the 1980s, Yugoslavia accrued 
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substantial foreign debt. This, coupled with rising 
inflation, depressed the standard of living in the country. 
Within a decade, Yugoslavia’s economy collapsed, 
spawning a vast new informal economy that is still a 
large part of the official GDP.84 Insolvent banks, unpaid 
pensions, increasing oil prices, shortage of food and 
medicine, and declining exports and imports accelerated 
the growth of the black market.85 The Bosnian War from 
1992–1995 further weakened Bosnia and Herzegovina’s economy and destroyed much of 
the country. Between 1990 and 1996, production declined by 90%,86 driving up net food 
imports. Sixty percent of the houses were destroyed and half of the population 
displaced.87,88 The physical infrastructure, including roads, bridges, water, and power 
systems were damaged.89  

Today, Bosnia and Herzegovina remains one of the poorest countries in Europe due to 
the global financial crisis and its slow transition to a market economy.90 Despite an 
increase in production, per capita income, and official GDP growth (averaging 6%)91 
over five years, Bosnia and Herzegovina did not weather the financial crisis well. The 
international economic meltdown lowered GDP, exports, and employment in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina,92 leading to a fiscal crisis in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The Federation was forced to seek an emergency line of credit whereas the Republika 
Srpska was able to use privatization revenues to finance their deficit.93  

The main challenges to Bosnia and Herzegovina’s economic growth and development are 
the multilayered government structure and a shortage of skilled labor. The complex 
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system of government in Bosnia Herzegovina undermines transparency and 
accountability and limits foreign investment.94 Bosnia and Herzegovina ranked 99th out 
of 180 countries worldwide in the 2009 Corruption Perceptions Index95). Further, a 
skilled labor shortage is one of biggest hindrances to enterprise growth in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.96 Thus, unemployment remains high at 40% despite the unmet need for 
workers. Throughout the country, state industries are overstaffed, closed down, or barely 
operational.97 

Bosnia and Herzegovina must continue to implement market reforms to meet its two 
broad reform challenges: fostering competitive private sector growth and managing 
public spending.98 Private sector growth, along with foreign direct investment gains, can 
improve the business climate and lead to economic growth and job creation. It would also 
accelerate EU and World Trade Organization membership, facilitating integration with 
European and global markets. Privatization is particularly important in the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina where progress has been slower compared to the Bosnian Serb 
Republic.99 Reforms are also needed to make public spending more efficient and 
effective. Currently, the government is spending nearly 50% of the adjusted GDP due to 
redundant government offices at the state, entity, and municipal levels.100 According to 
the World Bank, the high spending does not reduce poverty nor does it stimulate growth. 
If the government continues to provide payments to certain groups, such as veterans, the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund may suspend their loans to the 
country.101 Other reforms are necessary to reduce bureaucracy and corruption. 

Trade 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s main export commodities are metals, clothing, and wood 
products. Its leading export partners are Croatia, Slovenia, Italy, Germany, and 
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Austria.102 In terms of imports, the chief commodities are machinery and equipment, 
chemicals, fuels, and foodstuff. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s major import partners are 
Croatia, Germany, Slovenia, Italy, Austria, and Hungary.103 Due to the imbalance in 
revenues and expenditures (USD 7.8 billion compared to USD 8.7 billion) and exports 
and imports (USD 4 billion compared to USD 8.7 billion), Bosnia and Herzegovina has a 
public debt estimated at 44% of GDP.104 

Economic Sectors 

The largest economic sector in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is services followed by industry and agriculture. 
According to 2006 and 2008 estimates, services 
comprised 64% of the GDP and employed 47% of the 
labor force.105 Industry is the second largest economic 
sector. Industries in Bosnia and Herzegovina include 
steel, coal, iron ore, lead, zinc, manganese, bauxite, 
vehicle assembly, textiles, tobacco products, wooden 
furniture, tank and aircraft assembly, domestic appliances, and oil refining.106 Lastly, 
agriculture makes up about 10% of the GDP and employs 20% of the population. The 
main agricultural products are wheat, corn, fruits, vegetables, and livestock such as sheep, 
cattle and pigs. There is good potential in fishing. However, it is an underdeveloped 
enterprise in the country.107 

Banking has been the most successful sector. Banking reform accelerated in 2001, 
outstripping all other sectors.108 Since then, the banking system has expanded, 
consolidated, and privatized. It has now become the most reformed and developed sector. 
Since the BAM (Bosnian mark) is linked to the euro, it is one of the most stable 
currencies in Southeast Europe. Thus, foreign banks have invested in banking and now 
own 85% of the sector.109 Bosnians today have easy access to capital as well as a wide 
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selection of services. Long-term lending and capital markets, however, are still 
underdeveloped.110 

Government 

Administrative Divisions 

The state of Bosnia and Herzegovina has a complex governance 
system. The 1995 Dayton Peace Accords created a new 
democratic government in Bosnia and Herzegovina and added a 
second tier of government composed of two autonomous entities: 
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republika 
Srpska. A third self-governing administrative unit, the pre-war 
municipality of Brcko in the northwest, was established in 1999 
and remains under the sovereignty of Bosnia and Herzegovina but 
is demilitarized and internationally supervised. 111,112 The Dayton 
Peace Accords also established a central constitution and one for 
each entity.113 While the central government is charged with 
conducting foreign, diplomatic, and fiscal policy, the Federation 
and the Republic are responsible for overseeing most government 
functions.114  

The Federation and the Republic are further subdivided into additional levels of 
administration. The Federation consists of 74 municipalities and 10 cantons, or districts. 
The Republic has 63 municipalities. Both the cantons and the municipalities have their 
own local governments but fall under the jurisdiction of their respective Federation or the 
Republic. Republika Srpska, making up 49% of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s territory, lies 
in the eastern and northeastern regions. 

Structure 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a parliamentary democracy. The central institutions of the 
state include the president (head of state), Chairman of the Council of Ministers (head of 
government), and Council of Ministers (the cabinet). The presidency is a four-year term 
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that rotates every eight months between a directly elected Bosniak, Serb, and Croat.115 
The president appoints the Chairman of the Council with the approval of the 42-seat 
House of Representatives, one of the two houses of parliament. The other chamber is the 
House of Peoples, which consists of five delegates from each ethnic group.116 

Media 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a sizable number of 
media outlets. About 200 radio and television 
stations are currently operating commercially in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.117 These include 3 major 
televisions stations, 40 smaller television stations, 
and 140 radio stations. In addition, 6 print 
publications run daily and nearly 50 publications are 
weeklies and monthlies.  

However, the press remains only partially free. Although the constitution and the Dayton 
Peace Accords guarantee freedom of the press, “state bodies and political party 
structures”118 continue to pressure, harass, and attack the media and journalists.119 This is 
partly a result of the 1990s war when armies, factions, and other groups with authority 
used the media as propaganda tools. Since 1992, 19 journalists have been killed in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.120 

Ethnic Groups and Languages 

The three main ethnic groups in Bosnia and Herzegovina are Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs. 
However, none can claim a majority. Population estimates from 2002 showed Bosniaks 
(48%) as the largest group, followed by Serbs (34%) and Croats (15%).121 Most Bosniaks 
and Croats live in the Federation while Serbs live primarily in the Republika Srpska. The 
distinguishing characteristics between the three ethnic groups, aside from political 
affiliation, are minor linguistic and major religious differences.  
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Almost all of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 4.6 million (July 2010 
estimate)122 residents speak closely related dialects that once were 
collectively known as Serbo-Croatian, a Slavic Indo-European 
language. 123 These mutually intelligible dialects are now known 
individually—according to the speaker’s ethnic identity or 
nationality—as the Bosnian, Serbian, and Croatian languages. The 
three languages are virtually the same except for some variations 
in vocabulary and pronunciation. In terms of vocabulary, Croatian 
speakers tend to preserve their native Slavic words whereas 
Serbian speakers have borrowed many words from western 
European languages.124 In contrast to both, Bosnian has borrowed 
significantly from Persian, Arabic, and Turkish. The main 
difference is in orthography. In the 1990s, to assert national 
identity, Serbs chose to use the Cyrillic alphabet for their language while the Bosniaks 
and the Croats continued to use the Latin script.125 Other linguistic groups in the country 
include a small number of Romani speakers (400,000 in 2004)126 and small groups of 
Hungarian, Albanian, and Slovene speakers.127 

Language, however, is not associated with national identity as much as religion.128 Most 
Bosnians’ religious affiliations fall along ethnic lines. Bosniaks are Muslims, Serbs are 
Eastern Orthodox, and Croats are Roman Catholic.129 About 4% of the population is 
Protestant while 10% practice other forms of religion. 
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Self Study Questions 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is in southwestern Europe. True or False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina formed when it declared its independence from the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. True or False? 

The conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina centered on language differences. True or False? 

Tito’s goal was to nurture and encourage the co-existence of cultural and political 
differences in Yugoslavia’s eight republics. True or False? 

Today, Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the most prosperous countries in Europe. True 
or False? 
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Religion 

Introduction  

The peoples of modern-day Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosna i 
Hercegovina or Bosnia and Herzegovina) have been introduced to 
different religions and customs as various empires entered the region. 
The Holy Roman Empire established Roman Catholicism in the 
Balkan provinces, the Byzantine Empire instituted Eastern Orthodoxy, 
and the Ottoman Empire ushered in Islam. The majority of the people 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina today are descendants of the followers of 
these three faiths. Religious affiliations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
closely follow ethnic lines. Bosniaks (40% of the population) practice 
Islam, Serbs (31%) are Eastern Orthodox, and Croats (15%) are 
Roman Catholic.130 About 4% of the population is Protestant, while 
1% practices other forms of religion. Thus, the major religions in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are two of Christianity’s three main branches—Roman Catholicism and 
Eastern Orthodoxy—in addition to Islam. 

The degree of religious observation varies between ethnic groups, regions, and 
individuals. 131,132 Before the 1990s, religious identification was not very important133 
and even today most Bosnians are not very observant, particularly in multi-ethnic 
areas.134,135 However, religion is still an important component of national or ethnic 
identity,136 especially in rural areas.137 Thus, for many persons, religious affiliation 
provides a community or ethnic identity, while religious practice may be confined to 
significant rites of passage such as birth, marriage, and death.138  
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The people of Bosnia and Herzegovina have traditionally embraced the notion of ethnic 
intermarriage and intermixing. Members of one ethnic group often celebrated the 
religious holidays and customs of their friends and colleagues who belonged to other 
faiths. 139,140,141 However, ethnic cleansing during the war of 1992–1995 caused internal 
migration and refugee flows, which segregated the population into ethno-religious 
enclaves.142 As a result, most Serb Orthodox believers live in Republika Srpska (RS), and 
most Muslims and Catholics reside in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Within 
the Federation, distinct Muslim and Catholic majority areas remain, with Catholics living 
in Herzegovina and Muslims living in central and northwest Bosnia. The Jewish 
community, like Protestants and most other small religious groups, live mainly in 
Sarajevo.143  

Major Religions 

During the Middle Ages, Bosnia and Herzegovina was on the 
frontlines of the religious battles between two Christian empires, the 
western Holy Roman Empire and the eastern Byzantine Empire. 
Growing apart since the 5th century, they finally split in 1054 when 
the leaders of each church excommunicated each other. The Western 
Church became the Catholic Church and the Eastern Church became 
known as the Eastern Orthodox Church.144 Despite this schism, 
however, there are still common practices and beliefs among the two 
churches. Both have faith in one God made up of a trinity that 
includes Jesus Christ. Both believe in the holy scriptures of the Old 
and New Testament, attend church for prayer and communion, and 
are led spiritually by priests and ministers.  
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Roman Catholic 

Croats, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s major Catholic 
population, were likely exposed to Christianity shortly 
after their settlement in the western Balkans sometime 
during the 7th century.145 Although their state was 
located on the edge of the western Roman Empire, Croats 
assimilated with the local Latinized population and 
eventually accepted Roman Catholicism as their spiritual 
faith centuries later.146,147 

The Roman Catholic Church is the oldest of all western institutions, and is led by the 
Pope in the Vatican in Rome, currently Benedict XVI. For Roman Catholics, their popes 
are heirs to a succession traced back to Saint Peter, one of Jesus Christ's apostles. Such 
apostolic succession makes a pope's spiritual pronouncements infallible. After the pope, 
cardinals, archbishops, bishops, and priests make up the rest of the hierarchy.148 Catholic 
religious practice “revolves around the seven sacraments - baptism, reconciliation, 
Eucharist, confirmation, marriage, holy orders (joining the priesthood) and the sacrament 
of the sick.”149 Devotion to the Virgin Mary (the mother of Jesus Christ), the use of the 
rosary, and going on pilgrimages are also other important features of Catholicism. 150,  151 

Eastern Orthodox 

Eastern Orthodoxy (also called Orthodox Catholicism or Orthodox 
Christianity) is practiced worldwide.152 Most followers of this 
religion, which began in the center of the old Byzantine Empire, 
Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), still reside in Greece and the 
Balkan countries. There are also large Orthodox populations in Russia, 
the Middle East, and North America. Some of the differences 
between Orthodox Christianity and Roman Catholicism include the 
Eastern Orthodox Church’s “refusal of allegiance to the Pope, its 
emphasis on the use of icons in worship, and the date it celebrates 
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Easter.”153 Iconic images of Christian holy figures are particularly important to Orthodox 
practitioners because the icons are viewed as connections to the spiritual world.154 

Serbs are the major practitioners of Eastern Orthodox Christianity in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Their church, the Serbian Orthodox Church, founded by St. Sava in 1219, 
is the second oldest of the Slavic Orthodox churches after the Church of Russia.155 It was 
the westernmost church of Orthodox Christianity during Ottoman rule (1463–1878).156 
Recognized and included under the authority of the Ottomans, the Church followers grew 
large in numbers during this time.157 Although the Serbian Orthodox Church’s followers 
are located worldwide, most are in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro.158 
The Church is one of the 15 autocephalous (administratively independent) churches in the 
Eastern Orthodox community.159 The newly installed patriarch of the Church, Irinej 
Gavrilovica, is considered a moderate who may seek to improve the Church’s relations 
with the Roman Catholic Church.160  

Islam 

Islam is the world’s second largest faith, with well over one billion 
followers worldwide.161 The word “Islam” means “to submit” or 
“surrender.” Islam, like Judaism and Christianity, is a monotheistic 
religion (i.e., worships one god), and Muslims recognize the validity 
of the Old and New Testaments. However, Muslims believe that 
Mohammad is the last prophet or messenger of God (Allah), the 
recipient of Allah’s revelations. The Quran, or sacred text, is the 
record of Allah’s revelations made to Mohammad. Muslims worship 
Allah directly without the intermediary of clergy. The five pillars of 
Islam are 1) belief in Allah and the prophet Mohammad (shahada); 2) 
prayer during five set times each day (salah); 3) almsgiving (zakat); 
4) fasting from sunrise to sunset during the month of Ramadan (sawn); and 5) performing 
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the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj). A Muslim is encouraged to lead a healthy life that 
exemplifies the qualities of kindness, chastity, honesty, and mercy and to abstain from 
alcohol and pork products. 

