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Introduction to Part I 

The main question dealt with in this first part of the report is how it can be explained that the 
Netherlands made such a relatively large contribution to the peace-keeping forces in the former 
Yugoslavia. How did a Dutch military unit come to end up precisely in Srebrenica, the enclave for 
which other troop-contributing nations to the region showed such little enthusiasm? This special 
position of the Netherlands cannot be explained solely on the basis of political factors in the 
Netherlands, but must also be considered against the background of the international diplomatic and 
military decision-making.  

This part of the report will deal with the relationship between the Netherlands and the former 
Yugoslavia; it should be realized, however, that the contact between the two was only partially direct. In 
nearly all cases, international organizations acted as intermediary between the Netherlands and the 
former Yugoslavia. It will be shown that precisely this indirect nature of the official dealings of the 
Netherlands with Yugoslavia, despite all the good intentions which may have existed, led to mutual 
distortion of the facts and incorrect calculations on the part of the policy-makers. 

The war in Slovenia was to be the first of a series of violent conflicts on Yugoslav soil during 
the last decade of the twentieth century. As each conflict ended, the hotbed of violence shifted towards 
the south-east and the course of each of these wars was an important factor in determining the nature 
of the next confrontation. The short war in Slovenia and the reaction of the international community to 
it will therefore be dealt with first, followed by the conflict in Croatia and finally the war in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. First of all, however, the theoretical starting points on which this part of the report is 
based will be presented and insights will be offered into the issues to be dealt with. 

Doors of perception and windows of opportunity1

‘Intervention is both a problem of knowing what to do and when to 
do it. The issue of timing haunts all retrospective looks at the Yugoslav 
catastrophe.’

 

2

Two days after Croatia and Slovenia made their declarations of independence on 25 June 1991, the 
Yugoslav Federal Army (JNA) initiated actions on Slovenian soil. The Slovenian government wasted 
hardly any time in calling on the European Community (EC) and the Conference for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE) to mediate in the situation that had arisen.

 

3

How did the West, which had mainly watched passively as events developed in Yugoslavia up to 
25 June, react when Croatia and Slovenia did actually declare their independence? And how did it react 
to the involvement of the JNA? The starting points determining the stance of the major nations, such 
as Germany, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States, to the conflict will be 
reviewed. Since the European Community had the main involvement with the conflict in the first 
instance, particular attention will be paid to the activities of the EC in the coming chapters, alongside 
the ambitions, resources and scope for action of the United Nations, NATO, CSCE and Western 
European Union.  

  

                                                 

1 The concept ‘doors of perception’ is taken from the title of a book by Aldous Huxley, in which he described his 
experience in the use of mind-expanding substances. 
2 Michael Ignatieff, ‘Introduction: Virtue by Proxy’, in Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. xvi. 
3 The European Community was succeeded by the European Union on 1 November 1993. The CSCE became the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the OSCE, with effect from 1 January 1995. To ensure uniform 
terminology, the terms European Community (abbreviated EC) and Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(CSCE) will be used throughout this part of the report. 
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It is important to consider in the first place whether the West had a proper perception of the 
Yugoslav crisis. Did the West identify the actors in Yugoslavia and their objectives correctly, as well as 
the geographical regions involved in the problems? And did it have a clear insight into the nature of the 
conflict? The extent to which the media, in particular the Dutch media, offered insights to and/or 
forced opinions on the policy-makers (in particular the Parliament and the Government) will also be 
considered.  

When policy concerns people – which is often the case – the perception of the people affected 
by the policy is also of importance: how do they understand the policy-makers’ objectives, and how do 
they try to influence them? For this reason, this report also considers the insights, views and intentions 
of the various parties in (the former) Yugoslavia themselves. 

However, good observation and correct insights are not enough to guarantee a policy based on 
reason and the appropriate policy requirements. The realization of policy objectives requires resources 
that are both sufficient and adequate to the purpose, as will appear time and time again in the course of 
this report. This applies not only to personnel and finances but also to the scope of the terms of 
reference and mandate of national and international bodies charged with tackling problems and 
bringing them to a good conclusion. 

Another question which will be considered throughout this part of the report is whether, apart 
from the availability of sufficient resources, the political will to realize certain policy objectives was also 
present. Western action with respect to the wars in Yugoslavia has been described as the ‘Triumph of 
the Lack of Will’.4

Attention will further be paid to the question of whether the rationale of the policy-formers 
corresponded to the categories involved and to the object of the policy. The answer given to this 
question will be largely based on consideration of the possible contradictions between the realities in 
(the former) Yugoslavia and western reality as perceived in Brussels, The Hague, Washington, New 
York etc.  

 The truth or otherwise of this claim will be considered.  

To sum up, the topics reviewed here will cover: 
perceptions: western perceptions of Yugoslavia and vice versa, and Dutch views of international politics; 
clarity of policy objectives; 
policy resources, including institutional assets; 
political will; 
the interaction of policy circuits. 

The timing factor 

Yet another relevant factor in this context is timing. Good timing is of vital importance, especially if 
several policy circuits are involved. A decision in one policy circuit can have an adverse effect in 
another: in such cases, policies can thus be counterproductive. Policy circuits can be visualized as a set 
of cylinders, rotating around one another. Each cylinder may have one or more openings in it. Some 
cylinders rotate in one direction, others in the opposite direction. There are only a limited number of 
moments when the openings of all cylinders are aligned with one another. When policy-makers realize 
that such a moment has arrived, they can make use of this window of opportunity. If they fail to do so in 
time, the cylinders rotate further and the opportunity is lost – sometimes forever. This idea of a 
window of opportunity is particularly relevant in the case of interventions in wars – especially civil 
wars.  

Intervention in intrastate conflicts is not easy. It is in principle only likely to succeed if applied 
at an early stage, before the conflict has escalated, or at a late stage when the conflict has lost (almost) 

                                                 

4 Gow, Triumph. 
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all its momentum.5 This is true of military intervention, but even more so of diplomatic intervention 
not backed up by military resources.6

Seen from the perspective of the conflict region itself, early intervention would be ideal.
  

7 
Society has not yet been eroded so far that warlords have a free hand. Food supplies have not yet 
become a weapon in the hands of the combatants. Intervention is practically impossible when the battle 
is in full swing.8 The conflict has escalated; practically every inhabitant has lost friends or relatives. 
Especially in civil wars, the conflict itself creates new hate in this way, playing into the hands of 
extremists at the expense of more moderate elements. Even a powerful country like the United States 
will find it practically impossible to influence the course of a conflict at this stage.9

Many authors point out, however, that the national and international decision-making required 
for military intervention by an external force takes so much time that the spirit of conflict has already 
escaped from the bottle before an intervention force can be made operational.

  

10 The problem is often 
not that the decision-makers are unaware of the impending crisis, but that new crises threatened in the 
(near) future generally lose the battle for their attention from existing crises.11

The relative lateness of military intervention also follows from the requirement that such an 
intervention must be seen as the ultimate remedy;

 For example, as already 
mentioned in the part of this report entitled ‘The prehistory of the conflict’, the conflict in the Persian 
Gulf and the disintegration of the Soviet Union caused policy-makers to lose sight completely of the 
developments in Yugoslavia between mid-1990 and 1991. 

12

If the UN finally approves external involvement in a conflict, there are various possible ways of 
deploying troops. The choice may be for a UN operation, but since the United Nations does not have a 
standing army it will have to ask member states to make troops available; this process involves a great 
deal of consultation. Moreover, it is by no means certain that such a round of consultations will yield 

 this norm is based on the ius ad bellum, the idea of 
the just war in international law. According to international law, only the Security Council of the United 
Nations can legitimize intervention in the affairs of another state. Two conditions must be satisfied 
before this can be done: there must be a threat to international peace and security, and the issues 
involved must not be purely domestic ones. Considerations of international law are not the only ones 
that can prevent the Security Council from considering a crisis. Serious problems are in general only 
passed on to the UN for consideration when the big powers or other international organizations are 
unable or unwilling to find a solution themselves.  

