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production facilities in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Without it, the other facilities were not able to fully 

function. Below is a photo of the ethnic composition of BiH after 1993.164 

 

 

Figure 1. Croats (black) and Bosniaks (Gray) in BiH during 1993.White areas are Serb-
controlled. The Lašva Valley lies in the area between Vitez and Kiseljak. (Source: Croatia.org) 

 

Shrader notes that the fighting in the Lašva Valley was not the main conflict in BiH from 

1992-1995, but it is an important one because such fierce fighting occurred in a small space and 

among close neighbors. Studying this conflict enables us to look at how wars are conducted in 

more modern and developed settings, as many skirmishes included fighting within towns and 

villages, in addition to the surrounding areas. When the Yugoslav/Serb forces attacked Croatia, 

                                                
164	Žubrinić,	D.	(2013,	November	12).	Bijeli	Put	-	White	Path	10-26	December	1993	the	greatest	humanitarian	action	in	
European	History.	Retrieved	April	20,	2016,	from	http://www.croatia.org/crown/articles/10495/1/Bijeli-Put---White-Path-10-
26-December-1993-the-greatest-humanitarian-action-in-European-History.html.		
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Bosnian Croats and Bosniaks began to get organized in case war broke out in Bosnia as well. 

The Bosnian Croats formed the Croatian Defence Council, first the civilian element on April 8, 

1992, then the military element on May 15, 1992. Meanwhile, the majority of the former 

Yugoslav Territorial Defense forces and their resources were absorbed into the Army of the 

Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina.  

In Central Bosnia, Shrader states that the ABiH launched their initial attacks in January 

1993, aiming to cut the Croat enclave in the Lašva Valley into several pockets, culminating in 

their forced surrender and exodus from the region. The attacks in January were designed to test 

the response of the Croat defenders, and they essentially worked, catching the Croats off guard in 

the northern parts of the Lašva Valley, as well as generally throughout. The HVO was able to 

prevent any major advancements during January, although their defense lines were only partially 

staffed and stretched thin. There were several incidents, such as kidnappings of prominent HVO 

officials by mujahideen soldiers, as well as small-scale exchanges of fire, which provoked 

tensions among the Bosniaks and Croats in Central Bosnia during the early months of 1993.  

A cease-fire was established after the January attacks, but it was not closely followed by 

ABiH forces, something the HVO reported in the weeks leading up to the renewed ABiH 

offensive on April 15, 1993. The next day, the HVO forces launched a counterattack in the 

village of Ahmići and in other nearby areas, aimed at preventing the ABiH troops from 

regrouping. Shrader notes that the military aspect of the counterattack was successful, but the 

ensuing massacre of Bosniak civilians, as well as the destruction of the village, was an 

“unintended consequence” of the counterattack.165 Though his assessment is based on an analysis 

of the available communication records, as well as personal experience in the region during and 

                                                
165	Shrader	(2003).	Pg.	92.	
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after the war, it is difficult to truly know what led to the events that transpired on that day. 

Several Bosnian Croat leaders were convicted of war crimes because of this incident, and it is the 

most cited of the events of the Muslim-Croat conflict in Central Bosnia.166 Another cease-fire 

was signed between the ABiH and the HVO in late April, and the two sides reassessed their 

positions. 

Following the implementation of the cease-fire, the Bosnian Croat and Bosniak leaders 

agreed to follow human rights protocols, including care for the wounded, protection of civilians, 

and provisions for the exchange of prisoners. Colonel Blaskic issued a series of orders to his 

subordinates during the last weeks of April, urging them to follow the cease-fire agreement, but 

also to be on their guard.167 Due to the reports he was receiving from eyewitnesses, he believed 

the Bosniaks were not serious about following the cease-fire, so he communicated with the UN 

and EC leaders in Central Bosnia, urging them to intervene in the matter.168 

Fighting broke out again during the first week of June, 1993, when the ABiH forces 

attacked the HVO in the town of Travnik, located in the northern part of the Lašva Valley, and 

forced them in the direction of the Serb forces, who took them prisoner. Similar, intense, small-

scale conflicts continued to take place even as peace agreements developed. The Kula sector east 

of Busovaca fell to the ABiH during the month of June, as did other villages bordering the Lašva 

Valley. In August, 1993, Colonel Blaskic reported that the HVO situation was becoming critical. 