Most Slavs converted to Islam during the first 150 years of Ottoman rule (i.e., by the 
1600s). Slavs, along with Albanians, were the only Europeans to convert in large 
numbers;162 Muslim Slavs soon became the majority in Bosnia, practicing peacefully 
alongside Roman Catholics Croats and Eastern Orthodox Serbs. In the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia (1945–1992), Yugoslavia’s Islamic community (located 
primarily in Bosnia and Kosovo) was larger than that of any other European nation 
located west of Turkey.163 In fact, Sarajevo was the site of the only Islamic school of 
theology in Europe.164 

Many Muslims today in Bosnia and Herzegovina are, like their Christian counterparts, 
only nominally religious and do not observe many of the standard practices of Islam. It is 
not unusual, for example, for Bosniaks to drink alcohol, or for fashionably dressed 
Bosniak women to have their heads uncovered.165,166 

Religion and Nationalism 

Historically, religion has been an integral part of ethnic and national 
identity in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Bosnian War of 1992–1995 
was an ethnically defined conflict between three groups of people 
(Orthodox Serbs, Roman Catholic Croats, and Muslim Bosniaks) 
whose ethnic identity largely arose from their traditional religious 
affiliations. Besides the ethnic cleansing of minority ethnic 
populations that took place during the war, mosques, churches, and 
other places of worship—all symbols of ethnic identity—were also 
destroyed. Today, Bosnia and Herzegovina remains vulnerable, still 
divided by ethno-nationalist political agendas that impede the 
country’s growth and development. 
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Religion and the State 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s constitution provides for a separation of church and state. 
Churches and religious communities have legal status in the country and their followers 
are guaranteed freedom of conscience and religion. However, the lines between religion, 
politics, and ethnicity are often blurred.167 Since ethnic identity is strongly tied to 
religious identity, politicians use religion to win votes and gain credibility. Religious 
leaders also influence and shape government policy and programs that may affect non-
believers or followers of other religions.168 

Influence of Religion on Daily Life  

Spiritual faith and practice is fostered through religious education. National laws on 
religious freedom guarantee each citizen the right to religious education at public and 
private preschools, primary schools, and universities.169 However, religious studies are 
only provided for the majority religion in a municipality. Students have the option of not 
attending religious classes. Others may not be able to attend. Students who practice 
minority religions, for example, need enough students (20 pupils in the RS and 15 in the 
Federation) in their class in order to qualify for a course in their religion. In rural areas, 
there is also the challenge of finding a qualified instructor to teach a class about a 
minority religion, or minority students may live in areas too far apart to be able to attend 
class. In Islamic studies courses, classes may be segregated by gender.170 

Despite governmental protections of religious freedom, societal discrimination based on 
religious affiliation remains a serious problem. Although the number of incidents aimed 
at religious symbols, clerics, and property in all three ethnic majority areas has decreased, 
acts of violence, theft, and vandalism against religious sites or figures still occur.171 

Christian Practices 

Prayer, either at a church or in private, is at the center of 
Christian ritual and practice. Although specific forms of 
worship vary according to denomination, church, and 
individual, prayer is common to all branches of 
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Christianity.172,173 Aside from private prayers and Bible study, practicing Christians also 
attend weekly Mass on Sunday, the Christian holy day. Worship rituals during Mass 
include prayers, readings from the Bible, music and singing, and a sermon. During Mass, 
Christians celebrate the Eucharist (also called the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion).174 
The Eucharist, a re-enactment of Jesus Christ’s last supper before his arrest and 
crucifixion, symbolizes the sacrifice that Jesus Christ made with his life in saving 
humankind. Thus, bread and wine is consumed in his memory and consecrated as his 
flesh and blood.175 

Islamic Practices 

Perhaps the most frequently observed daily expressions of Islamic 
faith are prayer and women wearing headscarves. Muslims 
practice ritual prayer five times a day: at dawn, mid-day, 
afternoon, sunset, and late-night. Muslims may perform the 
prescribed recitations individually or in groups with a prayer mat. 
Friday mid-day prayer is the most important community prayer in 
the week as Friday is considered the Islamic holy day. Prior to 
reciting the prayers, Muslims must wash their face, hands, and 
feet. If there is a muezzin (a crier who calls the hour of daily 
prayer), it will call Muslims to prayer as the hour approaches. If 
praying as a group or in a mosque, Muslims stand in parallel rows 
and follow along with the imam, who leads the prayers by reciting 
specific ra’kas for each position during the prayer.176,177  

Exchange 1: Do I need to cover my head? 

Soldier: Do I need to cover my 
head? 

tRebaam lee pokReetee glaavoo? 

Local:  Yes.  daa 
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While Bosnian women do not wear the full body veil, women may wear headscarves as a 
symbol of modesty.178 In Sarajevo in particular, a revival of Islamic dress and expression 
among the younger generation is leading women to don the Islamic headscarf amidst the 
traditionally secular environment.179 Headscarves are even permitted in universities and 
schools, a privilege that has drawn female students from other Islamic countries to come 
to Sarajevo to study.180,181 

Religious Conventions and Gender Roles 

Families in Bosnia and Herzegovina are patriarchal, 
close-knit units where traditional gender roles are 
the norm. In both the Eastern European and Islamic 
traditions, men are the authority figures and heads of 
households.182 In addition to cultural traditions 
where women marry young, have children, and take 
care of the house and family, traditional religious 
values regarding birth control and marriage still 
prevail, particularly among Catholic Christians. 
Practicing Catholics should adhere to the Church’s prohibition against contraception and 
abortion and its promotion of “natural” family planning.183 Although abortion is legal in 
Bosnia during the first two and a half months of pregnancy, the practice is generally 
frowned upon.184 Special authorization for abortion is required after 10 weeks of 
pregnancy for all women.185 Contraception is available but not widely used. In 2005/2006, 
the latest year for which data are available, only 36% of women used contraception.186  
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Religious Events 

Births are an occasion for great joy and celebration in the 
traditionally family-centered culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
although specific customs vary by religion. While baby showers are 
not common, births still involve parties and feasts where visiting 
family and friends bring gifts of food and clothing to the new parents 
after the birth.187 A golden coin (an amulet) is placed on the baby’s 
shirt with a safety pin and the mother stays with her baby to recover 
for 40 days.188 Traditional Bosnian Muslim families circumcise their 
newborn boys when they reach the age of three, an event that also 
features parties and feasts. Christian Orthodox and Catholic families 
baptize their babies. At this time, the child’s chosen godparent also 
selects the baby’s name and becomes a more intimate member of the 
family. The child’s baptism is also an occasion filled with food and dancing.189  

Weddings are big celebrations where 200 or more people may take part in civil and 
religious ceremonies. 190,191 (The government, however, recognizes only civil 
marriages.192) Since divorce is uncommon, people go all-out to bring family and friends 
together for food, music, and dancing for the once-in-a-lifetime wedding event. 
Traditional costumes are sometimes worn during weddings, even in urban areas. Rural 
weddings are more luxurious than urban weddings and can last for days.193 After the 
ceremony, the wedding party usually drives around town in a car decorated with ribbons 
and flowers, waving flags and honking. Serbs may throw wheat at the newlyweds after 
the ceremony to wish them happiness and prosperity. Although gift registries do not exist, 
gift-giving is common.  

Deaths are solemn occasions in which both Christians and Muslims dress in black and 
mourn together with their families.194 Deceased Muslims are taken to an Islamic funeral 
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home where their bodies are placed in a coffin decorated with a religious flag.195 The 
body must be buried within 24 hours of death and only men are allowed at the funeral. 
After the death of a loved one, Muslim families gather at their homes to mourn and pray 
for the dead. Others may pay their respects by calling on the family of the deceased.196 
Food and flowers (in an even-numbered bunch) can be brought for the family in 
mourning, no matter their religion.197 When a Christian dies, mourners gather first at a 
memorial service in a chapel and then at the funeral. Orthodox Christian funerals are the 
most elaborate. Salads and meat are prepared for the deceased at the cemetery and this 
ritual is repeated a year later, when the gravestone is finally put into the ground. Christian 
tombstones may have inscriptions as well as photographs,198 while Muslim gravestones 
are narrow and thin with a curved top.199 

Religious Holidays 

A number of religious holy days and observances mark 
the different calendars observed by Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s Catholic, Orthodox, and Muslim 
populations. The main religious holidays are Christmas, 
Easter, Kurban Bayram (Eid al-Adha in Arabic) and 
Ramadan Bajram (Eid al-Fitr). Since Catholic and 
Orthodox Bosnians adhere to different calendars, 
Christian holidays fall on different dates. Roman 
Catholics observe the internationally accepted Gregorian calendar, while Orthodox 
Christians follow the older Julian calendar. The dates of Muslim holidays are based on a 
lunar calendar and will vary year by year and by a person’s location. 

While religious holy days are not observed as official holidays by the state-level 
government, entity and cantonal authorities recognize religious holidays celebrated 
locally.200 Within the Bosniak-Croat Federation all employees are allowed to take off 
four religious or “traditional needs” holidays a year, although they are paid for only two 

                                                 
195 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/world_country.php?cid=23&snid=&cn=Bosnia_and_Herzegovina&s
name=&wmn=&worldReport=yes 
196 Everyculture. “Culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-
Co/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.html#ixzz0xTC7Nk9e  
197 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/world_country.php?cid=23&snid=&cn=Bosnia_and_Herzegovina&s
name=&wmn=&worldReport=yes 
198 Everyculture Countries and Their Cultures. “Culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.html#ixzz0xTC7Nk9e 
199 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
200 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. “International Religious 
Freedom Report 2009: Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 26 October 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127302.htm  



42 

 

of them.201 Republika Srpska labor law recognizes Christmas, Easter, Orthodox Good 
Friday, Kurban Bajram, and Ramadan Bajram as holidays. Christians and Muslims are 
entitled to excused and paid absences on these days. Members of other denominations 
have a right to choose two days a year for observance of other religious holidays. All 
institutions in the Republika Srpska are closed during Orthodox holidays.202 

Christian Holidays 

Christmas, the celebration of the birth of Christ, is observed on 25 
December by Roman Catholics and 7 January by Eastern Orthodox 
Christians. It is a major holiday but quieter, with less shopping than in 
the west.203 Orthodox Christmas Eve night, called Badnje Veče, is 
celebrated with bonfires in churchyards, and the singing of hymns.204 
On the next day, Christmas, family and friends gather for a special 
meal that includes sarma, rice and beef wrapped in grape or cabbage 
leaves.205,206 

Easter, commemorating the resurrection of Christ three days after his 
death by crucifixion, is the oldest holiday in Christianity.207 A spring 
festival, Easter Sunday is a moveable feast marking the end of Lent, a 40-day period of 
repentance and fasting. It is usually observed in March or April, depending upon the 
sighting of the full moon after the equinox. Christians celebrate Easter by attending Mass, 
coloring and decorating eggs (which represent new life),208 and performing traditional 
dances called kolo.209 Both secular and religious families visit family and friends during 
Easter and make special breads for the occasion.210 Those who are more devout may 
make a pilgrimage to Međugorje, where there is a shrine of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  
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Other Christian holy days are Epiphany211 (6 January), All Saint’s Day212 (1 November), 
and Ascension213 (15 August). In addition, on June 24, Međugorje holds a festival called 
the Celebration of the Apparition. It brings together thousands of Christians who 
commemorate the day when local children first reported seeing an apparition of the 
Virgin Mary.214,215 Eastern Orthodox families have a patron saint of their own whom they 
honor yearly during a celebration called Krsna Slava. Families light a candle in the 
saint’s honor and prepare special foods for this ceremony.216  

Muslim Holidays 

Ramadan is the 30-day holy period in which adult Muslims do not 
eat, drink, smoke, or engage in sexual intercourse from dawn until 
dusk. Ramadan commemorates the revelation of the holy book to 
the Prophet Muhammad. It falls in the ninth month of the Islamic 
lunar calendar. A religious leader usually announces the beginning 
and end of Ramadan through the sighting of a new moon. When 
Ramadan begins, mosques are usually lit up at night with electric 
lights.217 During Ramadan, Muslims seek forgiveness and avoid 
bad thoughts and deeds. Although Muslims still go to work or 
school, in Muslim-majority areas of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
schools will adjust their school opening dates to the end of 
Ramadan.218 The traditional greeting at the start of Ramadan is 
“Ramadan Mubarak” (Blessed Ramadan). 
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Exchange 2: When does Ramadan start? 