                                                 

5 See e.g. O’Hanlon, Lives, p. 8; Hoffmann, Politics, p. 39; De Nevers, Democratization, p. 33; Max van der Stoel, ‘Zwijgen 
is soms halve medeplichtigheid’ (Keeping silent is sometimes halfway to complicity), NRCHandelsblad, 27/11/99; J.G. 
Siccama,:’De NAVO-top’ (The NATO summit), Armex, 77(1993)11, p. 5; idem, ‘Vredesmachten’ (Peacekeeping forces), 
Armex, 77(1993)12, p. 5; idem, ‘Luchtmobiele brigade’ (Airmobile brigade), Armex, 78(1994)2, p. 5; idem, ‘Lessen leren 
versus lering trekken’(Learning by rote as compared with learning from experience), Armex, 80(1996)2, p. 5; Terrett, 
Dissolution, p. 363; General A.K. van der Vlis in: A.K. van der Vlis & W.F. van Eekelen with C. Homan, ‘Lessen uit 
vredesoperaties’ (Lessons from peacekeeping operations), Weerdenburg (ed.), Lessen (Lessons), p. 55; De Wijk, Interventie 
(Intervention). 
6 Bertram, Diplomacy, p. 66. 
7 Cf. Andrew S. Natsios, ‘Whither Intervention?’, The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 17(1994)1. 
8 Eric Balemans, ‘Een nieuwe militair-politieke orde ‘doos van Pandora?’(Is new military and political order a Pandora’s 
box?), Liberaal Reveil, 34(1993)4, p. 120; ‘Gewatteerde interventie. In gesprek met Jan Geert Siccama’ (Kid-glove 
intervention. Conversations with Jan Geert Siccama), Idee, 16(1995)(December) p. 14; Rob de Wijk, ‘Absentie is preventie’ 
(Absence is prevention), in: Interventie, p. 12. 
9 Callahan, Wars, p. 85. 
10 Bob van den Bos, ‘Aanval op de oorlog’ (Attack on war), Idee, 18(1997)(June), p. 29; Mient Jan Faber, ‘Presentie is 
preventie’ (Presence is prevention), in: Interventie, p. 16; Wim Bossema, ‘Vredessoldaten komen nooit op tijd’ 
(Peacekeeping forces never arrive on time), de Volkskrant, 16/12/00. 
11 Cf. Frans Timmermans, ‘Conflictpreventie. De noodzaak van diplomatieke vernieuwing’ (Conflict prevention. The need 
for diplomatic innovation), in: Melissen (ed.), Diplomatie, p. 113. 
12 Cf. Dijkink, Rijk, p. 492. 
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the desired number of troops. Another possibility is for a regional organization or a coalition of the willing 
to be given the task of implementing the mandate of the Security Council.  

However, governments are often only prepared to engage their troops in a humanitarian 
conflict, after marked escalation of breaches of human rights has been observed.13 ‘Ordinary’ violations 
of human rights are not seen as a sufficient basis for the decision to risk the lives of one’s own troops. 
It is only when the violations assume the character of mass extermination and wide-scale expulsion, or 
become a threat to surrounding countries, that western governments are prepared to intervene.14 
Politicians in democratic countries will consider carefully how much grass-roots support they have 
before deciding on any military action. However, while society at the end of the twentieth century has 
more information about the world – and about violations of human rights - than ever before, according 
to some authors it is slow to react with the appropriate emotions.15 As a result, while the military costs 
of early intervention are low, the political costs are high. Conversely, the political costs of late 
intervention are lowest even though the military costs are high.16 Additionally, the decision-making 
process depends further on the contributions of two specific groups of professionals: the diplomats 
and the soldiers. Both groups demand due time for their decision-making. Diplomats are often imbued 
with a ‘culture of caution’.17

In all cases, setting up a peacekeeping operation demands a long preparation time. By 
definition, such an operation will not take place on the doorstep of the troop-contributing nations. In 
general, the UN does not ask neighbouring states to contribute troops, in order to ensure that they do 
not become involved in the conflict. The military commanders of the participating countries and the 
UN are thus often faced with logistic problems. The transport to the area in question is often not 
without difficulties. Many countries have inadequate means of transport, especially for air travel. As a 
result, military transport often takes place by sea, which can be very time-consuming. Other countries, 
especially those in the Third World, often lack the necessary equipment and are dependent on supplies 
from the richer countries.  

 While this is frequently a useful characteristic in the exercise of their day-
to-day diplomatic tasks, it is less welcome when quick decisions have to be taken. Military commanders, 
in their turn, do not wish to plunge themselves and their troops into a conflict without thorough 
preparation. Proper analysis of the causes of the conflict and the characteristics of the warring factions 
is required, as is a clear view of the desired form of intervention and an exit strategy. 

Troops from these countries have to be trained in the use of the new equipment, while even 
soldiers from western countries will have to receive special training in the use of weapons adapted to 
the nature of the conflict. All troops will have to receive instruction about peacekeeping operations and 
the procedures typically involved in them, the nature of the conflict and the culture(s) in the region 
affected by the conflict. In the early nineties, three to four months usually elapsed between the 
authorization of a mission by the Security Council and the presence of operational peace-keeping 
troops on the ground in the region in question. 

Theoretically, the consequence of the lack of synchronicity between the escalation of intra-state 
conflicts on the one hand and the decision-making about military interventions for humanitarian 
purposes on the other is that external intervention seldom occurs in the initial stages of the conflict. 
The willingness to intervene, boosted by the publicity given to large-scale violations of human rights, 
will not be great until the conflict has escalated to such proportions that it is hardly controllable, if at 

                                                 

13 Cf. N. Stuiver, colonel of the Royal Netherlands Air Force (retd.), chairman of the NOV (Dutch Officers’ Association), 
‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht op weg waar naar toe? Jaarrede 1992’ (Where are the Dutch armed forces going? Annual 
lecture 1992), Carré, 15(1992)12, p. 8. 
14 Cf. Bruce Nelan’, ‘Justifying Just Wars’, Time, 29/05/00. 
15 Stjepan G. Mestrovic, ‘Introduction’, idem (ed.), Genocide, p. 12. This also applies in the case of preventive involvement, 
see Saadia Touval, ‘Lessons of Preventive Diplomacy in Yugoslavia’, Crocker & Hampson with Aall (eds.), Chaos, p. 415. 
16 E.A. Hammel, ‘Lessons from the Yugoslav Labyrinth’, Halpern & Kideckel (eds.), Neighbors, p. 35. 
17 Callahan, Wars, p. 230. 
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all. If external forces do intervene at this moment, they will tend to become directly involved in the 
conflict instead of remaining impartial arbitrators or mediators, as they are supposed to be.18

In his article ‘Why the West Failed’, the professor of war studies Lawrence Freedman argued 
that this was precisely the mechanism that operated in the case of Yugoslavia. ‘The growth of concern 
[in the West] was always outpaced by the deterioration in the local situation and the consequent growth 
in the requirements for a successful intervention.’ The result was ‘a collection of half measures that left 
unbridgeable gaps between the ends proclaimed and the means adopted’.

 

19

Since this part of the report ultimately attempts to answer the question as to how it came about 
that Dutch troops ended up precisely in Srebrenica, particular attention will be paid not only to the 
developments in Yugoslavia and at international level, but also to Dutch policy. This is particularly 
relevant as far as the second half of 1991 is concerned because this period, in which the Yugoslav 
conflict first manifested itself to the world in all its violence, happened to be one during which the 
Netherlands had the presidency of the European Community (EC). It will be considered whether the 
Dutch government was aware of the intentions of the governments of the other EC Member States, 
and whether it took these into account when forming its policy. 

 The applicability of the 
general ideas about the lack of synchronicity between the course of the conflict and the reaction to it by 
the outside world to the case of (the former) Yugoslavia will be considered in greater depth below. 

Various officials from the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs have claimed after the event that 
this chance involvement of the Netherlands with the conflict committed the government in The Hague 
to the Yugoslav question to such an extent that they were subsequently unable to distance themselves 
from it.20

Intermezzo: the morality of Dutch foreign policy 

 The involvement of The Hague from the European President’s chair had raised the target for 
Dutch performance so high that the Netherlands felt obliged to contribute more than it would have if 
it had not had the presidency. It will be considered below whether this view is backed up by the facts. 
To this end, the organization and ambition levels of the Dutch authorities (insofar as relevant to the 
issue discussed here) will be reviewed. In concrete terms, this means that attention will be paid to the 
role of the government in The Hague, the Dutch Parliament and the ministries of General Affairs 
(roughly equivalent to the Cabinet Office in the UK), Foreign Affairs and Defence. 

Before answering the above-mentioned questions, it is appropriate to make a comment about the 
morality of Dutch foreign policy. Dutch foreign policy is often described as motivated by ethical 
considerations, among others. According to this view, the voice of the minister of religion alongside 
that of the merchant is a constant element in the utterances directed by the Dutch government to other 
countries. It is claimed that this foreign policy is often (maybe even too often) characterized by a belief 
in the moral superiority of the Netherlands compared with other countries and a disinclination to get 
down to the nitty-gritty of power politics.  