He issued an order calling for severe disciplinary measures to be taken against soldiers deserting 

their positions. The ABiH leaders met in Zenica in late August and discussed their plans for the 

continued offensive against the Croats in Central Bosnia. There was also some restructuring in 

                                                
166	ibid.		
167	ibid.	Pg.	124.	
168	ibid.	Pg.	126.	
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the ABiH command, which led to more conservative individuals assuming control over the 

Bosniak forces surrounding the Croats in Central Bosnia.169 

The fighting continued during September, resembling trench-warfare, and calmed down 

during the month of October.170 In November, it erupted again, and this time, the SPS factory 

came under direct fire by the ABiH forces. In Vitez, fighting was intense during the fall of 1993, 

and the ABiH forces attempted to break the Croat pocket in two. They came close to doing so in 

early January, 1994, but they did not fully succeed. The HVO launched a series of counterattacks 

in the areas that were lost during the fall, and they regained some of the lost ground in late 

January.171 However, fighting between Bosniaks and Croats tapered off as the Washington 

Agreement was introduced in February 1994, and preparations were made for its signing. A 

cease-fire in accordance with the agreement was signed on February 23 in Zagreb, and 

implemented on February 25.172 When the Washington Agreement was signed, the Federation of 

Bosnia-Herzegovina was established, and the Muslim-Croat alliance was restored. This was the 

end of the open conflict between the two, and eventually the HVO was absorbed into the ABiH 

after the war ended. 

As can be seen, the fighting in this area was especially heated from 1993-94, which, in 

addition to the continued political and economic problems, adds to the difficulty for those 

working towards reconciliation, reform, and reintegration. As discussed in earlier chapters, Croat 

nationalists have repeatedly argued for a third entity, and used the “vital national interest” veto to 

block reforms from implementation. Furthermore, the election of self-declared Bosnian Croat 

and member of the predominantly Bosniak-supported Social Democratic Party (SDP BiH) Željko 

                                                
169		HQ,	ECMM,	(1993)	Pg.	8-9.	
170	O'Ballance,	E.	(1995).	Civil	War	in	Bosnia,	1992-94.	New	York,	NY:	St.	Martin's	Press.	Pg.	232.		
171	Shrader	(2003).	Pg.	154.	
172	Ibid.	Pg.	159.		
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Komšić (rather than a nationalist) as the Croat representative to the Presidency in 2006, and his 

re-election in 2010, further upset Croats and caused them to stop cooperating on matters of 

reform. Croat nationalists argued that because Komšić was elected primarily by Bosniak votes, 

he was not a rightful representative, and their constitutive status was being undermined. 

 

Ethnographic Study 

On May 25, 2015, I flew to Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina and spent the next six weeks 

in a mixed, semi-rural town in the Central Bosnia Canton, gauging the response to the 2014 

Supreme Court ruling in the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina that found the “two schools 

under one roof” program unconstitutional, and ordered an end to its practice. It took me 

approximately two weeks after arriving to formulate an approach to interviews, and to begin 

meeting with individuals. During this time, I visited with family and friends who reside in the 

Central Bosnia area, and obtained their advice on possible candidates for potential interviews. 

For the first two weeks, I stayed at my uncle’s house, and I made an effort to help out with 

chores here and there while I established a daily routine, and adjusted to the area. While I had 

visited BiH several times after moving to the United States, I had never attempted to carry out a 

study, and this time around, my focus was not just personal. Because of this, I had to establish a 

way to keep my study-related interactions separate from my familial and social interactions, 

which also took a bit of planning. 

After the first two weeks, I moved into an apartment in town, which belongs to a relative 

of mine who lives in Austria, and lived there by myself for the next month. I was fortunate to 

have the space and the resources to conduct additional research, as well as the solitude to reflect 

on the events of the day. After moving into the apartment, I read that the local primary school 
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planned to have a day where students and parents could come and buy/sell/exchange their 

schoolbooks, and I saw this as an opportunity to see if I could meet potential study participants 

with ties to the school.   

 

Primary school visit 

I walked to the school on the day of the sale, and saw that there was a small crowd of 

students in front of the building, gathered around a table with books on top of it. As I 

approached, I saw that there was an older student standing by the front doors, monitoring the 

gathering. I greeted this student and asked if the director was in, to which he replied that he was, 

and that he was possibly on the second floor. There was a teacher just inside the school who 

overheard us talking and she confirmed that the director was upstairs and offered to take me to 

him.  