Soldier: When does Ramadan start? kada potyenye Ramazan? 

Local:  Tomorrow. sootRaa 

Bajram is the name of the two major Islamic festivals in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 
first, Ramadan Bayram, is a celebration of the end of fasting. It begins with communal 
prayer at daybreak and lasts several days. Friends and family wear their best clothing, 
visit one another, exchange small gifts, and enjoy large meals together.219 Kurban Bajram 
takes place during the last month of the Islamic calendar. It marks the completion of the 
Islamic pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca in Saudi Arabia. However, Muslims throughout the 
world celebrate it as commemoration of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son 
Ishmael for God. Muslims attend communal prayers and sacrifice a goat or sheep to 
symbolize the animal that God allowed Abraham to sacrifice in place of Ishmael. The 
meat is usually distributed to family, friends, neighbors, and the poor. Muslims may also 
wear fine clothing, visit one another, and exchange small gifts.220 Both Bajram festivals 
are observed locally in Sarajevo and central Bosnia.  

Places of Worship 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s diverse places of worship 
reflect its rich religious history and heritage. Indeed, 
Sarajevo is the only place in Europe to have a 
Catholic church, an Orthodox church, an Islamic 
mosque, and a Jewish synagogue in one city 
square.221 Unfortunately, many of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s places of worship were damaged 
during Josip Broz Tito’s reign in the mid 20th 
century and during the Balkan wars of 1992–1995. 
The National Commission to Preserve Monuments, partly funded by the U.S. government, 
is supporting the reconstruction of religious property destroyed during the war. Some of 
the buildings being renovated are the famous Ferhadija Mosque in Banja Luka, St. 
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Mary’s Catholic Church and St. Luke’s bell tower in Jajce, and the Serb Orthodox 
Church of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul in the village of Osanici, near Stolac.222 

Christian Place of Worship 

The Christian place of worship is the church. In Catholicism, if a church is the seat of a 
bishop, it is called a cathedral. Churches have different functions in the Christian 
community, including serving as a place for private and communal prayer, baptism, Bible 
teaching, and weddings. Eastern Orthodox churches, in particular, are built with elaborate 
designs and date back several hundreds of years.223 In terms of authority within the 
Eastern Orthodox Church, the priests are the supreme religious figures and are permitted 
to marry.224  

Islamic Place of Worship 

The Islamic place of worship is the mosque, or masjid in Arabic. 
The mosque serves many functions in the Islamic community. It is 
a place where one can come to pray, get married, settle disputes, 
or receive religious counsel. There are two main types of mosques: 
large mosques for collective worship and smaller mosques for 
individual worship. Some mosques also have schools offering 
Islamic education. The imam, leader of the daily prayers, conducts 
these classes. 

Exchange 3: May I enter the mosque? 

Soldier: May I enter the mosque? mogoo lee ootyee oo djaameeyo? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

While there are many elaborate and magnificent mosques around the world, most 
mosques are simply open spaces with prayer rugs and no pews or seats. Worshippers 
remove their shoes upon entering the mosque, which is often segregated into male and 
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female sections with separate entrances, and pray on mats. The mosque is a quiet place of 
worship, and modest attire (covered legs and arms) is required of all worshippers. The 
muezzin calls Muslims to prayer, usually from a minaret. 

Exchange 4: Must I take off my shoes? 

Soldier: Must I take off my shoes 
inside the mosque? 

moRaam lee skeenootee moye 
tseepele oo djaameeyee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Self Study Questions 

Religious affiliations in Bosnia and Herzegovina are strongly tied to ethnic identity. True 
or False? 

Workers in Bosnia and Herzegovina get a paid day off for each official holiday. True or 
False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s constitution guarantees separation of church and state. True or 
False? 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, religious holidays are celebrated on the same date every year. 
True or False? 

Women in Bosnia and Herzegovina play a dominant role in family life. True or False? 
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Traditions 

Introduction 

Bosnian cultural traditions are based on national 
identity and European/Mediterranean and Turkish 
influences. Religion defines national identity in 
many ways. It shapes cultural norms and events such 
as holidays. The importance of family and 
hospitality, as well as a relaxed way of life reflect 
the Mediterranean influence. Turkish influence 
appears in Bosnian cuisine and the religion of 
Bosniaks. The Bosniak manner of dress and cuisine 
is rooted in their Islamic faith. 

Honor and Values 

Religion, family, and hospitality are the major universal values among Bosnians. 
Religion distinguishes the three main ethnic groups: most Serbs are Eastern Orthodox, 
most Croats are Catholic, and most Bosniaks are Muslim. Before the 1990’s war, religion 
was not very important.225 Serb, Croat, and Bosniak communities coexisted peacefully 
and intermarriage was common among the three ethnic groups.226,227 Even today most 
Bosnians are not very observant, particularly in multi-ethnic areas.228,229 However, 
religion still partially defines national identity, especially in rural areas.230,231 The civil 
war displaced and dispersed Bosnians into separate religious camps and mixed marriages 
are now rare.232 Indeed, many Bosnians identify themselves in opposition to other ethnic 
groups in Bosnia and associate themselves with neighboring countries based on 
religion.233 Ethnic differences continue to be a powerful force, as illustrated in 
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discrimination and harassment cases noted in the 2009 Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices.234  

Family and hospitality are two values that transcend the ethnic divide. Families often 
include three generations in one house, particularly in rural areas. If they do not live close, 
relatives visit one another and are always in contact.235 Within the nuclear family, many 
parents provide for their children even after their children have grown and gotten married. 
Parents may even give money or housing to their children.236 It is also customary for 
adult children to live with their parents until they marry. Older children are expected to 
take in and take care of their parents when they become too old to take care of 
themselves.237  

Love marriages are the norm and divorce is uncommon. Bosnian weddings, births, and 
other life events are joyfully celebrated and accompanied by great hospitality.238 
Numerous parties, an abundance of food, and gift-giving are part of these social functions. 
Besides family, Bosnians also enjoy close relations with friends and neighbors.239,240 A 
relaxed pace of life allows Bosnians to make time for family and friends. 

Greetings and Interaction 

In Bosnian culture, the manner of greeting varies 
according to relationship, gender, and status. Formal 
greetings and gestures are used for introductions and 
meetings, while a more casual style is used between 
friends and acquaintances. 

                                                 
234 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. “2009 Country Reports on 
Human Rights Practices.” 11 March 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2009/eur/136023.htm  
235 Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hammond, Elizabeth. “Chapter 2: Values and Attitudes [p.61].” 2009. London, 
England: Kuperard. 
236 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  
237 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  
238 Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hammond, Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [pp. 68–75].” 
2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
239 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: General Attitudes.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  
240 Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hammond, Elizabeth. “Chapter 2: Values and Attitudes [p. 50].” 2009. 
London, England: Kuperard. 



49 

 

Exchange 5: Hi, Mr. Ahmet. 

Soldier: Hi, Mr. Ahmet. meRhabaa ahmete 

Local:  Hello! meRhabaa 

Soldier: Are you doing well? yeste lee dobRo? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

A firm handshake is appropriate for a formal or business situation or when people first 
meet. However, allow women to initiate the handshake first. Bosnian Muslim women, 
possibly identified by a headscarf, for example, should not be touched nor addressed 
unless they offer a hand or a greeting.241 Friends may add a light kiss, where they touch 
cheeks and kiss the air, to the handshake.242 Croats and Bosniaks kiss once on each cheek, 
while Serbs repeat the gesture three times.  

Exchange 6: How are you? 

Soldier: How are you? kaako ste? 

Local:  Very well. dobRo 
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Typical greetings during the handshake and the kiss 
include, Dobro jutro (Good morning), Dobar dan 
(Good day), or Dobro vecer (Good evening). 
Younger people are expected to greet their elders 
first.243 For departures, Do vidjenja (Good-bye) and 
Zbogom (Farewell) are common phrases in formal 
situations. Among friends, Bosnians just say, Vidimo 
se (See you), or Ciao.244 

Exchange 7: Good morning (Between Bosnian Muslims). 

Soldier: Good morning. saabaah haayRoolaa 

Local:  Good morning. alaah Raazosoom 

 

Using titles is common practice in introductions and meetings until a person is invited to 
use first names.245 Titles are particularly important when addressing elders, superiors, or 
unacquainted persons. Gospodin (Mr.) and Gospodja/Gospodjica (Mrs./Miss) are used 
for men and women, respectively. First names are used between friends and between 
family members when older members address younger ones. 

During conversation, Vi (respectful you) is used when addressing someone in formal 
situations, an older person, or a stranger.246 Conversely, friends and family members of 
the same generation use the informal ti (you) when addressing one another.  

Bosnians are social and friendly people. They make frequent eye contact and are very 
expressive. It is common for conversations to become loud and for speakers to gesticulate 
a lot. They may also ask direct questions, but this is not a sign of anger or disrespect. 
Rather, it is merely a sign of interest or a sense of humor.247,248  
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Exchange 8: How is your family? 

Soldier: How is your family? kako ye vasha poRodeetsaa? 

Local:  They are doing fine, thank 
you. 

svee soo dobRo, hvaalaa naa 
peetaanyoo 

 

War and current political events are a common topic for conversation among Bosnians, 
particularly among the older generation.249,250 It is best to avoid these topics if possible; if 
the topics do come up in conversation remain neutral and just listen.  

Hospitality and Gift-Giving  

Visiting family and friends is a common pastime in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Weekends are the best 
time for such visits. When visiting a Bosnian’s home, 
guests bring a small present or flowers in odd 
numbers and remove their shoes before entering the 
house.251  

Exchange 9: This gift is for you. 

Soldier: This gift is for you. ovay poklon ye zaa vas 

Local:  I cannot accept this. ya to ne mogoo pReehvateetee 

 

Guests replace their shoes with slippers, once inside the house. The host will provide 
snacks and may offer cigarettes, coffee, soda, or brandy to their guests. If the guest 
smokes, it is polite to offer others a cigarette first before lighting one.252 Bosnians may sit 
and chat for hours, a sign of the leisurely way of life they enjoy. Later, the host may ask 
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the guest(s) to stay for a meal. Guests customarily decline at least once before 
accepting.253 During the meal, the host may repeatedly urge the guest to eat more. Guests 
may say, “ne mogu,” which means, “No, I can’t.”254 Leaving food on one’s plate, 
however, is considered an insult, so guests should take only as much as they can eat.255  

Exchange 10: I appreciate your hospitality. 

Soldier: I really appreciate your 
hospitality. 

veomaa sam zaahvaalaan naa 
vashem gostopReemstvoo 

Local:  It is nothing. nemaa naa chemoo 

 

Bosnians call upon each other in both impromptu and pre-arranged fashion. Visits, for 
example, are expected following a marriage or a funeral in the family. On such occasions, 
invitations are not sent nor are guests expected to call ahead. The duration of the visits, 
however, vary among Bosnians. Bosniaks may stay for a short period to offer 
congratulations and condolences, while Serbs and Croats may stay for a longer period, 
which usually includes a meal.256 

Eating Habits  

Meals are casual social affairs in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Most Bosnians begin their day with 
black coffee and have breakfast during mid-morning. 
Breakfast may include ham and eggs or pies with 
cheese and smoked meat.257 Lunch is the main meal 
of the day with soups, meat with vegetables, salad, 
and bread as common lunch dishes. Dinner is served 
around 8 p.m. and is usually a lighter fare. Although 
some Bosnians, particularly rural people, may eat 
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their food (usually pies) with their hands, elbows are kept off the table. It is also common 
for friends to eat from the same serving plate.258 In restaurants and cafes, patrons are 
generally expected to seat themselves. The selection at restaurants and cafes consists 
mostly of local and seasonal items. When it is time to pay, only one person, the person 
who did the inviting, pays the entire bill.259 Tips, while not necessary, are always 
appreciated.260  

Exchange 11: Put this all in one bill please. 