‘The Dutch are so imbued with the need to bear witness (to the Gospel) that they always tend 
to be more interested in the moral content of the motives than in the results’, wrote Ben Knapen,21

                                                 

18 Cf. Rob de Wijk in: Marijnissen & Glastra van Loon, Oorlog, p. 92. 

 
while as long ago as 1864 W.J. Hofdijk ended his six-volume cultural history of the Netherlands with 

19 Freedman, West, pp. 53-54. See also S.L. Woodward, ‘Redrawing Borders in a Period of Systemic Transition’, in Esman & 
Telhami (eds.), Ethnic Conflict p. 230. 
20 Interviews B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00; H. Hazewinkel, 17/04/00; J.L. Sandee, 12/06/00; H.A. Schaper, 10/04/00; 
A.M. van der Togt, 04/05/00. 
21 Ben Knapen, ‘Het vaderland in Europa’ (The fatherland in Europe), NRC Handelsblad, 29/06/91. See e.g. Baehr, Role, p. 
151; Castermans-Holleman, Mensenrechtenbeleid, pp. 87-88, 148, 261-262; Metzemaekers, Grenzen, p. 13; Malcontent, 
Kruistocht, pp. 23 and 46; Scheffer, Natie, pp. 44-45; M. van der Stoel, ‘Koopman en dominee’ (Merchant and minister of 
religion), in: Heldring (ed.), Moraal, pp. 78-82; M. van der Stoel, cited in C.J. Visser & S. Rozemond, ‘Nederland en het 
opkomen voor de mensenrechten’ (The Netherlands and the obligation to urge compliance with human rights), Rozemond 
(ed.), Woord, pp. 204-205; Voorhoeve, Peace, pp. 49-50; Wels, Aloofness, pp. 60-61. 
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the statement ‘It is better to be the most virtuous nation on earth than to be the most powerful’.22 The 
idealistic Dutch expert on international law Van Vollenhoven even believed at the start of the twentieth 
century that a combination of disinterestedness and moral superiority made the Netherlands ideally 
suited as the supplier of a world army.23

Both the Dutch decision-makers concerned and observers have made similar comments about 
the policy concerning Yugoslavia in the period from 1991 to 1995. The above-mentioned moralistic 
tendency led in the Netherlands to a call ‘to do something’, on the basis of the idea that doing 
something is better than doing nothing.

 

24 Or as Van Vollenhoven put it in 1933, ‘The trick is not to 
avoid mistakes – everyone who (…) dares to act must make some mistakes’.25

In theoretical discussions of foreign policy, this attitude is often characterized as the idealistic, 
as opposed to the realistic approach. The latter assumes that the world consists of an anarchy of states 
that are out to maintain or increase their power. According to this view, a sheep – a country that wishes 
to play the innocent on the international stage – would be well advised to keep far away from such a 
pack of wolves. It is often – incorrectly – assumed that idealists are on a higher moral plane than 
realists. Such an attitude may be sensed e.g. in a statement like: ‘having done something (…) may be a 
pleasant feeling for a private person, from a moral point of view. However, as important as moral views 
are, they are not the only considerations that should guide foreign policy.’

 But is such a principled 
stand sufficient justification for a foreign policy?  

26

In this part of the report, the positions assumed by various countries and organizations with 
respect to the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia will be described having due regard to these 
differences in morality. The possible policy alternatives seen against this background, in particular for 
the Dutch government, will also be reviewed. In order to remove the risk over-simplifying the contrast 
between Dutch idealism and the realism or immoralism of other countries in advance, it should be 
noted that there is another sort of morality than that which is often seen as the basis of Dutch foreign 
policy, viz. morality founded on conviction.  

  

The planner of actions, in the present case actions in the field of foreign policy, is also under a 
moral obligation to think through the foreseeable consequences of his actions and of the possible 
alternatives.27

The sociologist Max Weber stated in his lecture Politik als Beruf (Politics as a profession) in 1919 
that as well as feeling passionately about the cause he espouses, a man cannot call himself a real 
politician until , he:  

 In other words, apart from a morality in terms of conviction and desirability there also 
exists a morality in terms of feasibility and consequences. 

‘also takes the responsibility for this cause as the main guideline for his action. 
And to this end, one needs discernment, the most important mental property of 
the politician. This is the ability to absorb the impress of reality calmly and 
deliberately, i.e. to distance oneself from things and people. The inability to do 
this is in itself already a deadly sin for any politician (…) For in the final resort 
there are only two kinds of deadly sins in the field of politics: an unbusinesslike 
approach and – often but not always identical with this – irresponsibility.’28

                                                 

22 W.J. Hofdijk, Ons voorgeslacht in zijn dagelijksch leven geschilderd VI, Leiden 1875, 2nd impression pp. 323-324. 

 

23 C. van Vollenhoven, De eendracht van het land, The Hague 1913, p. 28. 
24 Repeated by G. Valk in his review of Klep & Van Gils, Korea, in BMGN part 115, No. 4, p. 657: ‘Het alternatief zou zijn 
geweest dan maar helemaal niets te doen.’ (The alternative would have been to do nothing at all.) 
25 Cited in H.T. de Beaufort, Cornelis van Vollenhoven 1874-1933, Haarlem 1954, pp. 209-210. 
26 Baehr, Role, pp. 23-24. 
27 Fisher, Ethics, pp. 57-58; M.F. Fresco, ‘Zedelijke normen en buitenlandse politiek’ (Ethical standards and foreign policy), 
in: Heldring (ed.), Moraal, pp. 61-62; Van der List, Mensenrechten, pp. 56, 95-96 and 143; Voorhoeve, Rol, pp. 75-76. 
28 Weber, Politiek, pp. 90-91; italics in the original. 
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On this basis, Weber distinguishes between the ethics of conviction or intention and the ethics of 
responsibility. One who acts on the basis of the ethics of conviction does not consider the 
consequences of his deeds: ‘If the consequences of his actions, arising from a pure conviction, are bad 
he does not consider himself to be responsible for this, but rather the world, the stupidity of other 
people – or the will of God who created them so.’ One who acts on the basis of the ethics of 
responsibility, on the other hand, takes ‘the shortcomings of the average person’ into account. He 
believes ‘that you have to take responsibility for the (foreseeable) consequences of your actions’.29 Weber 
points out that those basing themselves on the ethics of conviction have a particular tendency to preach 
violence, ‘the final violence, that must lead to the destruction of the rule of violence everywhere’.30 He 
did not, however, make a choice between these two types of ethics, though he did realize that they were 
practically incompatible within one and the same person:31 ‘For the problem is precisely how fiery 
passion and discrimination can be forced to cohabit within a single soul.’32

‘Truly: politics are made with reason, but certainly not with reason alone. Those 
who base themselves on the ethics of conviction are right when they claim this. 
But no one can prescribe whether one should act on the basis of the ethics of 
conviction or on the basis of the ethics of responsibility, and when one should 
do the one or the other.’

 

33

Others believe that one can make a choice between the two. According to them, politicians are obliged 
to have regard to the ethics of responsibility. Joris Voorhoeve, later to become the Dutch minister of 
Defence, introduced the term ‘functional idealism’ in this connection, in response to the question of 
how concrete contributions could be made to an improvement in ‘world politics’.

 

34

‘Political life is a matter not of the ethics of conviction but of the ethics of 
responsibility. Its manifestations are judged not in function of what precedes 
them but of what ensues, of their effects rather than their motivations. The 
criterion that allows each of these acts to be legitimated must be as follows: in 
full knowledge of the facts, can I be sure that the good that should ensue from 
this will be greater than the bad that could come from it?’

 And Todorov 
wrote e.g. in his book on the French civil war of 1944:  

35

What is true of foreign policies is also true of war. For example, Arnout Brouwers, one of the editorial 
staff of the Dutch newspaper De Volkskrant, wrote: ‘In war, good intentions are not enough. They have 
to be grafted on to a realistic estimate of the relationship between end and means.’