The teacher led me up to the second floor and the director was there, speaking with 

another teacher by the look of it, but he concluded shortly after we reached the landing. I 

introduced myself to the director, who looked not much older than me, and shared with him that 

I was from this area, but that I now lived in the United States, and attended school there. I 

explained the details of my study, making note of the literature I had read, as well as the news of 

the 2014 Supreme Court case, and asked if he might be able to tell me if he had heard about the 

court case. The director said he had heard about the initial Municipal Court case, and the 

subsequent case that overturned the ruling, but he did not mention the Supreme Court case. At 

this time, I had already been in the area for a few weeks, and it was somewhat apparent to me 

that the Central Bosnia Ministry of Education had not proposed any changes to the local schools 

to reflect the Supreme Court ruling so I did not ask the director if he was perhaps unaware of the 
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most recent court case.173 Instead, I asked if he might be willing to give me a brief tour of the 

building. As I described in the last chapter, this building operated the “two schools under one 

roof” program, and the Bosniak classrooms, located on the first floor, had been renovated 

through the use of funds from Turkey. Below is a photo of the exterior of the school.  

 

 

Figure 2. Primary school in the Central Bosnia Canton. Gymnasium attached. Author’s Photo. 

 

As can be seen in the photo, graffiti had been painted over in mismatched colors, leaving 

the underlying marks discernable from up-close.174 Shortly before my arrival to BiH, I read a 

brief report that the school had been broken into, which was confirmed to me by a relative, who 

suggested that I should have somebody arrange an introduction with the director in order to 

                                                
173	It	is	interesting	that	the	director	did	not	acknowledge	the	Supreme	Court	case,	because	neither	did	the	Croat	Minister	of	
Education	for	the	Central	Bosnia	Canton	in	an	interview	she	gave	to	a	local	news	program	earlier	this	year	(see	previous	
chapter).	Minister	Čerkez	also	specifically	recalled	the	Municipal	Court	case,	and	the	Cantonal	Court	case	which	overturned	it,	
and	then	indicated	the	matter	was	resolved.	This	indicates	that	Croats	in	the	Central	Bosnia	Canton	may	not	necessarily	
recognize	the	authority	of	the	courts	in	Sarajevo,	but	instead	look	to	the	courts	in	the	“Croat	capital	of	BiH,”	Mostar.	It	remains	
to	be	seen	if	the	Supreme	Court	ruling	will	have	any	effect	on	the	way	education	is	carried	out	in	the	FBiH.	
174	The	underlying	marks	refer	to	a	local	Croat	wartime	leader.		
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avoid appearing suspicious. In any case, I did not ask the director about this incident, as I felt it 

would be rude of me to inquire as an outsider. The director showed me several of the Croat 

classrooms, and we then walked back downstairs.  

During the descent, I assumed he was going to show me the classrooms on the first floor 

as well, but he did not lead me into the hallway where these classrooms were. Instead, he pointed 

out that a part of the interior had been freshly painted, and there were plans to paint the rest now 

that the school year was over. Our conversation subsided after this, and I did not want to 

overstay my welcome since this meeting was not scheduled so I did not inquire as to whether he 

could show me the Bosniak classrooms, but I later learned that the renovated Bosniak classrooms 

are an extension of the combined primary/secondary school in the neighboring town, which I 

visited and describe later in this chapter. The director of the school in the neighboring town is 

technically the director of the Bosniak classrooms. In addition, the students from the neighboring 

town attend a mid-day shift, while local students attended morning and afternoon shifts. Though 

it may be true that some of these accommodations are due to a lack of space, it is also clear that 

there have been efforts to maintain divisions. Afterwards, I thanked the director for speaking 

with me, as well as the teacher who led me to him, and then I left the school.  

I was pleased that the director had spoken with me, but in some ways I imagine it was 

strange for him to have a Croat with ties to the area inquire about the ongoing state of reforms in 

education. I mentioned to the director that I attended first grade in BiH, but undoubtedly, my 

research questions came from an American academic’s perspective. One of the reasons why I 

chose to conduct this study in this area was because much of the literature I came across did not 

describe the Central Bosnia Canton in great detail so I was curious as to what perceptions were 

in this area, regarding both the recent Supreme Court ruling and the system of education. In some 
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ways, my desire was to supplement the available literature on education in BiH with a snapshot 

of the current events in Central Bosnia. It was my hope that I could use my identity to my 

advantage in discussions with Croat participants, but it has been nearly twenty years since I 

moved to the United States, and in many ways I have become an outsider. The following section 

provides an example of a less successful interaction with a Croat participant.  