Soldier: Put this all in one bill 
please. 

staaveete ovo sve naa yedaan 
Raachoon 

Local:  Okay. oo Redoo 

 

Food and Drink  

Food in Bosnia and Herzegovina reflects its Turkish 
and Eastern European influences.261 Meats, pies, and 
cabbage-dishes dominate Bosnian cuisine. Grilled 
meats, including lamb, beef, and pork, are very 
popular as sausages (cevapcici) and patties 
(pleskavica). The meat is grilled with onions and 
served in thick pita breads called sonum. Pies are 
more common among Bosnian Muslims. Meat pies 
(burek), cheese (sirnica), spinach and cheese 
(zeljanica), potato (krompiruša), and squash pies (tikvanica) are the most popular.262 
Another common Bosnian dish is the grilled meat stew called bosanski lonac. It is slow-
roasted and served at the table from the long, wide neck of a ceramic pot.263 Bosnian 
Muslims will make this dish with meats other than pork because they observe the Islamic 
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dietary restriction against pork. Serbs and Croats, however, may slaughter a pig in 
November for Christmas or even preserve it for later.264 Common desserts are baklava, a 
Turkish phyllo dough pastry layered with honey and nuts, tufahika, an apple boiled and 
stuffed with nuts and cream, and sevdidzan, a soft cake.265 Puddings, plain cakes, and 
fresh fruit are also enjoyed as dessert.266 

Exchange 12: Do you have a dessert? 

Soldier: Do you have a dessert? eemate lee dezeRt? 

Local:  Yes, we have hazelnut pie daa, eemamo peetoo saa 
lyeshneetseemaa 

 

Two popular non-alcoholic beverages are coffee and a yogurt drink called Kefir. The 
coffee culture is strong in Bosnia and Herzegovina but only in a few forms: straight, 
espresso, cappuccino, and Turkish coffee. Coffee is enjoyed at all times of the day as is 
tea. Rakija, a strong plum brandy, is a popular locally produced alcoholic drink. When 
toasting, it is considered polite to make eye contact.267 

Exchange 13: I would like tea, please. 

Soldier: I would like tea, please. yaa beeh zheleeo chaay, moleem 
vas 

Local:  No problem. nemaa pRoblemaa 

 

                                                 
264 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  
265 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  
266 Cultural Profiles Project, Citizenship and Immigration Canada. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Food.” No 
date. http://www.cp-pc.ca/english/bosnia/index.html  
267 CulturalGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Customs and Courtesies.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23  



55 

 

Dress Code  

The manner of dress in Bosnia and Herzegovina is 
typically western but can vary according to region 
and ethnicity. Most urban Bosnians value 
appearance and dress in trendy, yet casual attire.268 
In rural areas, some people may wear a combination 
of traditional and modern clothing.269 For example, 
some may wear traditional wide-legged working 
pants called dimije with T-shirts or rubber shoes 
with upturned toes called opanke.270 However, 
traditional dress is slowly disappearing in the country.271 Nowadays, one rarely sees folk 
costumes except for special occasions such as weddings or festivals or in isolated villages 
in the mountains.272,273 Traditional Serb attire for women is the nosnja, a long white skirt 
with a blouse, while traditional attire for Croat women includes an embroidered white 
shirt, a white skirt, and an apron. Most women in rural areas also cover their heads, a 
vestige of old European customs and not necessarily a sign of religion.274 Practicing 
Muslims women, in both rural and urban areas, wear headscarves as a sign of modesty; 
men may wear head caps. In urban areas, especially, there has been an increase in the 
wearing of Islamic attire, though the majority of Muslims remain secular. When outside, 
you may recognize Muslim women by their headscarves and long raincoats.275,276  
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Exchange 14: Is this acceptable to wear? 

Soldier: Is this acceptable to wear? ye lee ovo oo Redoo daa se nosee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Non-Religious Celebrations  

In addition to major Christian and Islamic 
commemorations, Bosnians also celebrate several 
public holidays: New Year’s Day (1 January), Labor 
Day (1 May), Independence Day (1 March), and 
National Statehood Day (25 November). Some of 
these events are celebrated throughout Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, while others are based on ethnicity 
and location. Everyone celebrates New Year’s Day 
and Labor Day. New Year’s Day is widely 
celebrated on 1 January but Eastern Orthodox 
Christians recognize it on 14 January in the Republika Srpska (RS).277 Celebrations for 
News Year’s Day range from private family house parties to larger public parties and 
displays.278 At home, families prepare special meals and give presents to children.279 
Fireworks are lit at the stroke of midnight. Labor Day, also called May Holiday, occurs at 
the beginning of warm weather and signals vacation time for Bosnians. 

Independence Day and National Statehood Day are contested in the country. In particular, 
some celebrate Independence Day on two different dates and by two different names. 
This reflects the population’s strong ethnic and national identity. Most Bosnians celebrate 
independence from Yugoslavia in 1992 on 1 March and businesses are closed on that day. 
Some Serbian Bosnians, however, do not commemorate Independence Day for nationalist 
reasons. They believe the RS should be its own independent state with its own 
independence day. Instead of Independence Day, they celebrate Republika Srpska Day on 
9 January.280 For the same reason, some Serbs commemorate the signing of the Dayton 
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Peace agreement on 21 November 1995 as the beginning of their statehood rather than 25 
November 1943, when Bosnia and Herzegovina was re-established as nation.281 

A number of internationally famous festivals also punctuate the Bosnian calendar, 
including the International Folklore Festival (July in Sarajevo), the Sarajevo Film 
Festival (August in Sarajevo), and Baščaršijske Nights (July in Sarajevo), an entire month 
of cultural events some of which are free of charge to participants.282, 283  

Do’s and Don’ts  

Do greet Bosnians with a firm handshake. 

Do allow Bosnian women to initiate handshakes. 

Do use titles when addressing Bosnians, particularly in formal situations. 

Do beckon someone with the palm of your hand facing them and then fold your hand 
down. 

Do pay if you have invited friends out for food or drink. 

Do not use first names unless invited to do so. 

Do not bring up sensitive topics such as strained ethnic relations and recent wars. 

Self Study Questions 

Close contacts between multigenerational family members are common in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. True or False? 

It is important to let Bosnian women initiate greetings and handshakes. True or False? 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is important to leave food on one’s plate to show respect 
for the host. True or False? 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, people often wear regional/traditional clothing. True or False? 

Islamic holidays are not recognized in Bosnia and Herzegovina. True or False? 
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Urban Life 

Introduction 

Nearly 50% of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s (Bosna i 
Hercegovina) population is urban, up 4% from 2000, 
according to recent estimates.284,285 For decades 
rural people have been moving to urban areas to 
seek work and life opportunities. This may be due to 
the urban-rural divide.286,287 Rural people are often 
seen as narrow-minded or primitive, and rural 
villagers wishing to escape such prejudices are often 
eager to move to cities. 

Today’s urban areas are more homogenous compared to pre-1992 patterns of ethnic 
distribution. That year, Bosnia and Herzegovina declared its independence from the 
former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, prompting violent resistance from its 
Serb and Croat populations and their ethnic allies in surrounding states. After three and a 
half years of war marked by ethnic cleansing campaigns, the opposing parties of the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Republic of Croatia, and the Serb-dominated 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia declared an end to hostilities. They also agreed to 
establish a central democratic government and two autonomous political units. These 
were the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska (Serb Republic 
or RS). This political division roughly mirrors the current population distribution of the 
country’s three main ethnic groups: Bosniaks and Croats live predominantly in the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, while Serbs live primarily in the Republika 
Srpska. 

Urban Issues 

Unemployment 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has had a high unemployment rate since the interethnic warfare 
that began in 1992. Before the conflict, everyone in the former communist Yugoslavia 
had a job and free access to education and healthcare.288 Three years of fighting, however, 
devastated the economy of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Production decreased 80% between 
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1992 and 1995, and unemployment soared to record levels.289 Today, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina remains one of the poorest countries in Europe due to its slow transition to a 
market economy and a challenging business environment marred by corruption and 
excessive red tape.290 Recently, the international economic downturn has reduced Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s employment rate, gross domestic product, and exports.291 Throughout 
the country, state industries are now overstaffed, closed down, or are barely 
operational.292 Private sector growth and foreign direct investment are needed to 
revitalize the economy and spur job creation.293  

Unemployment in Bosnia and Herzegovina officially stands at 40% (2009 estimates), 
although the informal sector may shrink the actual rate by 10-15%.294 Young educated 
people are increasingly entering the jobless pool; education is relatively inexpensive but 
employment opportunities are few.295 While unemployment benefits are available to the 
jobless, lack of information and difficulties in negotiating the bureaucratic maze make it 
difficult for Bosnians to receive these benefits.296  

Social Exclusion 

Unemployment is a symptom of a larger socio-
economic problem in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Prior 
to the conflict, Bosnians in the former Yugoslavia 
lived in an egalitarian society that afforded them a 
high standard of living. After the war, a new form of 
poverty emerged.297 According to the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), it might 
be “defined by social-exclusion and a lack of access 
to the basic things that make up an acceptable 
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standard of living.”298 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, health care based on pre-war 
residency, ethnic bias in workplace hiring, favoritism toward veterans and those who lost 
a family member in the war, and ethnic segregation in schools are some of the key factors 
in social exclusion.299,300 Population displacement (due to the war and ethnic cleansing), 
slow job growth, and nationalist policies have also contributed to social exclusion. 
Minority returnees, the Roma ethnic group, children, the elderly, and disabled persons are 
particularly vulnerable, amounting to approximately half of the population in 2007.301 
However, any citizen of Bosnia and Herzegovina may face marginalization if living in an 
area as a minority.302 A shift in economic and political policies is required to reduce 
poverty and lower the risks of long-term social exclusion.303 

Health 

Primary health care is mostly free for Bosnians but 
generally of poor quality.304,305 Lack of medical 
facilities and a shortage of medical supplies and 
equipment make the quality of care below U.S. or 
Western European standards.306 This is due to lack 
of funding, inadequate coordination between 
facilities, and bureaucracy (the country has three 
health care systems at the state and entity levels).307 
The World Health Organization (WHO) identified 
the following issues in a 2007 study: inequality in health care access (due to poverty and 
health benefits not being recognized in different parts of the country), inefficient health 
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service, a fragmented health care sector, and an underdeveloped health information 
system, among others.308 Since then, there has been little improvement due to the slow 
response to reform from government, whether central, entity or municipal.309 The country 
has yet to rebuild many rural clinics that were damaged during the war, Bosnians are still 
restricted to getting health care from their place of residence (unless they can go to 
Sarajevo), hospitals are mainly found in regional centers only, patients continue to face 
long lines at clinics, and some prescription drugs and preventative medicines may still be 
hard to acquire.310,311 Private clinics and practitioners exist in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
but the quality of care varies.312 Major health challenges today include cardiovascular 
disease, cancer, and tuberculosis.313 

Exchange 15: Is there a hospital nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a hospital nearby? eemaa lee bolneetsaa oo 
bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes, in the center of town. eemaa, oo tsentRoo gaaRdaa 

 

Education 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is still recovering from the 
collapse of its educational system after the 1992-
1995 conflict. Some reforms have been implemented, 
but the country continues to struggle to meet the 
challenges of a decentralized system, educational 
segregation, and minority access to 
education.314,315,316 As the Organization for Security 
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and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) states, “full implementation and interpretation of 
legislation and related competencies [partly depends]… on the extent to which the 
broader political environment has been focused [sic] on state consolidation versus 
fragmentation.”317 Thus, politics plays a significant role in the Bosnian education system 
in many ways.318  

The educational sector in Bosnia and Herzegovina is decentralized. Currently, 13 
ministries operate at the state, entity, and canton levels. Each ministry also has its own 
educational program, laws, and budgets.319 Such decentralization of the sector allows 
administrators and politicians to support divisive educational policies with ethno-
nationalist agendas.320 Thus, some schools are really “two schools under one roof’,” with 
a different educational program for each ethnic group.321  

While some students learn an ethnically biased curricula at school, other children do not 
attend school at all.322 Among the poorest families in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is 
estimated that one child in four does not go to school.323 The Roma people, in particular, 
has long suffered discrimination and hostility in Bosnia and Herzegovina society and 
particularly at school.324,325 Discrimination has contributed to the Roma children’s 
estimated school attendance rate of only 10%, thus helping to perpetuate high 
unemployment, homelessness, and poverty among the Roma.326 Therefore, in addition to 
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developing a non-ethnically biased curriculum, Bosnian educational reform requires a 
stronger emphasis on inclusiveness for those minority children who have historically 
been excluded or ignored by the nation’s educational system.327 As UNICEF points out, 
one of the main challenges in the educational sector is “to identify policies and 
implement strategies that are based on equality and non-discrimination, thus ensuring that 
national norms fully integrate the values of justice, equity and human dignity.”328A 
unified and historically balanced curriculum is now being developed within educational 
reform in the country.329  

The basic educational structure in Bosnia and Herzegovina is the same throughout its 
private and public institutions. Children attend nine years of mandatory primary school 
starting between the ages of 5 and 6. Thereafter, students may enroll at a vocational, 
technical, or academic school for three to four years.330 Students who attended academic 
schools can transfer to several universities in the country; their degrees are not acceptable 
outside of Bosnia and Herzegovina, however.331  

Restaurants 

Bosnian cities offer a variety of dining 
establishments offering cuisine with Central 
European, Balkan, and Turkish influences. Cafes, 
bakeries (pekara), sweet shops (slastičarnas), and 
the ascinicas (Turkish restaurants) provide meals in 
a casual social environment. 332,333 While Bosnians 
rarely eat large western-style breakfasts, they take 
long lunches and frequent coffee breaks throughout 
the day.334 Dinner is served late, around 8 p.m., and 
is usually a lighter fare. 
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Exchange 16: Are you serving breakfast? 