 

36 Marijnissen and 
Glastra van Loon made a similar statement in their book about the war in Kosovo: ‘Those who do not 
bother about effectiveness but merely base themselves on their moral motives may sometimes discover 
at the end of the ride that they have actually been acting immorally.’37

                                                 

29 Weber, Politiek, p. 99. 

  

30 Weber, Politiek, p. 101. 
31 Weber, Politiek, p. 98. 
32 Weber, Politiek, p. 90. 
33 Weber, Politiek, p. 111. 
34 Voorhoeve, Rol, p. 76. 
35 T. Todorov, A French Tragedy: Scenes of Civil War, Summer 1944, Hanover 1966, p. 127. Cf. Martin Sommer, ‘Niet mee 
eens – petitie volgt’(We disagree – petition follows), de Volkskrant, 26/01/01. 
36 Arnout Brouwers, ‘Europa wil wel de oorlog maar niet de gruwelen’ (Europe wants war without the associated horrors), 
de Volkskrant, 18/01/01. 
37 Marijnissen & Glastra van Loon, Oorlog, p. 193. Cf. M. Bos, ‘Verheven moraal leidt niet tot betere rechtsorde’ (A high 
moral tone does not lead to a better legal order), NRC Handelsblad, 15/12/99: ‘… human rights may be universal, but they 
do not have an ‘absolute’ effect. … You always have to ask yourself what the role and the scope of a human right that has 
been repealed are, and what is or can be regarded as ‘just’ under the given circumstances. In a historical perspective, justice 
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Some critics of Dutch foreign policy also make a stand against the dominance of the ethics of 
conviction over the ethics of responsibility which they perceive in it. According to the historian 
Maarten Kuitenbrouwer from Utrecht, Dutch human rights policy after the Second World War aimed 
at mobilizing domestic support for promotion or protection of human rights elsewhere in the world 
often called on ‘specifically Dutch feelings of humanity and civilization (…) which led to ineffective or 
even counter results when embodied in the foreign policy.’38 And as early as 1974, C.L Patijn wrote that 
‘a deep misunderstanding about the way desired effects could be realized in the international field’ lay 
behind ‘the continued pressure for permanent intervention’ by Dutch diplomacy in connection with 
human rights violations in other countries.39

The emeritus professor of Human Rights Peter Baehr, on the other hand, believes that it can 
actually harm the credibility of the Netherlands, which regards its human rights policy as an essential 
part of its foreign policy: 

  

‘if it has to adapt its policy too much to that of other countries in the interests 
of a supposed increase in effectiveness. The alternative, of being ‘one crying in 
the wilderness’, may not seem very attractive but can actually be preferable in 
terms of credibility in the long term. Finally, the credibility with respect to one’s 
own grass roots must not be lost sight of either.’40

The relationship between the Dutch will to action

 

41 and the (predictable) effectiveness of the policy 
followed will therefore be scrutinized in this part of the report. It is interesting in this connection that 
Dutch foreign policy, which is often described as reactive,42

In answering these questions, it is not the intention to pass easy judgements in the light of 
hindsight on the decisions taken. As engineer B.J. van der Vlies, member of Parliament for the SGP 
(one of the Christian parties) wrote as early as the summer of 1992 about military actions in support of 
humanitarian activities in the former Yugoslavia, ‘Participation creates heavy responsibilities, but so 
does non-participation’.

 had the intention of acting as a catalyst on 
international decision-making in the case of Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995. Attention will 
therefore also be paid to the question as to whether the organization of Dutch foreign policy was 
adapted to this end and how this was given form. 

43 Or as the Americans put it in the discussions on intervention, you’re ‘damned 
if you do, damned if you don’t’.44

                                                                                                                                                                  

has never been anything else than ‘what works’.’; Jonathan Moore, ‘Introduction’, in Moore (ed.), Choices, p. 7: ‘To be 
moral is to be operational …’; Both, Indifference, version 99, p. 8: ‘‘Moral entrapment’ refers to instances where a 
government publicly commits itself to a policy in the name of certain moral values and principles at stake, only to discover 
that it cannot translate its moral concerns into effective policy.’; M. van der Stoel, ‘Koopman en dominee’, in Heldring (ed.), 
Moraal, p. 81: ‘The word of witness must always have a well considered function. It cannot be simply the expression of 
deeply rooted feelings and convictions, but must also be aimed at achieving an objective. … Effect and repercussion must 
therefore always be given careful consideration, especially in situations of acute tension and conflict.’ See also Willem de 
Bruin, ‘De diepe stilte rond Tsjetsjenië’ (The deep silence round Chechnya), de Volkskrant, 10/12/99; Voorhoeve, Peace, p. 
248; F. Westerman & J.W. Honig, ‘Dezelfde gebeurtenis, verschillende interpretaties: Twee boeken over Srebrenica’ 
(Different interpretations of the same event: two books about Srebrenica), in Weerdenburg (ed.), Lessen, p. 19.  

 It is however the intention, on the basis of knowledge which was 
already available at the time, to map how much room there was for manoeuvre and what alternatives 

38 Kuitenbrouwer, Nederland, p. 201. 
39 C.L. Patijn, ‘Grenzen en mogelijkheden van de morele factor in de buitenlandse politiek’ (Boundaries of and scope for the 
moral factor in foreign policy), in Heldring (ed.), Moraal, p. 32. 
40 P.R. Baehr, ‘Een hoeksteen van het buitenlands beleid? Nederland en de rechten van de mens’ (A cornerstone of foreign 
policy? The Netherlands and the rights of man), in Van den Berg, Boerfijn & Weerdenburg, Wijs, p. 32. 
41 ‘Dutch foreign policy regarding Yugoslavia was very activist, certainly by small power, and even by great power standards’, 
Jan Willem Honig, ‘Dutch Foreign Policy Towards Ethnic Conflict’, in Baehr/Bauedet/Werdmöller(eds.), Rights, p. 92. 
42 See e.g. Castermans-Holleman, Mensenrechtenbeleid, p. 76. 
43 B.J. van der Vlies, ‘Kort en bondig’ (Short and sweet), De Banier, 20/08/92, p. 5. 
44 Richard C. Leone, ‘Foreword’, in: Callahan, Wars, p. xi. 
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there were for other policies, in order to explain why the policy was followed as it was and to judge the 
policy for internal consistency.  

It goes without saying that this part, like any work of history, can only offer a limited cross-
section through the reality of the time. The limitations on space in this report made it even more 
imperative to make choices. Without wishing to offer a story that is too strongly overshadowed by the 
ending which is already known in the meantime, it will be clear that this part of the report is strongly 
marked by the ultimate outcome, the sending of Dutchbat to Srebrenica. This means that certain 
aspects of the case that played an important role for decision-makers and opinion formers at the time 
will receive relatively little attention here. This is true e.g. of the great fear of the outbreak of conflicts 
in other parts of (the former) Yugoslavia such as Kosovo and Macedonia,45 the problems connected 
with the recognition of Macedonia,46 the operation of sanctions against (the former) Yugoslavia and the 
actions of Dutch naval units, the financial aspects of the operations47

                                                 

45 With respect to Kosovo see e.g. Detrez, Balkan, pp. 95-113; B. Rijs, ‘Meneer de president’ (Mr. President), HP/De Tijd, 
05/02/93, pp. 14-20; BVD (Dutch internal security service), ‘Probleemgebied Kosovo’ (The Kosovo problem area), January 
1994. 

 and the reception of refugees 
from the former Yugoslavia. 

46 As regards the question of Macedonia, see e.g. Detrez, Balkan, pp. 141-162. 
47 See e.g. TK, 1995-1996, 24 605, Nos. 1, 2, 3 and 4;TK, 1996-1997, 25 250 Nos. 1, 2 and 3. 
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Chapter 1 
Europe confronted with war in Slovenia: June-
July 1991 

1. War in Slovenia: ‘not worth the life of a single Serbian soldier’ 

‘When we started breaking up Yugoslavia and changing the social 
system in 1990, did we have any idea what the results of these changes 
would be? I don’t think so. If we had, things would be different now 
… Now the region and the system of the former Yugoslavia are a 
mess. Even if the best minds of the former Yugoslavia were to work 
together, they would find it difficult to deal with the situation; divided 
as they are at present, it is almost impossible to find a solution.’48

Slovenia declared its independence on 25 June 1991. With the exception of Bulgaria, not a single 
country recognized it; the authorities in Ljubljana were thus quickly forced to give up their idea of 
introducing their own passport, and Slovenes abroad continued for the moment to make their way 
through the world as Yugoslavs. At the same time as the declaration of independence, a contingent of 
three thousand Slovene policemen occupied the frontier with Croatia. Along the borders with Italy, 
Austria and Hungary, the frontier signs, flags and other Yugoslav symbols were replaced by emblems of 
Slovenia. The federal police and customs officials were ordered to leave their posts. The Slovenian 
authorities commandeered the control towers at airports. The Slovenian territorial defence forces 
quickly gained control of all Slovenian territory, and declared themselves lord and master of the air 
space above its soil.  

 

The estimated more than thirty thousand Slovenian soldiers of the territorial defence forces had 
in principle to be prepared to confront the powerful forces of the JNA. The federal army had started 
calling up Serb reserves in May 1991, raising the number of troops in Slovenia from twenty thousand to 
55,000 and those in Croatia from forty thousand to a hundred thousand.49

On the day before the declaration of independence, the Serb president Milosevic and his 
confidant Jovic on the one hand and the Minister of Defence General Kadijevic and JNA chief of staff 
Adzic on the other had still not reached agreement about the course to be followed. The political 
leaders of Serbia considered that the JNA should confine itself to protecting the Serbs in Croatia and 
Bosnia. The JNA was not yet fully prepared to give up the idea of Yugoslavia. Moreover, the military 
leaders were annoyed that Milosevic and Jovic had prevented the Croat Mesic from assuming the 
chairmanship of the presidium on 15 May, as a result of which the Yugoslav presidium was without a 
chairman. This topic overshadowed the talks to such an extent that the course to be followed in dealing 
with the country’s problems was forced into the background.