 

Secondary school visit 

After meeting with the Croat director of the primary school, I spent the next couple of 

days debating how I could arrange a meeting with the Croat director of the local secondary 

school. I had a relative who worked in the school, but because the school year had ended, I was 

told the director was only at the school for a couple of hours each morning, finishing up 

paperwork before he departed for vacation. My relative offered to introduce me to the director, 

and she suggested that I show up at the school at around eight in the morning, before she began 

her shift. I went to the school and entered through the main set of doors. This building also had 

two schools under one roof; the Croat students attended a morning shift while the Bosniak 

students attended an afternoon shift. They had separate curriculums, directors, administrations, 

and teachers. My relative had worked there for more than a decade, and informed me that the 

Bosniak students had returned to the school around 2004-05, after the “two schools under one 

roof” program was enacted. While we waited for the director to arrive, I sat with her in the staff 

locker room/break area. It was a small room, really only big enough for a few people at most, so 

as more of the staff arrived, chairs quickly filled up. Several of the individuals smoked cigarettes 

in preparation for their shift, and although the smoke filtered out of the room, it was stifling and I 

began to wonder when the director would arrive. 
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Around eight thirty, the director entered the school, and as he passed by the custodial 

locker room on the way to the stairs, my relative called out to him and arranged an introduction. 

This director was slightly older than the director of the primary school, but from the look of it, 

both men were somewhere in their thirties. Contrary to the primary school director, this director 

was less willing to speak with me, and after I introduced myself and explained the nature of my 

study, once again making note of the court case and the literature, the only response that I 

received was that what I had read about the “two schools under one roof” program was a “tinted” 

version of the story. He did not explain what he meant, but based on my analysis, his reply 

indicates that he did not see the ethnic-divisions in education as the “segregation” of students, 

which is how it has been framed in much of the literature. 

Perhaps this was because, as many of the Croat participants with whom I spoke 

mentioned, despite the formal divisions, Bosniak students in the Central Bosnia Canton often 

attended Croat schools or enrolled in Croat curriculums in order to study the Croatian language. 

As my participants explained, this was in order to demonstrate proficiency on college entrance 

exams, or find employment in Croatia.175 Perhaps this influenced his reaction. Still, it is 

necessary to consider that Bosniak students in Central Bosnia maybe did this out of necessity, 

and not out of a desire to be among Croat students; in some cases, Croat schools in are better 

equipped or staffed because they were once shared schools in the pre-war system, while the 

Bosniak schools may have been erected in the aftermath of the war, and may not have the same 

level of recognition outside of Bosnia-Herzegovina.176 One example of this is the Petar Barbarić 

                                                
175	My	relative	who	had	worked	in	the	school	staff	for	over	a	decade	mentioned	that	while	Bosniak	students	frequently	enrolled	
the	Croat	curriculum,	in	her	time	at	the	school,	only	one	Croat	student	had	signed	up	for	the	Federal/Bosniak	curriculum,	and	
this	was	because	his	mother	enrolled	him	as	punishment	for	not	performing	well	in	the	Croat	curriculum.	She	said	that	this	
student	was	isolated	initially,	but	eventually	made	some	acquaintances.		
176	Hromadžić	(2015)	describes	instances	of	this	in	her	work	on	the	administrative	reunification	of	the	Mostar	Gymnasium.			
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Catholic School Center in Travnik, located in NW Central Bosnia. This school exists in one half 

of a singular building. The Croat Catholic school part of the building has been renovated, while 

the Bosnian state school side of the school has not. I was told by one Croat participant that some 

of the teachers who teach in the Croat school also taught in the pre-war system, while the 

Bosniak school teachers are less experienced. This school, like most of the Catholic schools in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina was built by the Austro-Hungarian empire, and bears recognition outside of 

BiH. Today in BiH, there are six Catholic school centers, and they are open to students of any 

religion.177 Approximately 15% of the students are non-Catholics.178 Below is a picture of the 

divided school building in Travnik.  

 

Figure 3. Petar Barbarić Catholic School Center in Travnik. Source: Radiosarajevo.ba 

 

 

                                                
177	Čuvalo,	A.	(2010).	The	A	to	Z	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina.	Lanham,	MD:	Scarecrow	Press.	Pg.	76.	
178	ibid.		
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The Croat director asked if I had obtained permission from the Ministry of Education in 

the Central Bosnia Canton to meet with him, to which I replied that I had not. He then said that 

we could not speak further, wished me a good day, and walked out of the school. I was caught 

off guard a bit, because I did not expect such a sudden reaction, and I felt like I had offended the 

director, causing him to leave the building. My relative informed me that his demeanor was 

usually like this, but I felt that I needed to apologize to the director because my intent that 

morning was simply to introduce myself, and to see if he might be willing to speak with me, not 

to disturb his business. 

I spoke with the staff for another ten minutes or so, until the director came back to the 

school. I had a chance to tell him that I did not mean to upset his mood, to which he replied that I 

had not done so, but since I did not have permission from the Ministry to meet with him, my 

time would be better spent among the general population, perhaps in cafes. I thanked him for his 

time, and our interaction ended.  