Soldier: Are you still serving 
breakfast? 

seRveeRaate lee yosh ooveeyek 
doRoochaak? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Most Bosnians begin their day with black coffee and breakfast in mid-morning. Bosnians 
usually go to the local bakery (buregdženica) to snack on croissants, hot rolls, strudel, as 
well as sandwiches (sendvič) and traditional pies.335  

Pies are one of main dishes in Bosnian cuisine and can be eaten at any time of the day. 
Pies are made in many varieties. Meat (burek), cheese (sirnica), spinach and cheese 
(zeljanica), potato (krompiruša), and squash (tikvanica) are the most common.336 Burek 
(with meat, cheese, or vegetables) is commonly eaten at breakfast and served with clotted 
cream.337 Bosnians usually enjoy the pies with a popular thin yogurt drink called kefir.338 
Crepes (palančinka) are an alternative to these pies. 

Lunch is the main meal of the day. Soups (supa), 
meat with vegetables, salad, and bread are common 
lunch dishes.339 Stews (čorba) are especially popular 
during cold winter days, with chicken soup (begova 
čorba) as the most common variety.  

Exchange 17: I’d like some hot soup. 

Soldier: I’d like some hot soup. yaa beeh zheleeo toploo soopoo 

Local:  Sure. svaakaako 
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Grilled meats, including lamb, beef, and pork, are very popular as sausages (ćevapčići) 
and patties (pleskavica). The meat is grilled with onions and served in thick pita breads 
called sonum. Another common Bosnian dish is the cabbage and grilled meat stew called 
bosanski lonac.340 It is slow-roasted and served directly at the table from the long wide 
neck of a ceramic pot.341 Poultry is common, and like most meat, is raised locally and 
without hormones. Fish is also popular, usually served with the whole head and skin 
intact.342  

Exchange 18: What type of meat is this? 

Soldier: What type of meat is this? koyaa vRstaa mesaa ye ovo? 

Local:  It’s lamb. to ye yagnyeteenaa 

 

Favorite desserts are baklava, a Turkish phyllo dough pastry layered with honey and nuts; 
tufahijia, an apple boiled and stuffed with nuts and cream; and krempita, a type of 
pudding that tastes similar to cheesecake.343 Bosnians also enjoy puddings, plain cakes, 
ice cream, and fresh fruit as dessert.344 

Kefir (a yogurt drink), coffee, and rakija are the 
most popular drinks in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Coffee culture is strong in the nation, and the coffee 
is traditionally prepared in the Turkish style.345 It is 
consumed at all times of day. Rakija, a strong plum 
brandy, is a popular locally produced alcoholic 
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drink.346 While making a toast, it is considered polite to make eye contact.347 

Exchange 19: May I have a glass of water? 

Soldier: May I have a glass of 
water? 

mogoo lee dobeetee chashoo 
vode? 

Local:  Yes, right away. daa, odmaah 

 

When eating out at restaurants and cafes, patrons generally seat themselves. The selection 
at such establishments will consist mostly of local and seasonal items.348 Sometimes an 
English menu may be available if you ask for it. Some waiters and waitresses may also 
speak English. They will put a bill (račun) on your table each time you place an order. 
When it is time to pay, only one person (the person who did the inviting) pays the entire 
bill.349 Money is given directly to the waiter or waitresses who provided the service. Tips, 
while not necessary, are always appreciated.350 

Exchange 20: Can I have my bill, please? 

Soldier: Can I have my total bill, 
please? 

mozhete lee mee doneeyetee 
Raachoon zaa sve? 

Local:  Yes, of course. daa, svaakaako 
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Market Place  

Bosnians patronize a variety of stores. Venues include open-air 
markets, vegetable markets, supermarkets, vending stalls, and the 
corner local shop. Most western goods are usually cheaper in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina than elsewhere.351  

 

 

 

Exchange 21: Is the bazaar nearby? 

Soldier: Is the bazaar nearby? eemaa lee peeyaatsaa oo 
bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes, over there on the 
right. 

daa, taamo naadesno 

 

Handicrafts, clothes, art, and jewelry are also great value items that can be found in open-
air markets (consisting of numerous individual vendors) as well as local shops. Local 
shops generally carry food items and basic toiletries. 

Exchange 22: Do you sell Fezz*? 

Soldier: Do you sell fezz? pRodaayete lee fesove? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

*traditional Bosnian hat 
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Bosnians make most of their purchases with cash. 
Visitors can withdraw cash from international banks 
and ATMs. ATMs can be found in sufficient 
numbers in large cities but not in smaller towns. 
Traveler’s checks and cash transfers usually involve 
delays, sometimes weeks.352 Some hotels and 
restaurants may accept credit and debit cards, but it 
is best to always carry cash in both large and small 
denominations and in a secure place so as not to fall 
prey to pickpockets.353 

Exchange 23: Can you give me change for this? 

Soldier: Can you give me change 
for this? 

mozhete lee mee Raazmeeyeneetee 
ovo? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

The national currency, the Bosnia and Herzegovina convertible 
mark (konvertibilna marka; currency code BAM), is pegged to the 
euro. However, while some private service providers and stores 
may accept the euro, most official payments must be made in the 
convertible mark, colloquially called “KM.”354 

Bosnians generally do not bargain since most shops keep their 
prices consistent.355,356 However, shoppers may haggle in old 
Turkish quarters (čaršijas) where handmade goods are sold. Stari 
zanati, the art of handmade goods, began during the mid 15th 
century with the arrival of the Ottomans.  
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Exchange 24: Can I buy a rug with this much money? 

Soldier: Can I buy a rug with this 
much money? 

mogoo lee koopeetee cheeleem zaa 
ovoleeko novtsaa? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

Handicrafts such as gold, jewelry, bronze and copper coffee- and-tea sets, metal plates, 
hand-carved woodwork, and rugs can be found in open markets in Sarajevo, Mostar, 
Banja Luka, and Travnik as well as smaller villages such as Visoko, Jajce, and Konjic.357  

Exchange 25: Do you have any more of these? 

Soldier: Do you have any more of 
these? 

eemaate lee veeshe eeyedaan od 
oveeh? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

Transportation 

Much of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s transportation 
infrastructure was destroyed during war. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s railway system, which dates back to 
the 19th century, still has not fully recovered from 
the damage.358 The network consists of 1000 km 
(621 mi) and has few remaining direct lines between 
major cities.359,360 Four routes connect with Sarajevo, 
the capital. One line connects with Zenica, Banja 
Luka, and finally Zagreb, in Croatia. Another 
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northern route passes through Tuzla and terminates in Budapest, Hungary. A southern 
line connects Sarajevo with Konjic, Jablanica, Mostar, Čapljina, and then passes through 
Croatia to the port city of Ploče.361 The fourth, and most recent route connects the capital 
with Belgrade, Serbia.362 

Exchange 26: Is there a train station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a train 
station nearby? 

eemaa lee zhelyezneechkaa 
staaneetsaa oo bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Sarajevo Airport is Bosnia and Herzegovina’s main 
hub for international flights. There are no regularly 
scheduled domestic flights between Sarajevo and 
smaller airports.363 Buses also have international 
connections with stops throughout the country. 
Buses actually may be the best public transport 
option for travelers. They are generally faster than 
trains, are inexpensive, on time, and run 
frequently.364 On the downside, drivers stop often 
for rest breaks. In the Federation, Sarajevo, Tuzla, 
Mostar, Zenica, Bosnia and Herzegovinaać, and Travnik are the main transit centers 
while East Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Doboj, and Bjelfina are the main centers in the 
Republika Srpska.365  
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365 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 2: Practical Information [p. 69].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
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Exchange 27: Which road leads to the airport? 

Soldier: Which road leads to the 
airport? 

koyee poot vodee do 
aaeRodRomaa? 

Local:  The road heading east. poot koyee eede pRemaa eestokoo 

 

Trams (public trolleys) are found only in Sarajevo. Trams are reliable and widely used, 
and thus often crowded. Be aware of pick-pockets and imposters posing as ticket 
controllers on trams.366  

Taxis are cheap and plentiful and safer than trams.367 Bicycles are common on rural roads 
but are not a good fit for narrow city streets with small, hard shoulders.368  

Exchange 28: Where can I get a cab? 

Soldier: Where can I get a cab? gdye mogoo naachee taaksee? 

Local:  Over there. taamo 

 

For cars poor road conditions, adverse weather, 
inattentive drivers, and unsafe vehicles make it 
challenging to drive in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Although driving is possible throughout most of the 
country, road conditions remain poor. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has less than 40 km (24 mi) of four-
lane highways. The majority of roads are two-lane, 
which are quite narrow at places, lack guardrails, 
and are full of curves, a particularly dangerous 
condition in the mountains.  

                                                 
366 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
367 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
368 Bosnia & Herzegovina. Clancy, Tim. “Chapter 2: Practical Information [p. 69].” 2010. Guilford, CT: 
The Globe Pequot Press, Inc. 
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Exchange 29: Where can I rent a car? 

Soldier: Where can I rent a car? gdye mogoo Rentaatee aaooto? 

Local:  Downtown. oo tsentRoo gRaadaa 

 

Sometimes roads are closed due to landslides or de-mining activity. Drivers should 
proceed with extreme caution especially at night. In the winter, driving conditions are 
worsened by inclement weather including snow, ice, and rain with heavy fog in the 
mornings and evenings in mountainous areas. Travel at night is especially dangerous, as 
most roads between major cities are unlit and construction and traffic signs may be 
unclear or poorly marked. Aggressive, reckless, and inattentive drivers are another hazard 
on the road, and drunk driving remains a problem. 369,370  

Exchange 30: Is there a gas station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a gas station 
nearby? 

eemaa lee nekaa benzeenskaa 
poompaa oo bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Many Bosnians drive vehicles that are in bad 
condition. The lack of service stations with 
mechanics outside major cities compounds the 
problem, leading to blocked roads caused by 
broken-down cars. 

                                                 
369 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 7: Traveling [p. 121].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
370 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Traffic Safety and Road Conditions.” No date. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#traffic_safety 
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Exchange 31: Is there an auto mechanic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a good auto 
mechanic nearby? 

eemaa lee nekee dobaaR 
aaootomehaaneechaaR oo 
bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Though traffic laws are clear, authorities do not always enforce them.371 The speed limit 
on most roads is 60 km/h (mi) and 80 km/h (mi) on straight stretches of roads. While 
driving, the use of seatbelts is mandatory and talking on the cell phone is prohibited. The 
legal blood alcohol level is restricted to 0.03%. Drivers must have a first aid kit, safety 
vest, spare tire, jack, safety triangle, towing rope, and spare light bulb in their car at all 
times. Foreigners must have an international driving permit in order to drive legally in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Renting a car, however, is expensive, particularly cars with 
automatic transmission, and gas is more costly than in the U.S.372 

Safety 

Crime 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a low crime rate, but 
Sarajevo has a consistently high rate of street 
crime.373 Non-violent street crimes such as petty 
theft and burglary are most common. Thieves 
typically strike when they see an opportunity and 
work in pairs, usually in tourist areas and on public 
transportation.374,375,376 

                                                 
371 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Traffic Safety and Road Conditions.” No date. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#traffic_safety 
372 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 7: Traveling [p. 121].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
373 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Crime.” No date. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#crime 
374 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 7: Traveling [p. 130].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
375 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Crime.” No date. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#crime 
376 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
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Exchange 32: Give me money. 

Local: Give me money daayte mee novaats 

Soldier:  I don’t have any. yaa nemam novtsaa 

 

Although violent crime (mugging, murder, carjacking, etc.) is rare in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, regions outside of Sarajevo have a higher rate of violent crime as compared 
to nonviolent crimes.377 Criminals, especially members of gangs involved in human- and 
narcotics trafficking, often use weapons and ammunition left over from the war to settle 
personal, business, or political disputes.378,379  

Exchange 33:  Did these people threaten you? 

Soldier: Did these people threaten 
you? 

plashe lee vas ovee lyoodee? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

                                                 
377 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
378 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Threats to Safety and Security.” No date. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#safety 
379 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
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Landmines 

Landmines, placed in the country during the conflict of 1992-1995, 
remain a safety issue. Since 1996, nearly 500 people have been 
killed by landmines. Most urban areas have been cleared, but 
since they were placed without a tracking system, only 30% of the 
minefields have been marked.380,381 The current area of suspected 
landmine contamination is estimated at over 1,482 sq km (572 sq 
mi)—approximately 3% of the country’s total territory.382 Recent 
reports indicate that there are between 500,000 and 1 million 
active land mines in an estimated 13,000 minefields across the 
country.383 The de-mining community recommends avoiding 
former lines of conflict and abandoned buildings and sticking to 
paved roads. 

Self Study Questions 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s unemployment rate is low. True or False? 

Ethnic segregation in school contributes to the problem of social exclusion. True or False? 

Rural Bosnians have access to fewer clinics than their urban counterparts. True or False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s educational system is highly decentralized. True or False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rail system has been completely rebuilt since the 1990s 
conflict. True or False? 