 The JNA did not dare to rely 
on multi-ethnic troops in any action against Slovenian independence, and therefore mainly made use of 
purely Serbian units in support of its plans. The above-mentioned expansion of the forces would 
however prove to be ineffective and, as it turned out, even counterproductive. 

50

On 25 June, the Yugoslav Federal Executive Council (the cabinet) approved the deployment of 
no more than 1900 JNA troops, intended for the protection of the frontier. In fact, the cabinet was not 
authorized to take this decision since the state presidium had the supreme command of the army. The 
presidium was paralysed, however, because Mesic had not been appointed chairman. 

  

                                                 

48 Mira Markovic, Miloševic’s wife, Night, p. 127 (12/10/93). 
49 Isby, Yugoslavia. 
50 Jovic, Dani, p. 340. 
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The motives that led the Yugoslav premier Markovic to agree with the decision to deploy JNA 
troops have never been made completely clear.51 There are various possible explanations. On the one 
hand, Markovic probably acted under pressure from the JNA. On the other, he was furious about the 
sudden seizure of the customs posts by the Slovenian leadership, despite their assurance a few days 
before that things were not that bad; indeed, they had signed an agreement at that time stating that the 
customs duty on goods passing the Slovenian border would be handed over to Belgrade.52 The 
Slovenian seizure of the border and customs posts removed the basis for the federal programme of 
economic reforms. Markovic may also have been overpowered by his deep personal attachment to the 
Yugoslav idea.53

Three thousand JNA troops were finally deployed – still a very modest operation in view of the 
potential the federal army had at its disposition in Slovenia. The force was in any case much too small 
to stand up to the many tens of thousands the Slovenian authorities managed to mobilize under the 
motto of territorial defence. The federal troops were not authorized to shoot, and indeed some of them 
had not been issued with live ammunition. The JNA high command in Belgrade expected the Slovenian 
government and people to climb down after a limited display of force, a kind of police action.  

 

In any case, the JNA units passing through Croatia on their way to Slovenia encountered no 
problems. The authorities there did nothing to impede the advance of the federal army, despite a 
mutual assistance pact signed between Slovenia and Croatia in January which stated that if one of the 
two republics was to be attacked, the other would not allow troop movements on its soil.54

Neither did it succeed in putting an end to Slovenian radio and TV broadcasts by destroying the 
transmitters. After this, events took a disastrous turn for the JNA. On the very same day, units of the 
Slovenian territorial defence forces surrounded federal army barracks on Slovenian soil, where extra 
large numbers of troops had recently been quartered. Their water and electricity supplies were cut off, 
and telephone links were interrupted. The JNA was completely surprised by the resistance offered.

 It was partly 
thanks to this Croatian compliance that the JNA experienced few problems in occupying 133 of the 
137 Slovenian border posts in the space of 48 hours on 27 and 28 June. Federal units also attacked 
Ljubljana airport on 27 June, but the federal army did not manage to occupy the airport.  

55

In slightly more than a week’s time, the JNA lost 7900 troops by desertion or capture by the 
Slovenian forces. Thirty-one tanks, 230 armoured vehicles and four helicopters were put out of action, 
while the Slovenian forces captured no fewer than 124 tanks.

 
Markovic, who must have felt that the ground was slipping away under his feet, proposed a ceasefire 
and a three-month suspension of the declarations of independence of Croatia and Slovenia on the 
evening of 27 June – the first day of the war. None of the warring factions paid any attention to this 
proposal, however. 

56 The Slovenian defence activities were 
backed up by good military organization and a wealth of information. Slovenes working for the federal 
ministry of Defence passed on the JNA’s plans straight to Ljubljana. Moreover, the morale of the 
Slovene defence forces was high, unlike that of the JNA. Some JNA soldiers were told that they were 
being deployed to counter an attack by German and Austrian forces, others that the threat was an 
Italian invasion.57

                                                 

51 See e.g. Silber & Little, Death, pp. 154-155 and 161. 

 Picture their amazement and shock when they found that they were supposed to fight 
fellow Yugoslavs. The limited nature of the operation and the lack of clarity about its objectives helped 

52 Zimmerman, Origins, pp. 142-143; Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Servië zal desnoods met geweld Servische minderheden helpen’ 
(Serbia intends to support Serb minorities – with force, if necessary), de Volkskrant, 21/06/91; Robin Alison Remington, 
‘The Yugoslav Army: Trauma and Transition’, in Danopoulos & Zirker (eds.), Relations, p. 172 n. 36. 
53 Pointers in this direction may be found in ‘Markovic: Belgrado zal het leger inzetten’ (Markovic says Belgrade will deploy 
army), NRC Handelsblad, 22/06/91; Detrez, Balkan, p. 131. 
54 Ramet, ‘War’, IV, claims that Miloševic got Croatia to adopt this stance as part of the Karadjordjevo agreement. 
55 See e.g. the reaction of the JNA generals Andrija Raseta and Milan Aksentijevic in Silber, Little, Death, p. 158. 
56 UN, S/1994/674/Appendix II, Bassiouni report, appendix III, p. 21. 
57 See e.g. Theo Engelen, ‘Slovenië laat gevangenen vrij, wijst ultimatum van de hand’ (Slovenia releases prisoners but rejects 
ultimatum), NRC Handelsblad, 05/07/91. 
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to demoralize the JNA even further. Furthermore, the Slovene territorial defence forces experienced 
relatively little trouble in blocking the advance of the JNA armour. This took place along main roads, 
allowing the Slovenian troops to cut off these roads with barricades and set the tanks and armoured 
vehicles under fire when they had come to a halt. Once the Slovene defence forces had managed to set 
a few JNA tanks on fire and to shoot down a few helicopters, the morale of the Slovene population 
seemed unshakeable. 

The divided views in Belgrade about the point of the war raised as many problems for the JNA 
as the resistance in Slovenia. It was clear to everyone that the real struggle would centre on Croatia. 
Some of the leaders in Belgrade regarded the attack on Slovenia as a regression to Yugoslavism, serving 
no useful purpose at all in the struggle to promote the interests of (Greater) Serbia.58 Others were 
convinced, on the other hand, that if the JNA did not fight to preserve Slovenia, the subsequent battles 
in Croatia would be seen as a war between Serbs and Croats. If Slovenia was given up, then the JNA 
and the Serbian leadership would lose, both at home and abroad, the benefit of the argument that they 
were fighting for the unity of Yugoslavia.59

However, Slovenia as such was not worth a war to Milosevic. According to the diaries of his 
great confidant Jovic, he had said on the eve of Croatia’s and Slovenia’s declarations of independence, 
‘We oppose any policy aimed at keeping the Croats and Slovenes (in the federation) by force and we 
repeat our demands that the army should establish itself along the new Serbian borders of Yugoslavia. 
If it fails to do so, we will organize our own defence and drop the Yugoslav army.’

  

60

Milosevic repeated this message clearly to Minister of Defence Kadijevic on 27 June.
  

61 The 
JNA, under the leadership of Kadijevic, wanted to strike a firm blow in Slovenia after their humiliating 
initial experiences. This was not intended so much to keep Slovenia permanently within the federation 
as to show the rest of Yugoslavia – in particular Croatia – the kind of reaction any attempt at secession 
was likely to encounter. In other words, the JNA should defeat the Slovenian troops before 
withdrawing. The army high command calculated that this would require an extra three brigades and 
that more use should be made of air power than had been done so far.62 The state presidium did not 
agree with this analysis, however. Jovic stated in the presidium as early as 30 June that there was no 
point in continuing to wage war in Slovenia.63

According to his diary, Jovic together with Milosevic made it clear to Kadijevic on 5 July that 
the JNA had to concentrate its troops along the line joining Karlovac and Plitvice in the west, Baranja, 
Osijek and Vinkovci in the east and the river Neretva in the south (see map in Section 2 of Chapter 
2).

 On the same day, Milosevic decided to end his 
opposition to the nomination of Mesic as chairman of the state presidium. He needed the Croat to 
create a constitutional basis for an order to the JNA to withdraw from Slovenia. 