While it was evident to me that the director had to guard his position and remain unbiased 

in the public eye, the way I introduced myself and presented my study was not designed to 

elucidate his personal opinion on the matter of ethnically-divided education, but to see if he had 

heard about the 2014 Supreme Court case. Still, similar to my discussion with the primary school 

director, I can see how my inquiry into the matter, both as a Croat and as an outsider, might have 

been unorthodox. At the same time, considering that Bosnian Croats in the Central Bosnia 

Canton may not necessarily recognize the validity of the state-level courts in Sarajevo, since they 

may see Mostar as the “Croat capital in BiH,” it is possible to understand his reaction.  
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A couple of days later, I headed into town to meet a friend for coffee. As I began my 

walk, I was greeted by the next door neighbor who inquired as to where I was headed. We spent 

a few minutes catching up and eventually began to talk about my study. I mentioned to her that I 

was interested in meeting with individuals connected to the local schools, and she said that she 

could introduce me to the director of the combined primary/secondary school in the neighboring 

town because she had met with him before and discussed sending her son to his school, but she 

also had a friend who was a teacher at the school with whom she could visit while I met with the 

director. I did not expect this opportunity to come up, and I gladly accepted her offer. We agreed 

to meet early the next day, a Monday, and drive to the school, once again with the hopes of 

finding the director before he went on vacation. Early the next morning, we drove to the 

neighboring town and made our way to the school. The parking lot was fairly full, which was a 

good sign. 

 

Combined primary/secondary school visit 

During my meeting with this director, we did not speak much about the “two schools 

program,” because this was primarily a Bosniak school, and operated under the Federal 

curriculum, so we spoke more about education in general. My neighbor sat with us while we 

spoke, which was helpful for me because she chimed in here and there and kept the discussion 

moving forward. While I am for the most part fluent in the language, this director spoke rather 

eloquently so it was beneficial to have someone there who was able to keep up with his every 

word, or bring the conversation to a pause. In this particular instance, after our meeting with the 

director my neighbor provided me with additional details about local divisions in education, as 

well as some background information about the director, which further helped me to reflect on 
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the interaction. On another level, this was really my first meeting with a Bosniak person to speak 

about the existing divisions, so her presence was advantageous in the initial approach to the 

discussion. 

After my neighbor introduced us, I shared with the director the nature of my study, and 

then mainly listened to what he had to say. In regards to the divisions in education, the director 

said that the problem is more deeply rooted in the overall political and financial problems in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina. A lot of money is spent maintaining the existing divisions, and certain 

steps can be taken to rationalize some of the spending. For example, the director referenced a 

remote village that had a mono-ethnic school with fewer than twenty students, and said that a lot 

of money was spent maintaining this school and employing the necessary individuals, when 

instead, a van or two could be sent to the village to transport the students to a better-equipped 

school closer to town. This was an interesting observation, one that was somewhat echoed by a 

Croat participant later in my study who stated that the current system would not last much longer 

because “there isn’t enough money to pay for two of everything: two directors, two 

administrations, two sets of teachers, [etc.].” It is fair to say that the Croat participant’s remark 

was more or less speculative, but time will tell. Valerie Perry, who worked on education reform 

policy issues at the OSCE Mission to BiH, notes that as of now, there is little incentive for the 

ruling parties to promote compromise, and it is unlikely that these problems will be solved in the 

short-term.179 It is possible to infer that there may be resistance to reforms even among those 

who are employed in the divided system; there are more opportunities for work when there is 

“two of everything.” And while some parents may show preference towards a divided system of 

                                                
179	Perry,	V.	(2014,	October	12).	The	Permanent	Interim:	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina's	Ongoing	Educational	Crisis.	Retrieved	April	
20,	2016,	from	
http://www.academia.edu/8781843/The_Permanent_Interim_Bosnia_and_Herzegovina_s_Ongoing_Educational_Crisis.		
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education, based on the overlap of students in better-equipped facilities, or more recently, in 

nursing school programs, the general population appears more concerned with economic 

stability. 

The director said that at his school a large number of students sign up for faith-formation 

classes, as opposed to classes such as information processing, and ones that teach students 

practical skills. He explained that although the faith classes were important, they were theory-

laden, and “a few too many of the week’s hours were spent preparing theologians rather than 

practically-skilled persons such as builders, cooks, and engineers.” He stated that this begs the 

question: “What kind of nation do we want, a theocracy or a secular nation?” Finally, in regards 

to the ethnic divisions in education, the director said the collective taxpayers in the Central 

Bosnia Canton help fund the local system of education. “We are already paying for each other’s 

schooling, so why not be more rational about it?” Though he did not elaborate, the World Bank 

reports that the administrations in each canton identify each school separately in budget 

estimates, and schools are directly funded from canton budgets.180 

It is clear that this director’s stance favors a more centralized approach to education in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, but at the same time, when speaking to me, he made distinctions between 

“his” people and “my” people, which was interesting because I did not expect to be “othered.” 