                                                 
380 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
381 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 7: Traveling [p. 130].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
382 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Bosnia-Herzegovina Country Specific 
Information: Threats to Safety and Security.” No date. 
httphttp://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1070.html#safety 
383 Overseas Security Advisory Council. “Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010 Crime and Safety Report.” 29 
March 2010. https://www.osac.gov/Reports/report.cfm?contentID=115557 
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Rural Life 

Introduction 

Nearly half of the population in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is rural. Most of the rural population 
lives in the central and northern areas where the 
climate is more hospitable.384 Due to the rural-urban 
divide that permeates Bosnian culture, rural people 
are sometimes seen as primitive or “backwards.” 
Thus, urban migration has been an ongoing trend. 
Mass urban migration during the 1960s and 1970s 
doubled the urban population.385 This influx created 
ethnically mixed cities and larger villages in which Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims), 
Orthodox Christian Serbs, and Roman Catholic Croats lived together in harmony. The 
civil war from 1992–1995 changed the demography of the state, prompting the 
establishment of two autonomous entities divided along ethnic lines: the Bosniak-Croat 
dominated Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (the Federation) and the Serb 
dominated Republika Srpska (Serb Republic or RS). Such divisions and nationalist 
policies have encouraged discrimination against minority ethnic groups. Today, 
discrimination against ethnic minorities and social exclusion exists most prominently in 
employment, social services, and housing.386 Another obstacle to the revival of rural 
areas is the slow pace of rural development, which is partly to blame for the high rural 
poverty rates. 

Rural Economy 

Agriculture and livestock production are the core of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rural economy. 
Approximately 20% of the land is arable, mostly in 
the northern plains alongside the Sava River 
Valley.387 The major agricultural crops (and exports) 
are wheat, barley, soybeans, potatoes, and corn, as 
well as fruits and vegetables.388 Hilly areas of arable 
land are used for both farming and grazing sheep, 
cattle, and pigs. Tobacco and timber are also 

                                                 
384 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9110558 
385 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bosnia-Herzegovina.” 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9110558  
386 Freedom House. “Country Report 2010 Edition: Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. 
http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=22&year=2010&country=7786 
387 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Geography.” 22 
September 2010. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html 
388 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Economy.” 22 September 
2010. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html 
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significant agricultural industries for exports. Privately owned small farms produce most 
of the agricultural products although large commercial operations do exist.389,390 

About half of the rural population depends on agriculture for their survival and 
livelihood.391 However, since most of the farms are small and inefficient, production 
levels are low with rural unemployment rates among the highest in the country at over 
40% in 2009.392,393 The high unemployment and poverty rates in rural regions are largely 
due to the transition to a market economy and the devastating effects of the 1990s war on 
infrastructure and farmer assets. Farmers lost half of their assets and nearly all of their 
livestock during the war.394 While some fled to urban areas for safety, for those who 
stayed and for those who returned later, life has not changed much since the war. 
Production is limited due to poor infrastructure, inadequate financing, and lack of access 
to markets and processing industries.395,396  

Exchange 34: Where do you work? 

Soldier: Where do you work? gdye Raadeete? 

Local:  I am a farmer. yaa sam zemlyoRaadneek 

 

Since most of the immediate post-war reconstruction efforts targeted urban areas, many 
farmers have had to supplement their meager income through other activities. The 
International Fund for Agricultural Development, for example, “supports the wider rural 
economy, helping stimulate growth among agriculture-related and other rural businesses 
and providing alternatives to farming as sources of income. These might include bee-

                                                 
389 Rural Poverty Portal. “Geography, Agriculture, and Economy.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/guest/country/geography/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
390 Everyculture. “Culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Food and Economy.” No date. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.html 
391 Rural Poverty Portal. “Rural Poverty in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/guest/country/home/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
392 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. “2009 Human Rights 
Report: Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 11 March 2010. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2009/eur/136023.htm  
393 Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.” 3 June 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2868.htm#people 
394 Rural Poverty Portal. “Rural Poverty in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/guest/country/home/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
395 Rural Poverty Portal. “Rural Poverty in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/guest/country/home/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
396 International Fund for Agricultural Development. “IFAD in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/ifad/operations/country/home/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
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keeping, fish farming, processing farm products or agro-tourism.”397 Agriculture and 
tourism, in fact, are two of the largest sectors in the country’s informal economy. Rural 
population made up nearly 80% of informal sector employees in 2009, selling goods 
normally unavailable at inflated prices.398,399 Formal agricultural production can be 
increased to meet more of the country’s needs (it currently imports over half of its food 
requirements) and reduce poverty, however, slow privatization and corruption have 
obstructed progress.400 ,401 

Land Tenure 

Since World War II, records of property rights were 
either incomplete or lost.402 The situation was 
exacerbated by the 1992–1995 civil war. Property 
rights and registration were in disarray after the 
1990s war, but have improved significantly over the 
last decade. The civil war displaced 2.3 million 
people from their homes due to lack of safety, 
physical destruction, and economic needs.403  

Exchange 35: Do you own this land? 

Soldier: Do you own this land? posyedooyete lee vee ovoo 
zemlyoo? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

                                                 
397 International Fund for Agricultural Development. “IFAD in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” No date. 
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/ifad/operations/country/home/tags/bosnia%20and%20herzegovina 
398 The World Bank. “Are Skills Constraining Growth in Bosnia and Herzegovina? [p. 3]” December 2009. 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTBOSNIAHERZ/Resources/AreSkillsConstrainingGrowthInBHeng.p
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Property Rights System.” 2010. http://go.worldbank.org/N42US0EGQ0 
403 Migration Citizenship Education. Simanic, Nada. “Forced Migration and Ethnic Conflict in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina – Development and Consequences of Forced Migration: An Overview.” November 2006. 
http://www.migrationeducation.org/20.0.html 
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The Dayton Peace Accord that ended hostilities guarantees the right of return to all 
displaced persons and refugees in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The donor-led Property Law 
Implementation Program helped facilitate the return of pre-war property to displaced 
persons, many of them Bosniaks.404 After a slow start, municipal authorities began 
processing and completing claims starting in 2003.405 By the end of 2006, municipalities 
had resolved almost all claims for private and socially-owned properties in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.406 Over 211,000 caseloads were completed, a “post-conflict restitution 
process…without precedent in the history of international peace building.”407,408 

In addition, Bosnia and Herzegovina has made progress by using the Latin type 
notaryship, digitizing the land register, and employing modern cadastre (an official public 
registry of property ownership used as a basis of taxation) laws.409,410 Nevertheless, 
according to the World Bank, it is still “very difficult to complete basic real estate 
transactions, develop property or to borrow money based on property as collateral” in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.411 

Local Administration 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a complex governance 
structure composed of three levels of administration, 
but coordination between these tiers of government 

                                                 
404 International Center for Transitional Justice. Moratti, Massimo and Amra Sabic-El-Rayess “Missing 
Link Between Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration, and Transitional Justice: The Case of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. http://www.ictj.org/en/research/projects/ddr/country-cases/2377.html 
405 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina. “Property 
Law Implementation Completion - Essential to Securing the Right of Return.” No date. 
http://www.oscebih.org/human_rights/propertyrepossession.asp?d=1  
406 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina. “Property 
Law Implementation Completion - Essential to Securing the Right of Return.” No date. 
http://www.oscebih.org/human_rights/propertyrepossession.asp?d=1  
407 Oxford Journals. The International Journal of Refugee Law, Vol. 18, No. 1. Philpott, Charles B. “From 
the Right of Return to the Return of Rights: Completing the Post-War Property Restitution in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.” March 2006. http://ijrl.oxfordjournals.org/content/18/1/30.abstract  
408 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. International Law and Politics, Vol. 37. Williams, Rhodri C. 
“Post-Conflict Property Restitution and Refugee Return in Bosnia And Herzegovina: Implications for 
International Standard-Setting and Practice.” 6 March 2006. http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpDocuments)/B69698080CA0BBFCC12571A70048699B/$file/
Prop+restitution+in+BiH+RWilliams+March+06.pdf 
409 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Wehrmann, Babette. “Governance of Land 
Tenure In Eastern Europe And Commonwealth of Independent States (Cis).” July 2010. 
http://Www.Fao.Org/Docrep/012/Al378e/al378e00.pdf. 
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remains inadequate.412 In addition to the central state government, the political structure 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina consists of the Federation and the Serb Republic entities, a 
third self-governing administrative unit, and the pre-war municipality of Brčko in the 
northwest. While such power sharing and divisions allowed for some peace and 
reconciliation, the fragmented and duplicated nature of public administration in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina has created a weak central government unable to legislate constitutional, 
economic, and social reform.413,414 

Most of the power in Bosnia and Herzegovina is in the hands of the two autonomous 
entities and their municipalities and cantons, or districts. The Federation is divided into 
74 municipalities and 10 cantons. The Republika Srpska is divided into 63 municipalities. 
Both the cantons and the municipalities have their own local governments, but each also 
falls under the jurisdiction of its respective autonomous entity.415,416 Unfortunately, the 
state constitution does not adequately address how state, entity, and municipality/canton 
powers should be divided, nor how accountability is established. Thus, local authority 
rights and responsibilities are unclear and sometimes subject to tasks delegated without 
the accompanying resources to carry them out.417 Unequal allocation of resources is 
common among municipalities.418  

Nevertheless, local authorities tend to be more 
effective in their executing roles than their 
counterparts in higher levels of administration.419 
The municipal legislative body consists of councils 
in the Federation and assemblies in the Republika 
Srpska, representing one or more settlements (only 
Sarajevo, Mostar, and Banja Luka have “city” 

                                                 
412 United Nations Development Programme. “Democratic Governance.” 21 January 2010. 
http://www.undp.ba/index.aspx?PID=25&RID=27 
413 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Broader and Improved Support for 
Durable Solutions Required.” 28 August 2008. http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004BE3B1/(httpInfoFiles)/CE1A75CBBAA2EC23C12574B300362341/$file/B
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414 Freedom House. “Country Report 2010 Edition: Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 2010. 
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415 Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative. “Country Data Sheet South East Europe – 
Bosnia and Herzegovina: Local Government.” 2005. http://lgi.osi.hu/country_datasheet.php?id=22 
416 Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Decentralization 
Process.” No date. http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/12/1/36479798.pdf 
417 United Nations Development Programme. “Democratic Governance.” 21 January 2010. 
http://www.undp.ba/index.aspx?PID=25&RID=27 
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governments).420 Both councils and assemblies consist of publicly elected officials.421,422 

Mayors administer the Federation councils while the president heads the municipal 
executive board in the Republika Srpska. Municipalities are responsible for specific tasks 
assigned to them by the entity government as well as general responsibilities such as: 
child care, primary and secondary school buildings, employment agencies, social care, 
culture, sports, housing and urban planning, municipal utilities, public order, tourism; and 
management of municipal properties.423  

Exchange 36: Can you take me to your local leader*? 

Soldier: Can you take me to your 
local leader? 

mozhete lee me odvestee do 
pRedsyedneekaa myesne 
zaayedneetse? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

*government appointed village leader 

 

Political authorities, particularly Serbs and Croats, favor this decentralized state 
government since it provides more entity autonomy and better opportunities to promote 
the interests of their own ethnic group.424 However, it also obstructs the nationalization of 
economic and political reform demanded by the international community for EU 
membership, and it also supports corruption. Thus, it is not surprising to find political 
parties and entity governments among the most corrupt organizations.425 Due to 
politicians’ role in policy and decision-making, corruption has also affected a number of 
public services, including education, health care, the police, and customs. 

                                                 
420 Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative. Jokay, Charles. “Local Government in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina: Stabilization of Local Governments [pp. 98, 102].” 2001. 
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Exchange 37: Does your local leader* live here? 

Soldier:  Does your local leaderlive 
here? 

zheevee lee pRedsyedneek myesne 
zaayedneetse ovdye? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Health 

The quality of healthcare in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is generally poor but worst in rural areas. Although 
primary health care is free for the most part, the lack 
of medical facilities and a shortage of medical 
supplies and equipment due to bureaucracy, 
insufficient funding, and inadequate coordination 
between facilities make the quality of care below 
U.S. or Western European standards.426,427,428 

Access to healthcare is perhaps the biggest deterrent 
in rural areas. The country has yet to rebuild many rural clinics that were damaged during 
the war.429 In addition, Bosnians must use the health care available in their place of 
residence (unless they can go to Sarajevo) and hospitals are found only in regional 
centers. At outreach clinics, patients continue to face long lines and some prescription 
drugs and preventative medicines may be hard to find.430 The government does not cover 
certain medications and treatments; in this case, patients must pay for them in cash when 

                                                 
426 CultureGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Society.” 2010. 
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429 CultureGrams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Society.” 2010. 
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Elizabeth. “Chapter 7: Traveling [pp. 128–129].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 



83 

 

services are rendered.431 Private clinics and practitioners do exist, but their quality of care 
varies.432  

Exchange 38: Is there a medical clinic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a medical clinic 
nearby? 

eemaa lee medeetseenskaa 
kleeneekaa oo bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes, over there. daa, taamo 

 

Education 

The educational system in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is the same in both private and public institutions. 
Children attend nine years of mandatory primary 
school starting between the ages of five and six. 
Thereafter, students may enroll at a vocational, 
technical, or academic school for three to four 
years.433 Students who attended academic schools 
can transfer to one of several universities in the 
country, but their degrees are not acceptable outside 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina.434  

Exchange 39: Do your children go to school? 