64 Kadijevic obeyed, and then blamed premier Markovic for the Slovenian debacle, claiming that the 
premier had forced their army into a military adventure for which it was not prepared.65 This was to 
Milosevic’s advantage: his position could only be strengthened if premier Markovic and Minister of 
Defence Kadijevic (also Chief of Staff of the Supreme Command) started squabbling.66

                                                 

58 Libal, Limits, pp. 20-21. 

 On 12 July, 
Milosevic gloated to the British and American ambassadors in Belgrade, Peter Hall and Warren 
Zimmermann, that Markovic had blundered with his half-hearted measures in Slovenia: according to 
the Serbian leader, he should either have sent a hundred thousand soldiers immediately to Slovenia, or 

59 Glenny, Fall, p. 97. 
60 Jovic, Dani, p. 340; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 159. 
61 Jovic, Dani, pp. 343-345; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 160. 
62 Kadijevic, View, p. 132. 
63 Silber & Little, Death, p. 161. 
64 Jovic, Dani, p. 349; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 164. 
65 Theo Engelen, ‘Van solidariteit Kroaten en Slovenen is niet veel over’ (Not much left of solidarity with Croats and 
Slovenes), NRC Handelsblad, 22/07/91. 
66 Cf. Doder/Branson, Milosevic, p. 94. 
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none at all. If it had been up to Milosevic, he would not have sent any troops: as he put it, Slovenia was 
not worth the life of a single Serbian soldier.67

The struggle was over in ten days. While outsiders might have characterized it as a Mickey 
Mouse war, it had a lasting effect on the Slovenes. They called it their war of independence. Their state 
had received a baptism of blood, for the Slovenes had their own – eighteen - victims too: twelve 
members of the territorial defence and police forces, and six civilians. While the declaration of 
independence spoke of disassociation from the Yugoslav federation, an opinion poll held after the 
bloodshed showed that three-quarters of the Slovenes were no longer prepared to have any link with 
Yugoslavia, no matter how tenuous.

 Hard lines on the 37 JNA soldiers who did fall.  

68

2. David and Goliath: A public relations coup 

 

The politicians in Ljubljana made simultaneous use of the confrontation with the JNA as the basis for a 
well-thought-out public relations campaign, aimed at a number of different target groups: the new 
state’s own population, in the hope of getting it to close its ranks more firmly behind the government; 
the officers and men of the JNA, in order to sow the seeds of doubt in their loyalty to the federal army; 
and, probably most importantly, the European governments and their electorate which had to be fed 
with television images.69

While the action of the federal army was limited in nature, involving only three thousand 
troops, and the number of victims on the JNA side was three times that among the Slovenes, the 
Slovenian authorities presented the world with a picture of the JNA operation as a repetition of the 
Soviet invasions of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, and as a copy of the action of the 
Chinese authorities in Tiananmen Square in 1989. Film images were intended to raise the impression in 
the West that this was an operation involving armoured military units in Soviet-made tanks against an 
innocent population – a battle between democracy and panzer Communism, between civilization and 
barbarity. The political leaders spoke continually of the threat of mass murders of the civilian 
populations, which never eventualized.

  

70 The Slovenian president Kuccan told western journalists that 
they were the only mouthpiece of oppressed Slovenia.71 He asked for understanding from world 
opinion for his republic’s wish to secede from a country governed by ‘antiquated ideological formulas’ 
and ‘hegemonistic ambitions’.72

The Dutch journalist Caroline de Gruyter, writing for Elsevier, stated that the Slovenian 
propaganda machine had beaten ‘the experienced PR men of Belgrade’ hands down by forcing the 
Serbs into the role of merciless Bolshevik murderers.

 

73. The American ambassador Zimmermann spoke 
of ‘the most brilliant public relations coup in the history of Yugoslavia’.74

                                                 

67 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 149. 

 Henk Hirs, reporting for the 
Dutch daily Trouw from Ljubljana, saw the whole series of activities as ‘intended to persuade the outside 
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71 Peter Sartorius, ‘Slowenien: ‘Wir erwarten das Allerschlimmste’’ (Slovenia says ‘We expect the worst’), Süddeutsche Zeitung, 
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world that this was a struggle of David against Goliath’.75 Raymond van den Boogaard, correspondent 
of the NRC Handelsblad, came to the same conclusion: according to him the real facts of the Slovenian 
war generally pointed in exactly the opposite direction. Slovenian troops laid siege to barracks or had 
‘fun and games’ with the charred bodies of JNA soldiers. He talked to Yugoslavs conscripts from 
Macedonia who a short while later would be ‘blown to smithereens’.76 One Dutch journalist who did 
echo the Slovenian point of view to a certain extent was Peter Michielsen of NRC Handelsblad, who 
expressed complete sympathy for Slovenia, the ‘plucky little nipper’ who had subjected the ‘ugly 
Goliath’ in the form of ‘an army of reckless orthodox-communist generals’ to a couple of humiliating 
defeats.77 Most messages in this direction were to be found, however, on German television, which 
showed pictures of JNA planes and tanks in action. These made a deep impression on viewers.78

Despite the Slovenian PR offensive, there was a certain amount of more or less amused 
astonishment in the press about this war – the first in Europe in nearly half a century. Journalists had 
largely missed the run-up to the Yugoslav crisis, because media attention had been strongly 
concentrated on the Gulf War during the preceding year.

 

79 There were few established press 
correspondents in Eastern Europe. Since Eastern Europe, and in particular the Balkans, did 
nevertheless arouse a fair degree of interest in the late ‘eighties, this region tended up to the outbreak of 
the conflict in Yugoslavia to be the field of free-lance journalists writing in particular couleur-locale 
stories.80

The Cold War had presented the Foreign desks of the media with a relatively simple framework 
for international reporting: the world was divided into capitalists or democrats and Communists or 
dictators. They now had to get used to the change in post-war relationships, re-learn their history and 
geography and find new frameworks for the interpretation of their observations.

  

81

The struggle in Slovenia offered a war that could be reached from Vienna in a couple of hours 
along the Autobahn. A total of some two thousand journalists found their way to Ljubljana. Many of 
them knew little about Yugoslavia. They were in a certain sense disappointed that there was not much 
to see. During this ‘ten-day war’, there were only six days of real fighting. Sometimes there was little 
more to report than an ‘eerie silence’, in which a bell could be heard ringing ‘unnaturally loudly’.

 At the same time, 
they had to present complicated matters in a relatively compact format to a western public with a 
grasshopper mind, that had become accustomed to zapping faster and faster from one item to another. 
In this respect the first part of the Yugoslav conflict, the war in Slovenia, was still fairly easy to grasp – 
even though it was over before the media had had the chance to explore its background in depth.  

82

                                                 

75 Henk Hirs, ‘Slovenen lijden aan oorlogshysterie’, Trouw, 03/07/91. The description of the struggle as one between David 
and Goliath came from Kučan, Peter Sartorius, ‘Slowenien: ‘Wir erwarten das Allerschlimmste’’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 
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 A 
truce was announced as early as 3 July. The unreal nature of the ‘war’ in Slovenia reinforced the historic 
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image of the Balkans as ‘a silly little place with silly wars’.83 This remarkable overture to the wars in 
Yugoslavia strengthened the impression that this was ‘a provincial entertainment’,84 an ‘operetta war’.85

Peter Millonig - who had been recognised as a foreign agent of the Slovenian republic in March 
of that year - wrote in the New York Times that the Slovenian declaration of independence could not be 
called particularly dramatic from the perspective of world history.

 

86 The following passage from an 
article by the Dutch journalist André Roelofs in De Volkskrant may be seen as typical of this type of 
reporting, in which the dramatic element was strongly played down: ‘Fortunately, the Slovenes are an 
orderly people: nice little red and white warning signs were placed in front of the iron dragons’ teeth of 
the anti-tank barricades. You wouldn’t want an accident to happen.’87

This relaxed tone, suitable for summer editions of the media, was reinforced by the fact that the 
western press, while reporting the reactions of the Slovenes, also played considerable attention to the 
problems of stranded tourists.

 

88

3. ‘Europe’s hour’ 

 

As soon as the Yugoslav crisis broke out in late June 1991, the EC leaders, glowing with enthusiasm, 
announced that here was a chance for the European Community to prove itself. The EC sent its troika 
(the ministers of Foreign Affairs of the previous, the present and the next Member of State to take up 
the presidency of the EC in turn) to the crisis-stricken region without delay. At that time they were the 
Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs De Michelis, his colleague from Luxembourg Jacques Poos and the 
Dutch Minister Van den Broek respectively. Off they went to lend a helping hand. Luxembourg had 
almost finished on its term of presidency at the time, and Poos rejoiced on his way to Yugoslavia: ‘It is 
the hour of Europe. If anyone can achieve it, it is the European Community.’ And: ‘If there is one 
problem which the Europeans can solve, it is the Yugoslav problem… It is not up to the Americans’.89

Other European leaders also stressed that the EC could and should solve this problem without 
support from the United States: ‘Yugoslavia is a European country’, said the German Federal 
Chancellor Kohl. ‘That means that we have the primary responsibility, and not the Americans or the 
Russians.’