Although, if one takes into account that Croats are numerically a minority population in BiH, it is 

possible to say that from the perspective of the Bosniak majority, Croats are the “other.” Just as 

well, if the events of the war are considered from the perspective of the Bosnian government in 

Sarajevo, it can be said that the Army of the Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina was utilized to 

                                                
180	2014	World	Bank	Progress	Report	for	Bosnia-Herzegovina.	Retrieved	March	21,	2016	from	
http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2014/11/06/000333037_20141106220812/Rendered/PDF/
826460WP0P13180Report0Sept020140eng.pdf.		
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suppress separatist forces and stabilize the newly independent Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

On the other hand, if one takes into account that in this conflict certain parts of Central Bosnia 

and Herzegovina were declared by Croats as part of the quasi-state of Herceg-Bosna, it is 

possible to consider why the return of Bosniaks to these parts, as well as to schools in this area, 

has been met with resistance on the part of local Croat nationalists.  

 

Reflection 

After meeting with these directors, my initial reaction was that education in general 

deserves more attention from Bosnia-Herzegovina’s government. It appeared to me that 

education reforms had become overshadowed by the wider political and financial problems. In 

my interactions with recent Croat graduates of the local secondary schools, many had expressed 

a desire to leave Bosnia-Herzegovina for more opportune areas such as Germany, Austria, and 

even Croatia. In order to do so, some had signed up for nursing school because of the demand for 

medical workers in Western European countries. It should be stated though that Croat desires to 

leave BiH are tied to the fact that Croats in BiH can have dual citizenship in Croatia, and as a 

result of Croatia’s accession to the EU, they are able to travel and work in EU countries. A few 

of these participants mentioned that their nursing programs were frequented by Bosniak students 

who were also seeking to move to Western European countries. Of the several participants who 

had found work in Bosnia-Herzegovina, a couple of them revealed that they were only able to do 

so through “connections,” and one even said it required a bribe. Furthermore, though they had 

found work, they more or less spoke about the precarity of the conditions in BiH. 

Although my time in Central Bosnia was brief, based on these interactions, it appears 

once again that the general population is more concerned with socio-economic conditions, rather 
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than ethno-national autonomy. The individuals with whom I spoke repeatedly expressed that the 

current system benefits only the elites, and that Bosnia-Herzegovina has become an oligarchy. 

Meanwhile, the EU continues to work with the ruling elites, relying on a policy of “carrots and 

sticks.” This has resulted in a largely depoliticized society.181 The fact that returnee numbers 

have tapered off, and that people continue to emigrate from Bosnia-Herzegovina to more 

opportune areas is further indication of this. Because of the consociational nature of democracy, 

and because ethnicity remains the main factor in BiH political identity, the wartime divisions 

linger and are potentially exacerbated in the precarious economic conditions. This has resulted in 

what Azra Hromadžić refers to as “the production of an empty state,” or even more so, what 

Jasmin Mujanovic has dubbed “an institutionalized crisis.”182 Meanwhile, as Bosnia-

Herzegovina hinges on bankruptcy, emergency relief funds are loaned out, and further austerity 

measures are introduced.  

 

Center for Education 

During my time in Central Bosnia, some of my participants referenced a local learning 

center, which offered German and English courses, as well as courses in information processing 

and employment training. Some of my participants had taken German courses at the center in 

their efforts to find work in Germany or Austria. I was interested in the learning center because it 

seemed to operate independently of the local schools, and it seemed like the kind of place that 

was catered to the general population rather than a particular group. I found the center’s website, 

and spent a couple of hours reading through the pages, learning about its history and its 

offerings. Afterwards, I sent an e-mail to the provided contact, in which I mentioned that I was in 

                                                
181	As	one	participant	put	it,	“This	state	was	created	so	that	Europe’s	dirty	money	could	be	laundered.”	
182	Referenced	earlier	in	this	discussion.	
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town for school-related reasons, and was interested in meeting with someone who could tell me 

more about the center. I received a reply from the center’s mail administrator and information 

processing teacher, who informed me of the center’s hours of operations, and that I could stop by 

and meet with the director of the center. I was excited to hear back and replied that I would stop 

by the next day.  