Soldier: Do your children go to 
school? 

eedoo lee vasha dyetsaa oo 
shkoloo? 

Local:  Yes. daa 
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The system of education in Bosnia and Herzegovina must be considered in the light of 
the quality of the education. The country is still recovering from the collapse of its 
educational system after the 1992–1995 ethnic conflict. Some reforms have been 
implemented but the country continues to struggle with post-war challenges.435,436,437 An 
impediment to achieving a standardized and balanced system of education is the 
decentralization and fragmentation of the sector. Thirteen ministries operate at the state, 
entity, and canton levels with their own educational programs, laws, and budgets.438 Such 
decentralization allows administrators and politicians to support existing divisive 
educational policies with a nationalist agenda.439  

Exchange 40: Is there a school nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a school nearby? eemaa lee shkolaa oo bleezeenee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Such policies manifest themselves in ethnic 
segregation in the schools, biased curriculum, and 
lack of minority access to education. Some schools 
are really “two schools under one roof” with a 
different educational program for each ethnic 
group.440 To rectify this phenomenon, a unified and 
balanced curriculum is being developed as part of 
the overall educational reform program in the 
country.441 Lessons that teach tolerance and 
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understanding of religious diversity are an example of this.442 A more inclusive 
educational program will also be necessary, including the participation of the Roma who 
have long suffered severe discrimination in Bosnia and Herzegovina.443,444,445 
Discrimination has led to high unemployment rates, homelessness, and poverty among 
the Roma.  

Not just the Roma but also the entire rural population is at risk of poverty due to a lack of 
quality education. In 2007, rural areas had higher poverty rates than urban areas, and 
poverty correlates directly with levels of education. The most recent studies indicate that 
20% of those in poverty do not have a degree and 17% have primary education.446 
Therefore, much of the reform and rehabilitation has focused on primary education.447 
Secondary schools and other educational institutions still have no clear policies on how to 
resolve the national skill shortage issue plaguing the private market.448 

Rural Transportation 

Much of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s transportation 
infrastructure was destroyed during the conflict of 
the 1990s.449 Bosnia and Herzegovina’s railway 
system provides the easiest transportation from the 
Bosnian countryside to the major Balkan cities. Four 
routes connect with Sarajevo, the capital and main 
international airport. One northern line connects 
Banja Luka with Zagreb in Croatia and another 
passes through Tuzla to reach Budapest, Hungary. A 
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southern line connects Sarajevo with Konjic, Jablanica, Mostar, and Čapljina and then 
passes through Croatia to the seaport at Ploče. The fourth route connects the capital with 
Belgrade, Serbia.450 

Rural people can also use buses to get to towns and cities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as 
well as destinations in neighboring countries.451 Buses are generally faster than trains, 
inexpensive, on time, and frequent.452 In the Federation, Sarajevo, Tuzla, Mostar, Zenica, 
Bosnia and Herzegovinaać, and Travnik are the main transit centers while East Sarajevo, 
Banja Luka, Doboj, and Bjelfina are the main centers in the Republika Srpska.453 Many 
rural people, however, continue to use bicycles and horse-drawn carts for 
transportation.454 

Exchange 41: Will the bus be here soon? 

Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? hoche lee aaootoboos beetee ovdye 
ooskoRo? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

In terms of road travel, poor road conditions, 
adverse weather, inattentive drivers, and unsafe 
vehicles make it challenging to drive in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.455 Although road travel is possible 
throughout most of the country, road conditions 
remain poor. The majority of roads, particularly in 
rural areas, are two-lane roads. These roads are quite 
narrow in places, lack guardrails, and are full of 
curves, a particularly dangerous condition given the 
country’s mountainous topography. Sometimes roads are closed due to landslides or de-
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mining activity. Drivers should proceed with extreme caution on roads during winter and 
at night. In wintertime, driving is more dangerous due to the bad weather, which includes 
snow, ice, and rain with heavy fog in the mornings and evenings in mountainous areas. 
Travel at night is especially dangerous as most roads between major cities are unlit, and 
road construction and traffic signs may be poorly marked or unclear. Aggressive, reckless, 
and inattentive drivers are another hazard on the road and drunk driving is an increasing 
problem. 456,457 Many Bosnians drive vehicles that are in bad condition. The lack of 
service stations with mechanical services in the countryside compounds the problem, 
leading to blocked roads from the traffic accidents caused by broken-down cars. 

Authorities do not always enforce traffic laws but the laws are clear.458 The speed limit 
on most roads is 60 km/h and 80 km/h on straight stretches of roads. While driving, 
seatbelts are mandatory and talking on cell phones is prohibited. The blood alcohol level 
is restricted to .03%. Drivers must have a first aid kit, a safety vest, spare tire, jack, safety 
triangle, towing rope, and spare light bulb in their car at all times. Foreign drivers must 
have an international driving permit in order to drive legally in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

Exchange 42: Show us the car registration. 

Soldier: Show us the car registration. pokaazheete nam 
saaobRaachaaynoo dozvoloo 

Local:  Right away. odmaah 

 

Landmines 

Landmines, placed in the country during the 1992–
1995 conflict, are still a safety issue today. 
Approximately 3% of the country’s territory is 
contaminated with landmines.459 Urban and highly 
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populated areas have been cleared, but only 30% of the minefields have been marked 
since many landmines were placed without a tracking system.460,461 Recent reports 
indicate that there are between 500,000 and one million active land mines in an estimated 
13,000 minefields across the country.462 Most of the minefields are located along the 
border of Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republika Srpska, as they were 
meant to block the movement of troops.463 Bosnia and Herzegovina is a member of the 
Mine Ban Treaty, which requires signatories to cease the “use, stockpiling, production, 
and transfer of antipersonnel mines.” 

Exchange 43: Is this area mined? 

Soldier: Is this area mined? ye lee ovo podRoochye 
meeneeRano? 

Local:  No. ne 

 

Since 1996, nearly 500 people have died from landmines.464 Casualties continue to occur 
after a decline between 1999 and 2004. Most of the victims are returnees to rural areas 
and adult males engaged in agricultural activities such as woodcutting, hunting, and 
herding during the spring and autumn seasons.465,466 Bosnians have been educated about 
mines through schools and community organizations. The de-mining community 
recommends that people stay on paved roads and avoid former lines of conflict and 
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abandoned buildings and villages. If you plan to hike or explore the country, it is best to 
take a guide or a local with you.467 

Self Study Questions 

Agriculture is the bedrock of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rural economy. True or False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s tiered administration provides for a strong central government. 
True or False? 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a standardized educational system. True or False? 

Road travel is the safest mode of transportation in Bosnia and Herzegovina. True or False? 

Landmines remain a safety issue to this day. True or False? 
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Family Life 

Introduction 

The family is the most important social unit in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Traditionally, families 
consist of both immediate and extended family 
members. Families in Bosnia and Herzegovina are 
close-knit and patriarchal. Whether in urban or rural 
areas, family members typically live near one 
another and provide mutual support and resources. 
Traditional gender roles reinforced by Eastern 
European and Islamic values are practiced by all 
ethnic groups in both political entities: the Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) and Catholic 
Croats in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the Orthodox Christian Serbs in 
the Republika Srpska. Dividing the country into two entities was a result of the Dayton 
Peace Accords after the 1992–1995 civil war. The conflict created enduring animosity 
and distrust between the three groups in the country and destroyed the household 
structure of many families.468 

Typical Household 

Nuclear and extended families are the two types of 
typical households in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Nuclear domestic units are common in urban areas. 
Parents and two or more children live in apartments 
made of concrete. Some families may own modest 
houses made of brick in the Mediterranean style. 
Parents send their children to day-care centers 
during the day, though some may hire babysitters or 
have friends or other family members take care of 
their children. Many Bosnians also have relatives in the country. (Bosniaks may have 
fewer relatives living in rural areas since they have historically been urban.)469 In rural 
areas, extended families consist of parents, grandparents, children, and grandchildren all 
living in the same house. Grandparents usually provide childcare for their grandchildren. 
Rural families often live in homes made of stone, brick, or wood.470  
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Exchange 44: How many people live in this house? 

Soldier: How many people live in 
this house? 

koleeko osoba zheevee oo ovoy 
koochee? 

Local:  Six. shest 

 

Children normally live with their parents until they marry. Parents 
provide financial support to their children even after they have 
grown up, with the expectation that their children will take care of 
them when they grow older.471 Despite such care and devotion, 
domestic violence against children is an issue in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. According to some estimates, one out of four 
families experience domestic violence. Municipal centers do not 
always have the resources and housing needed to address all 
domestic violence issues relating to child abuse.472  

Recent historical and economic developments have changed the 
family structure in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Many families lost 
family members during the 1990s civil war.473 Others have 
displaced family members or are headed by widows.474 Still other families were broken 
up because members of mixed families had to choose between family or ethnicity.  

Exchange 45: Is this your entire family? 

Soldier: Is this your entire family? ye lee ovo vasha cheetava 
poRodeetsaa? 

Local:  No. ne 
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Roles and Responsibilities in the Family 

Roles and responsibilities in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina households are gender based. Men are 
generally the heads of households and have greater 
authority and freedom than women. Women 
traditionally take care of household tasks such as 
cooking, cleaning, shopping, and raising children, 
and are expected to be obedient and subservient to 
men.475 

Exchange 46: Are you married? 

Soldier: Are you married? yeste lee ozhenyenee? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Women participate in the workforce, but current economic conditions make it more 
difficult for women to find jobs.476 Although the constitution guarantees equal legal, 
political, and economic rights, women typically have lower-status and lower-paying jobs 
than their male counterparts. Agriculture and elementary teaching are two fields where 
women have strong female representation.477 Women remain underrepresented in fields 
of substantial economic and political power and in law enforcement. Although the 
constitution prohibits all forms of discrimination based on gender, women throughout the 
country report discrimination in the workforce. Women are still responsible for domestic 
tasks, even if they are working.478  
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Marriage, Childbirth, and Divorce 

Marriage 

Marriages tend to be love matches in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina today.479 The tradition of arranged 
marriages has died away. Before marriage, dating 
couples may meet at each other’s family home or 
enjoy time out on the town. In rural areas, dating 
couples usually meet at the city square.480 Before the 
civil war of the 1990s, 40% of all marriages 
consisted of ethnically mixed couples. Nowadays, 
almost all marriages are within the same ethnic 
group.481  

Exchange 47: Is this your wife? 

Soldier: Is this your wife? ye lee ovo vasha soopRoogaa? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

The minimum legal age for men and women to marry is 18.482 The average age at which 
Bosnians marry is 23, but many women postpone marriage for the sake of their 
careers.483 Although early marriages are uncommon, girls between the ages of 12 and 14 
have married in Roma communities.484 Legal marriages for people under 16 years of age 
are possible if the underage person is physically and mentally capable of married life and 
duties; however, it requires court authorization.485 
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Childbirth 

Since Bosnian society is family centered, births are 
an occasion for great joy and celebration. While 
baby showers are not common, births still involve 
parties and feasts where visiting family and friends 
bring gifts of food and clothing to the new parents 
after the child’s arrival.486  

Exchange 48: Are these your children? 

Soldier: Are these your children? yesoo lee ovo vasha dyetsaa? 

Local:  Yes. daa 

 

Muslims place a golden coin (an amulet) on the baby’s cap with a safety pin after the 
child is born. The mother stays with her baby for 40 days to recover.487 Bosnian Muslim 
parents circumcise their son when the boy reaches the age of three, an event celebrated 
with parties and feasts.  

In Christian communities, Orthodox and Catholic families baptize children shortly after 
birth. Then, parents select the godparent and the godparent chooses the child’s name.488 
The godparent becomes an important and close member of the family by providing 
support as the child is growing up. The child’s baptism is an occasion filled with food 
and dancing.489  

Although abortion is legal in Bosnia during the first two and a half months of pregnancy, 
the practice is discouraged for religious reasons.490 Special authorization for abortion is 
required after 10 weeks of pregnancy for all women.491 Contraception is available but not 
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widely used. Expectant couples are expected to marry, and illegitimate children are 
stigmatized.492  

While all births are supposed to be registered in Bosnia and Herzegovina, approximately 
1,000 children’s births went unregistered in 2009. Most of these children were from the 
Roma ethnic minority group. These undocumented children subsequently face obstacles 
in accessing health care, education, or social benefits.493  

Divorce 

Divorce is uncommon in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In cases of divorce, both men and 
women have equal rights under the law to own property, adopt children, or retain child 
custody. Property or assets owned prior to marriage remain with the respective spouse. 
Anything acquired during the marriage is jointly owned.494 

Social Events 

Weddings 

Since divorce is uncommon, people go all out to 
bring family and friends together for food, music, 
and dancing for the once-in-a-lifetime wedding 
event. Weddings are particularly festive affairs in 
rural areas where they can last for days.495 Here, 
weddings take place in big tents, while urban 
couples often hold their wedding ceremonies and 
receptions at home or at a restaurant.496 Typically, 
200 or more people may take part in civil and 
religious wedding ceremonies.497,498 (The government recognizes only civil marriages.)  
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Human Rights Practices.” 11 March 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2009/eur/136023.htm 
494 OECD Social Institutions and Gender Index. “Gender Equality and Social Institutions in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.” No date. http://genderindex.org/country/bosnia-and-herzegovina 
495 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
496 Culture Grams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23 
497 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
498 Culture Grams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Lifestyle.” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23 
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Exchange 49: Congratulations on your wedding! 