  

90 The chairman of the European Commission, Delors, was of the same opinion: ‘We do not 
interfere in American affairs. We hope they will have enough respect not to interfere in ours.’91 The 
chairman of the Christian Democrat fraction in the European Parliament, Otto von Habsburg, never 
one to be shy of forceful statements, put it even more clearly. According to him, Yugoslavia was in no 
sense any business of the Americans. ‘They don’t understand the slightest thing about the matter, and 
they shouldn’t meddle with it.’92
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Washington was being kept informed, but was not being consulted.93 And the Dutch premier Lubbers 
considered that the United States were ‘not essential’ for the solution of this crisis.94

Someone from the inner circle of the Dutch Government stated that the European Community 
had got ‘a kick’ out of the Yugoslav question on 28 June. After the subsidiary role they had played 
during the Gulf War, EC leaders sensed that this new crisis might offer them new chances. With his 
typical habit of thinking up the questions that should be put to him, Lubbers stated, ‘If you ask me 
whether the will to action we are displaying is partly due to the knowledge that the European reaction 
to the Gulf crisis was so markedly divided, I must answer yes.’

 

95

A certain optimism about the conflict in Yugoslavia could initially also be noted in the 
Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs (DAV) of the Dutch ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. A memo from this directorate issued a few weeks after the outbreak of the crisis stated among 
other things, ‘The next Ministerial (meeting of the CSCE) will take place in Prague on 30 and 31 
January 1992, that of the CHA (Dutch abbreviation for Committee of Senior Civil Servants) on 22-24 
October 1991. These meetings are thus only relevant to the Yugoslav crisis if that crisis is still in 
existence then.’

  

96

The American government did not seem to be visibly hurt by the noises from Europe indicating 
that it should not interfere in the Yugoslav crisis. On the contrary. After Secretary of State James Baker 
had made a statement of American policy in Belgrade on 21 June 1991, less than a week before the 
outbreak of war in Yugoslavia, official American policy concerning the conflict was initially marked by 
extreme restraint. This attitude was due to American isolationist tendencies after the end of the Cold 
War, and a wish to let other countries share the costs of action in the interests of international stability. 
The weakening of the Soviet Union meant that the United States no longer had to intervene worldwide 
in order to counter possible Soviet influences.

 Like every Greek tragedy, the Yugoslav crisis began with hubris, the sin of pride.  

97

The lack of clear aims in American foreign policy after the Cold War was probably an even 
more important factor than the growing isolationism.

 

98 The new world order proclaimed by George 
Bush Sr. was apparently mainly a slogan introduced to support the Gulf War rhetoric. Soon after that 
tour de force, American policy became cautious, ad hoc and reactive. Yugoslavia was no longer considered 
to be among the United States’ vital interests after the Cold War. The attitude of the government in 
Washington was ‘We don’t have a dog in that fight.’99 Washington seemed convinced that Europe, 
which had leaned heavily on the Americans for support since the Second World War, should deal with 
this crisis itself. Even Douglas Hurd, the Foreign Secretary of the UK, who always stressed his 
country’s special relationship with the USA, was convinced that the American government could not be 
relied on for help in the case of Yugoslavia. ‘The United States has no desire or ambition to police the 
world’, he told the congress of the Conservative Party on 8 October 1991. ‘For me it is clear and the 
case of Yugoslavia proves that the United States increasingly expects regional organizations to take care 
of regional conflicts.’100

If Europe managed to get the sting out of the problem, Washington would be pleased. If it 
failed, the European government leaders would have to tone down their behaviour in dealings with the 
US compared with what they had shown shortly after the outbreak of war in Slovenia.
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Yugoslav problem, so direct involvement would not yield them any kudos.102

Although the Yugoslav crisis had been foreseen, it could not have come at a more unfortunate 
moment. While it is true that President Bush had announced a new world order, nearly half a century 
after the Second World War and so shortly after the end of the Cold War the European architects of 
security had not yet managed to set up a usable edifice. This gap made it possible for the Yugoslav 
question to lead to what Richard Holbrooke, the subsequent American mediator in the conflict, called 
‘the greatest collective security failure of the West since 1938’.

 Time would prove them 
right. 

103 The end of the Cold War had caused 
the security situation in Europe to change drastically in the space of a few years. The European security 
architecture still was not furnished for intervention in intrastate conflicts. The international lawyer 
Steve Terrett has correctly stated that the rhetoric of the new world order was well in advance of the 
capacity for intervention in such conflicts.104

In many publications about (the former) Yugoslavia in the ‘nineties, the discussion concerning a 
new security architecture for Europe was regarded as the decor against which the developments there 
were enacted. A report like the present one, in which the developments in Yugoslavia also occupy a 
central place, could easily give rise to the same impression. This impression would be false, however, 
and would exaggerate the importance assigned to Yugoslavia – especially in the first few years of the 
conflict. Things were precisely the other way round, in fact: the crisis in Yugoslavia would form the 
decor against which the discussions about Europe’s new security architecture were held.

 But some comments went even further. 

105

There was a strong need for consensus within the EC at this time, on the way to the Maastricht 
treaty. This was perceived as more important than any detailed considerations of content. As more 
international organizations became involved in the solution of the conflict – the initial involvement of 
the EC was followed by that of the WEU, NATO, CSCE and UN – the problem of getting the western 
reaction to follow a single line increased. And even if all these organizations managed to reach a 
common decision, this would not necessarily mean that the policy chosen was the most effective one in 
the Yugoslav context.

 Yugoslavia 
was certainly not without significance in this context, and may have speeded up certain decisions which 
might only have been taken later under other circumstances, but the main question under discussion 
was the significance of NATO, the WEU, the security policy of the EC, CSCE and the role of the UN 
in the event of a European conflict. The events in Yugoslavia were secondary to all this. And, though it 
may seem regrettable from the viewpoint of Yugoslavia and the remnants resulting from its dissolution, 
what governments and ministries in the western capitals considered to be good for European security 
would not always offer a solution to Yugoslavia’s problems. In addition, one aspect of Yugoslavia that 
had been an advantage for many years, its non-aligned status, was starting to turn into a disadvantage 
after the collapse of the Soviet empire. With the exception of the CSCE, European security 
organizations were mainly interested in their own traditional member states and in the former members 
of the now defunct Warsaw Pact and Comecon. Yugoslavia had been caught in the offside trap: it was 
part of Europe, but was not a member state of any of these organizations. 

106

Despite all the fine words about a new world order, it was thus completely unclear at this time 
(mid-1991) what order the international community, and the western countries in particular, were 
aiming at. Apart from lacking a clear, unanimous vision of the international order after the Cold War, 
the United States and the Western European countries also had no view of the objectives of their own 
foreign policy.
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through an identity crisis108

No role for NATO… 

 and other organizations that could have played a role in a European security 
structure, such as the Western European Union (WEU), the CSCE and the European Community, 
were not (yet) ready to do so. The main reasons for the failure of these organizations to make any 
meaningful contribution were the vacuum created after the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and 
Comecon in 1991; the fact that the multilateral security organizations were designed to deal with 
interstate, not intrastate, conflicts; and a lack of suitable problem-solving tools. 

NATO had several big advantages compared with other international bodies that could have played a 
role in decision-making about the Yugoslav question: political consultation and military planning were 
already well integrated within its structure, and military cooperation between member states was already 
institutionalized. It was a big organization, its component units were used to working together and it 
had a clear command structure. 

On the other hand, NATO was an intergovernmental organization within which decisions were 
taken on the basis of consensus. This had not given rise to problems during the Cold War, when 
everyone knew who the enemy was; but the end of this era heralded a certain degree of mental 
renationalization also within the ranks of NATO.109

Moreover, each NATO member state had individually cashed in its own ‘peace dividend’ quite 
soon after the end of the Cold War. As a result, NATO had fewer troops at its disposal while the lack 
of coordination when the cuts were made had led to an imbalance in resource structure. In addition, 
NATO was hampered by a conflict of interests (which may or may not have been imaginary) between 
the United States and Europe. Precisely because trans-Atlantic relationships were less governed by 
military considerations after the Cold War than before, differences between Europe and America made 
themselves felt not only in the military but also e.g. in the economic field. At the same time, these 
somewhat strained relationships naturally also had an effect on matters in the field of defence. 

 The disagreements about Yugoslavia which 
manifested themselves between e.g. Germany, France and Great Britain in the European Community 
or the WEU could also be felt in NATO – quite apart from the fact that the most important member 
state of the Atlantic alliance, the United States, felt little for intervention in the former Yugoslavia. Due 
to this lack of commitment, the Americans in NATO could not exert the same tempering effect on 
differences between the Western European partners that they could generally provide.  

The American reserve with respect to the Yugoslav conflict means that NATO, within which 
the United States were such a dominant factor, would also be unable to play a role of significance – at 
least in the beginning. It would in any case have been difficult for NATO to do so at that time, since in 
1991 the alliance was only supposed to deal with conflicts in which one of the signatories to the treaty 
was attacked. Initially, therefore, NATO did little more in connection with the Yugoslav crisis than 
monitor the situation and express support for the initiatives of the EC and the CSCE. 