I walked to the learning center the next morning. It wasn’t far from the local bus station, 

where I had been before so I was surprised I hadn’t discovered it in my previous visits to this 

area. The learning center was on the first floor of a two-story building, and as I approached the 

entrance, I could see that it was divided into two rooms. The director was in the larger of the two 

rooms, a computer lab and conference center. The smaller room was used for sewing and 

tailoring courses. I walked in and greeted the director, who was an older gentleman, but an 

energetic speaker. He had been informed that I was going to stop by, and no one else was in the 

room at the time, so we spoke for about forty-five-minutes.  

The director informed me that the school was funded in 2003 by a Swedish organization, 

in cooperation with a locally formed group. The center follows the Swedish model of education, 

and the participants are mixed—there are primary, secondary, and university students, as well as 

working and retired persons. The local center established a second department in a neighboring 

town, which has become quite popular as well. For instance, in 2007, due to the multi-ethnic 

composition of both the instructors as well as the participants, the center received a sliver plaque 

from the municipal government and was rewarded with a budget for the following year. At the 

same time, the director said the center had participants not just from the immediate area, but 

from surrounding towns as well. He informed me that initially, most people were interested in 

computer literacy courses, as well as foreign language courses, but their offerings have grown 
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considerably, and now include employment training classes. The center operated independently 

in 2012, and formed a new partnership in 2013, after their initial partnership concluded. The new 

partnership was also with a Swedish organization, and further enabled the center to increase its 

course offerings.  

One detail the director mentioned was that the center was sponsored by the local Social 

Democratic Party (SDP BiH), but that this was a necessary formality, and their relationship was 

only nominal. After we spoke about the school, the director told me a little about himself, and it 

turned out he was a local man who had played soccer for the town’s club in his younger days. He 

told me that some of the local teachers also helped out at the center, and had played a part in its 

early stages. After our conversation, the director showed me some photographs of the center 

throughout the years, which included trips to Sweden and visits from the Swedish partners, as 

well as graduation ceremonies and anniversaries. I did not expect our conversation to last as long 

as it did, but I was glad to learn about the center’s effective implementation of the Swedish 

model of education. Its longevity also impressed me. 

Before departing, I asked the director if I might be of any use to the learning center, 

perhaps as a volunteer in the English course during my remaining time in Central Bosnia, to 

which he replied that they were well-staffed, but I was welcome to come by and visit. I was 

pleased to have this encounter, and I informed the director that the multi-ethnic composition of 

the center was sort of what I had been trying to find for my study. He commented that the 

center’s enrollment records, from the onset of its operations, reflected the pre-war (mixed) 

enrollment records of local schools, and this was a proud achievement. At the same time, he 

stated that the center has experienced nothing but cooperation between those of different 

backgrounds who enrolled in its course offerings. It is an indication that integration is possible, 
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and that a European model of education is applicable in the Central Bosnia Canton. 

The growth in popularity of information processing and employment training courses, as 

well as German and English, indicates that the general population is anticipating European 

integration. The interest in the center’s offerings, and its overall longevity, perhaps supports the 

notion that the general population is more concerned with economic stability rather than ethno-

national autonomy. Nonetheless, the systemic divisions continue, and whether changes to 

education will be implemented by the ruling parties remains to be seen.  

 

Conclusion 

As of this writing, the “two schools under one roof” program continues to operate in the 

Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and there have not been any changes in response to the 2014 

Supreme Court ruling. In the area of my study, a semi-rural mixed town in the Central Bosnia 

Canton, both the primary and secondary school buildings have “two schools under one roof,” 

which have been in place for a little over a decade. The students in these schools attend separate 

shifts, and have separate teachers, directors, and administrations. Although a Federation-wide 

law was passed in 2010, which mandated the administrative reunification of primary and 

secondary schools, the Ministry of Education in the Central Bosnia Canton has not implemented 

changes.  

As my relative in the secondary school mentioned to me, “At the end of every school 

year, for the past five years, there have been whispers about whether there will be administrative 

reunification, but after a few weeks the whispers die down, and nothing changes in the fall. We, 

the workers, don’t really know anything more than that.” Croat leaders have argued in favor of 

autonomy for the protection of national identity and for education in the mother tongue, and they 
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have used the “vital national interest” veto to block reforms from implementation. What may be 

necessary in the Central Bosnia Canton and the areas of the Federation where the “two schools 

under one roof” program operates is a more grassroots approach, or perhaps a series of reforms 

in each canton, which would pave the way for entity-wide legislation. At the same time, more 

support for local forms of cohesion, such as the learning center, can help to improve education 

and overall governance.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 
 
 