Soldier: Congratulations on your 
wedding! 

chesteetam vam vyenchaanye 

Local:  We are honored you could 
attend. 

chast nam ye daa 
pReesoostvooyete 

 

Bosnians may wear traditional costumes during weddings, even in urban areas. After the 
ceremony, the wedding party usually drives around town in a car decorated with ribbons 
and flowers, waving flags and honking. Gift-giving is still common practice, although 
Bosnians do not have gift registries.499 

Exchange 50: I wish you both happiness. 

Soldier: I wish you both 
happiness. 

zheleem vam obomaa sRechoo 

Local:  We are honored. chast nam ye 

                                                 
499 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
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Funerals 

Death is a solemn occasion for both Christians and Muslims in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Mourners dress in black and gather with 
their families at home for 40 days.500 Others may pay their 
respects by calling on the family of the deceased and bringing 
food or an even-numbered bunch of flowers.501,502 Mourners may 
wear headscarves and avoid television or other forms of 
entertainment.  

Exchange 51: I would like to give my condolences. 

Soldier: I would like to give my 
condolences to you and 
your family. 

yaa beeh zheleeo eezRaazeetee 
moye saaootcheshtye vasho-ey 
poRodeetsee 

Local:  Thank you. hvaalaa vam 

 

Burial typically occurs within 24 hours of death. Deceased Muslims are taken to an 
Islamic funeral home where their bodies are placed in a coffin decorated with a religious 
flag.503 Only men are allowed at Islamic funerals.504  

When a Christian dies, mourners gather first at a memorial service in a chapel and then at 
the funeral. Orthodox Christian funerals are elaborate. For example, salads and meats are 
prepared for the deceased at the cemetery. This ritual is repeated a year later, when the 
gravestone is finally put into the ground.  

                                                 
500 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 75].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
501 Everyculture. “Culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Religion.” No date. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.html#ixzz0xTC7Nk9e 
502 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
503 Culture Grams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Life Cycle” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23 
504 Culture Grams World Edition. “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Life Cycle” 2010. 
http://online.culturegrams.com/world/accessible_report.php?cid=23 
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Exchange 52: Please be strong. 

Soldier: Please be strong. boodeete yaakee 

Local:  We will try. pokooshachemo 

 

Christian tombstones may have inscriptions as well as photographs, while Muslim 
gravestones are narrow and thin with a curved top.505,506 

Naming Conventions 

Naming conventions in Bosnia and Herzegovina are similar to 
those in Croatia, Serbia, and Montenegro.507A person’s name will 
consist of the family name first and then the personal name, such 
as Pilav Ivan. Titles for Mr., Mrs., and Miss are Gospodin, 
Gospodja, and Gospodijica, respectively. 

Family names are passed down through the male line. Many 
family names end in –ić, -ević, or –ović (“ić” means “child 
of”).508 Women take their husband’s family name when they 
marry. Some women keep their father’s and husband’s name. For 
example, if Kadić Agneza marries Pilav Ivan, the married 
woman’s name can be Pilav Agneza or Kadić-Pilav Agneza.509 

Names, either personal or family, can reflect a person’s ethnic background. Family names 
such as Suljević, Mustafić, Hodžić, or those with roots taken from Islamic or Turkish 
honorifics such as hadji or bey (written “hadž” and “beg” in Bosnian) are Bosniak names. 
Thus, for example, a name such as Hadžibegić or Izetbegović (as in Alija Izetbegović, 

                                                 
505 Everyculture Countries and Their Cultures. “Culture of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Religion.” No date. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.html#ixzz0xTC7Nk9e 
506 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 3: Holidays and Celebrations [p. 74].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
507 Financial and Banking Information Infrastructure Committee, United Kingdom. “A Guide to Names and 
Naming Practices [p. 30].” March 2006. 
http://www.fbiic.gov/public/2008/nov/Naming_practice_guide_UK_2006.pdf 
508 Cultural Orientation Resource Center. “Bosnians: Names.” 18 February 2004. 
http://www.cal.org/co/bosnia/bname.html 
509 Financial and Banking Information Infrastructure Committee, United Kingdom. “A Guide to Names and 
Naming Practices [p. 31].” March 2006. 
http://www.fbiic.gov/public/2008/nov/Naming_practice_guide_UK_2006.pdf 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina’s first president) is a Bosniak family name.510,511 Personal 
names of Turkish or Islamic origin, such as Emir, Emira, Hasan, Ibrahim, and Mustafa 
(often shortened to Mujo), are also Bosniak.512 Mitrović, Ignjatović, and Vlajković, are 
common Serb names, while Marić, Pehić, and Brkić, are typical Croat names.513  

Self Study Questions 

Urban families are more likely to send their children to day care centers than their rural 
counterparts. True or False? 

Children typically move out of their parents’ home before they get married. True or False? 

Gender greatly defines a person’s role in his or her family. True or False? 

Legal marriage age is 18 in Bosnia and Herzegovina. True or False? 

Divorce is common in Bosnia and Herzegovina. True or False? 

                                                 
510 Ancestry.com. Roots Web. “Bosnia and Herzegovina EastEuropeGenWeb Project, Bosnian Surnames.” 
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~bihwgw/surnames/index.html  
511 Museum of Learning. “Family Name: By Region.” 
http://www.museumstuff.com/learn/topics/family_name::sub::By_Region 
512 Financial and Banking Information Infrastructure Committee, United Kingdom. “A Guide to Names and 
Naming Practices [p. 31].” March 2006. 
http://www.fbiic.gov/public/2008/nov/Naming_practice_guide_UK_2006.pdf 
513 Culture Smart! Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. Hammond, 
Elizabeth. “Chapter 4: Making Friends [p. 80].” 2009. London, England: Kuperard. 
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Profile 

1. Bosnia and Herzegovina is in southwestern Europe. 

False – Bosnia and Herzegovina is in southeastern Europe. 

2. Bosnia and Herzegovina formed when it declared its independence from the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. 

True - Bosnia Herzegovina declared independence from the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992. After three and a half years of fighting, it was 
recognized as an independent republic as part of the 1995 Dayton Peace Accords. 

3. The conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina centered on language differences. 

False – The conflicts are primarily ethnic/religious, and Bosnian, Serbian and 
Croatian are essentially the same language with Bosniaks and Croats using the 
Latin alphabet and Serbs using Cyrillic.  

4. Tito’s goal was to nurture and encourage the co-existence of cultural and political 
differences in Yugoslavia’s eight republics.  

False – Tito sought to eliminate cultural and political identification with the goal 
of uniting Yugoslavs as one people under communism.  

5. Today, Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the most prosperous countries in Europe. 

False – It is one of the poorest due to repeated wars, destruction of infrastructure, 
shortage of skilled labor, complex regulations and a slow transition to a market 
economy from communism. 

Religion 

1. Religious affiliations in Bosnia and Herzegovina are strongly tied to ethnic 
identity. 

True – Bosniaks tend to follow Islam, Serbs Eastern Orthodoxy, and Croats 
Roman Catholicism. 

2. Workers in Bosnia and Herzegovina get a paid day off for each official holiday. 

False – Federal law states that workers get a minimum of four days off per year 
for religious observances – two of which are paid.  

3. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s constitution guarantees separation of church and state. 

True – This is the law in Bosnia and Herzegovina, although it often becomes 
blurred due to the strong tie between religion and ethnicity/politics. 
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4. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, religious holidays are celebrated on the same date 
every year. 

False – The Catholic Church operates on the Gregorian calendar, while the 
Orthodox Church operates on the Julian calendar. Islamic holidays are often based 
on the lunar calendar. 

5. Women in Bosnia and Herzegovina play a dominant role in family life. 

False – Families are patriarchal and traditional, with men as authoritative heads of 
household. 

Traditions 

1. Close contacts between multigenerational family members are common in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. 

True – Three generations often live under one roof, especially in the countryside 
and extended family tends to visit often. 

2. It is important to let Bosnian women initiate greetings and handshakes. 

True – Muslims are prevalent and speaking to or touching a female without 
invitation can cause serious problems. 

3. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is important to leave food on one’s plate to show 
respect for the host. 

False – This is considered an insult, so it is important to only take what you can 
eat. 

4. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, people often wear regional/traditional clothing. 

False – This custom is disappearing as most people opt for Western clothing. 

5. Islamic holidays are not recognized in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

False – Islamic, Christian and public national holidays are all recognized and 
celebrated. 

Urban Life 

1. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s unemployment rate is low. 

False - Before the conflict, everyone in the former communist Yugoslavia had a 
job and access to education and healthcare. After three years of fighting, however, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s unemployment rate soared as its production decreased 
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80% between 1992 and 1995. Currently, unemployment in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina officially stands at 40% (2009 estimates). 

2. Ethnic segregation in school contributes to the problem of social exclusion. 

True - Bosnia and Herzegovina, ethnic segregation in schools, healthcare based 
on residency, nepotism in the workplace, and favoritism toward veterans and 
those who lost a family member in the war are some of the key factors in social 
exclusion. 

3. Rural Bosnians have access to fewer clinics than their urban counterparts. 

True - The country has yet to rebuild many rural clinics that were damaged 
during the war, and hospitals are mainly found in regional centers only. Clinics 
that are still open have long waiting lines, and some prescription drugs and 
preventative medicines may still be hard to acquire. 

4. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s educational system is highly decentralized. 

True - Currently, 13 ministries operate at the state, entity, and canton levels. Each 
ministry also has its own educational program, laws, and budgets. Such allows 
administrators and politicians to support existing divisive educational policies 
with a nationalist agenda. Thus, some schools are really “two schools under one 
roof” with a different educational program for each ethnic group. 

5. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rail system has been completely rebuilt since the 1990s 
conflict. 

False - Much of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s transportation infrastructure was 
destroyed during the conflict of the 1990’s. Its railway system, built in the 19th 
century, still has not recovered from the damage.  

Rural Life 

1. Agriculture is the bedrock of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s rural economy. 

True - About half of the rural population depends on agriculture for their survival 
and livelihood. Approximately 20% of the land is arable, mostly in the northern 
plains alongside the Sava River valley. Hilly areas of arable land are used for both 
farming and grazing. 

2. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s tiered administration provides for a strong central 
government. 

False - The political structure of Bosnia and Herzegovina includes its central state 
government, the Federation and the Serb Republic entities, a third self-governing 
administrative unit, and the pre-war municipality of Brčko in the northwest.  
Though such power sharing and divisions allowed for some peace and 
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reconciliation, it has also created a weak central government unable to legislate 
constitutional, economic, and social reform. 

3. Bosnia and Herzegovina has a standardized educational system. 

False - Bosnia and Herzegovina is still recovering from the collapse of its 
educational system after the 1992-1995 ethnic conflict. One of the impediments to 
achieving a standardized and balanced system of education is the decentralization 
and fragmentation of the sector. Currently, thirteen ministries operate at the state, 
entity, and canton levels with their own educational programs, laws, and budgets. 

4. Road travel is the safest mode of transportation in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

False - The majority of rural roads are only two-lane roads, are narrow, and lack 
guardrails. Landslides or de-mining activity often make them inaccessible. Many 
Bosnians drive vehicles that are in bad condition. The lack of service stations with 
mechanical services in the countryside compounds the problem, leading to 
blocked roads from the traffic accidents such vehicles may cause. 

5. Landmines remain a safety issue to this day. 

True - Approximately 3% of the country’s territory is contaminated with 
landmines.  Urban and highly populated areas have been cleared but only 30% of 
the minefields have been marked since many landmines were placed without a 
tracking system.  

Family Life 

1. Urban families are more likely to send their children to day care centers than their 
rural counterparts. 

True - Urban dwellers typically send their children to day care centers during the 
day, though some may use babysitters or have friends and other family members 
take care of their children. In rural areas, grandparents generally provide childcare 
for their grandchildren. 

2. Children typically move out of their parents’ home before they get married. 

False - Children normally live with their parents until they marry. Parents provide 
financial support to their children even after they have grown up, with the 
expectation that their children will take care of them when they grow older.  

3. Gender greatly defines a person’s role in his or her family. 

True - Roles and responsibility in Bosnia and Herzegovina households are gender 
based. Men are head of the household and have greater authority and freedom 
than women. Women traditionally take care of household tasks such as cooking, 
cleaning, shopping, and raising children.  
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4. Legal marriage age is 18 in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

True - The minimum legal age for men and women to marry is 18. The average 
age at which Bosnians marry is 23, but many women postpone their marriage for 
the sake of their careers.  

5. Divorce is common in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

False - Divorce is uncommon in Bosnia and Herzegovina. When it does occur, 
both men and women have equal rights under the law in relation to ownership, 
adoption, and child custody. Property or assets owned prior to marriage remain in 
ownership of the respective spouse. Anything acquired during the marriage is 
jointly owned. 