While Bosnia-Herzegovina’s leaders have made renewed commitments to work towards 

European integration, they have ultimately failed to promote inter-ethnic cooperation, which has 

prevented genuine reconciliation from taking place. Though the ruling parties have repeatedly 

agreed to work together, resistance to the EU state-building project has been strong, especially 

among Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats, which has further hindered reform efforts targeted at 

reintegration. Bosnia-Herzegovina’s ruling parties have used the power-sharing mechanisms 

established in the Dayton Peace Accords, such as the “vital national interest” veto, to retain the 

present arrangements and resist reforms designed to strengthen the state government. The 

European Union has responded through the OHR and the higher courts in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

but this direct involvement has been met with further resistance on the part of ethno-national 

elites and used to assert their reelection. 

Although it is clear that solutions to the reform failures in Bosnia-Herzegovina are not as 

simple as creating institutions, it remains to be seen if the EU’s approach to Bosnia-Herzegovina 

will be modified. Considering the present circumstances in Europe, it is possible to say that this 

may be the last chance for Bosnia-Herzegovina and the EU to “get it right.” Reforms in 

education must take place if Bosnia-Herzegovina’s citizens are to undergo genuine 

reconciliation, and if they are expected to compete in the European market.  

At the same time, it is clear that there is not a “one-size-fits-all” solution to the problem 

of ethnically-divided education in Bosnia-Herzegovina. The change in approach by the OSCE 

for instance, from direct involvement in reform efforts to a more a-political strategy, is worth 

noting. Additionally, what may be required in the three cantons where the “two schools under 

one roof” program continues to operate is a more grassroots approach, or perhaps a series of 
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reforms in each canton, which would pave the way for entity-wide and state-level legislation. 

Based on my experience, what seems to be taking place in this part of Bosnia-Herzegovina is an 

ongoing population shift, in which Bosniak numbers have increased or remained steady, while 

Croat numbers have possibly decreased.183  

What was perhaps once understood as Croat territory has become a shared space. 

Although Croats are a constitutive nation in BiH, a population shift may nevertheless have an 

effect on the local power-sharing arrangements. In my understanding of the matter, this ongoing 

shift has been met with resistance on the part of Croat nationalists. As noted in the earlier 

chapters, laws mandating changes in education have not been implemented by Croat Ministers in 

the Central Bosnia Canton. This has enabled the ethnically-divided system of education, and the 

“two schools under one roof” program to continue. 

Though an ethnically-divided system of education may allow for the protection of 

national identity, it is counter-productive to the wider goals of European integration, and to an 

understanding of social identity as a dynamic process. As the work of scholars interested in this 

region shows, genuine reconciliation cannot take place in Bosnia-Herzegovina until there is a 

consensus regarding the events of the past, which cannot be achieved as long as there is a system 

that encourages different interpretations, and which ultimately allows schools to become private 

spaces rather than forums for cohesion.  

Although the citizens of BiH recently voiced a united concern over the political and 

economic stagnancy the country faces, resistance to reform efforts on the part of ethno-national 

leaders at multiple levels of government continues to encourage spatial divisions.  

 

                                                
183	The	results	of	first	post-war	census	are	scheduled	for	publication	in	June	2016.	These	are	speculations	based	on	my	
discussions	with	individuals	in	the	area	over	the	past	twenty	years.		



85 
 

As an example, below is a more recent picture of the primary school that I photographed above, 

in June, taken later that year in August. As can be seen, a message of support for a local Croat 

war-time leader has again been placed on the school, while additional markers have been sprayed 

over the original spot. 

 

 

Figure 4. Primary School in Central Bosnia, Croat nationalist graffiti. Source 

 
On a more personal note it is important to recognize that Bosnia-Herzegovina is a land 

that is rich in culture and in history. It is necessary that those who are in power, and those 

working towards reforms ensure that all of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s citizens are able to learn and 

influence its culture, and be part of its history. At the same time, Bosnia-Herzegovina is a land 

that is rich in resources, and it is vital that this land is not exploited, but that it is maintained for 

those who are yet to come. In many ways, Bosnia-Herzegovina is a part of Europe already, but 

now, as the country finds itself somewhat on the formal threshold to European integration, it is 
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perhaps even more vital that its citizens are able to thrive on the land and grow their knowledge 

of it. In order for this to happen, Bosnia-Herzegovina’s leaders must work together, and the 

international community must maintain its focus in the matter. Finally, though we as outsiders 

may assume that Bosnia-Herzegovina has a long way to go, there are elements of life there that 

are worth learning and preserving, as well as elements of life worth improving. 
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