During the NATO summit conference in Rome in November 1991, member states were 
supposed to embrace the new Strategic Concept according to which, among other things, NATO was 
to become one of the pillars of security in Europe. By so doing, the alliance took an important step in 
its development from a confederation for collective self-defence towards an organization for collective 
security. Nevertheless, NATO’s new Strategic Concept did not as yet say anything about peacekeeping 
operations.  

There were in principle three European organizations capable of playing a role in connection 
with the Yugoslav conflict: the WEU, the CSCE and the EC. Two of these three, the CSCE and the 
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WEU, were chaired at this time by Germany, a country that had proved during the Gulf War to have 
great constitutional problems about deploying troops outside its national borders. Moreover, an active 
role on the part of Germany was made more difficult by the fact that Serbia had started up a violent 
press campaign against German ‘revanchism’ several months before the outbreak of the conflict. None 
of the three European organizations had an adequate political crisis-management mechanism. 

…or for the WEU… 

The WEU, set up in 1954 by a number of Western European countries with the objective of offering 
mutual support in the case of an attack on one of the member states’ territory, comprised all EC states 
with the exception of Ireland, Denmark and Greece in 1991. It had led an almost dormant existence in 
the shadow of NATO for decades. The union first assumed operational tasks in 1987, when it 
coordinated the sending of naval units to the Gulf in order to protect shipping in the region during the 
Iraq-Iran war, mainly by means of mine-sweeping duties. The operation lasted one and a half years. 
Thereafter, the WEU also supplied ships for an economic blockade of Iraq after troops from that 
country had invaded Kuwait in 1990.  

The union had one clear advantage over the much more powerful NATO when it came to 
dealing with the conflict in Yugoslavia. While the North Atlantic Treaty Organization restricted itself to 
the territory of member states (the ‘treaty region’), the WEU was not subject to any such geographical 
limitation.  

The drawback of the WEU was the lack of American participation. This lack would be felt most 
strongly in the case of a possible WEU intervention in the fields of transport facilities and intelligence. 
The French President Mitterrand and the German Chancellor Kohl had suggested in December 1990 
that a WEU force might be set up as the defence arm of the EC. The Dutch Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Van den Broek had opposed this idea forcibly because he feared that it would undermine 
NATO, in which the Americans played the leading role.110 Shortly after, on 20 February 1991, the 
American State Department informed WEU capitals via the ‘Bartholomew telegram’ that while a role 
for the WEU outside Europe was acceptable, Washington was against WEU involvement in Eastern 
Europe. The American government did not wish the impression to be created that the Americans cared 
less about Eastern Europe than the Europeans. This telegram caused the WEU ministers to decide to 
freeze further decision-making on this point.111

It appeared during a regular meeting of the WEU on 27 June in Vianden (Luxembourg) that the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom were still opposed to a European security and defence identity in 
which the WEU would play a greater role, as in particular France wanted.

 

112

On that occasion, the WEU also issued a statement expressing concern about the situation in 
Yugoslavia and the wish that the parties to the conflict would soon get down to negotiations. The 
Union called on CSCE member states to promote such a process.

  

113 Shortly after, the WEU Institute 
for Security Studies prepared a memo on a possible role for military observers to counter escalation of 
the conflict in Yugoslavia. Germany – occupying the chairmanship of the WEU at the time – refused to 
circulate this paper, however.114

                                                 

110 P.G.S. van Schie, ‘Vrede en veiligheid in het nieuwe Europa’ (Peace and security in the new Europe), Liberaal Reveil, 
32(1991)4, p. 122; P. Rusman, ‘De laatste Koude Oorlogsstrijder. Hans van den Broek (1982-1993)’ (The last Cold War 
warrior, Hans Van den Broek (1982-1993), in Hellema et al. (eds.), Ministers, pp. 275-276. 

 The organization did not meet again for a considerable time.  

111 W.F. van Eekelen, ‘Nieuwe dimensies van Europese veiligheid’ (New dimensions of European security), LEF, (1992)33 
(June), pp. 19-20. The text of the telegram is reproduced in Van Eekelen, Security, pp. 340-344 
112 Oscar Garschagen, ‘WEU blijft verdeeld over veiligheidsbeleid Europa’ (WEU remains divided on security policy for 
Europe), de Volkskrant, 28/06/91. 
113 Statement by WEU Council of Ministers, Vianden, Luxembourg, 27/01/91, http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/91-
vianden-a.htm . 
114 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 143. 

http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/91-vianden-a.htm�
http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/91-vianden-a.htm�


25 

 

In fact, the union was poorly equipped for an active role. The WEU, headed by the former 
Dutch Minister of Defence W.F. (Willem) van Eekelen since the spring of 1989, had a ‘remarkably 
small’ staff;115 insiders in the Dutch political scene often jokingly said that WEU stood for ‘Willems 
Eigen Unie’ (Willem’s own union). As the Member of Parliament for the VVD (Liberal) fraction 
Weisglas said, ‘To be honest, it’s nothing more than Mr. Van Eekelen in his London office.’116

Two of the WEU’s member states, Germany and Italy, were completely unacceptable to Serbia 
as to deal with the crisis in Yugoslavia. Great Britain was completely opposed to involvement of the 
WEU. The only remaining supporters of the idea were Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Portugal and 
Spain. 

 It was 
not until the second half of 1992 that a planning unit with a staff of about forty was set up within the 
WEU to deal with crisis management operations.  

… or for the CSCE…  

The CSCE, which comprised all European countries (with the exception of Albania), the United States, 
Canada and observers from Japan and South Korea − therefore called ‘the Euro-Atlantic community 
from Vancouver to Vladivostok’ by Secretary of State Baker117

While these changes reflected the high level of ambitions in the CSCE at the time, the 
organization was still weakly developed when the conflict in Yugoslavia broke out. It had no military 
resources, and the large number of member states (initially 34, i.e. the original 35 signatories minus the 
GDR, subsequently 52, with Bosnia-Hercegovina as the 52nd member) made decision-making difficult. 
Consensus was initially required for all decision-making, but with effect from January 1992 this 
requirement was weakened to ‘consensus minus one’.  

 − was set up in 1975 by the Act of 
Helsinki to deal with matters concerning security, economic cooperation and human rights. The 
founding agreement enshrined the importance of the principles of territorial integrity and the right to 
self-determination, without assigning priorities. The second Conference devoted to the Human 
Dimension was held in Copenhagen in June 1990. In the final communiqué of the Conference, the 
CSCE member states made far-reaching commitments concerning human rights, national minorities, 
free elections and the promotion of democratic institutions. Further guidelines to this effect, drawn up 
at the initiative of the Netherlands among other countries, were laid down in the Paris Charter for a 
New Europe that was adopted during the CSCE summit conference held in the French capital in 
November 1990. The Charter also contained agreements on improvement of security in Europe by 
further arms controls, political consultation and conflict-prevention mechanisms. It instituted a 
permanent CSCE Council of Ministers, together with a Commission of Senior Civil Servants to prepare 
the ministerial meetings. A permanent secretariat, a conflict-prevention centre and a bureau for the 
observation of free elections were also formed.  

The CSCE’s main activity was consultation, and this remained the case for some considerable 
time. As a diplomat put it at the end of June 1991, the CSCE was still in its milk-teeth stage.118 It was 
not much more than a ‘fair-weather’ debating society.119

In November 1990, the United States and the Soviet Union had vetoed CSCE involvement in 
the incipient Yugoslav crisis. The Soviet Union was particularly worried that the CSCE might get 
involved in the internal affairs of a country, since it might then go on to meddle with the issue of the 

 

                                                 

115 Van Eekelen, Sporen, p. 231. 
116 VARA, Vrijdageditie, 10/07/92, 5.05 pm 
117 See e.g. Joris Cammelbeeck, ‘CVSE heeft haar plaats gevonden’ (CSCE has found its place), de Volkskrant, 21/06/91. 
118 Alan Philps, ‘Crisis in Yugoslavia; Europe’s fire brigade fails in Balkan crisis’, Daily Telegraph, 29/06/91. See also ‘CVSE: 
weinig concreets, veel fraaie woorden’ (CSCE: Plenty of fine words but few concrete conclusions), Trouw, 20/06/91. 
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luchtmachtje’ (Wim van Eekelen on his plans for Yugoslavia: a cosy little army division, a cosy little fleet, a cosy little air 
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Baltic states, which were pressing for independence from the Soviet Union. This decision was not 
repealed until July 1991.  

On 27 June, Austria asked for CSCE measures to boost confidence and promote security, in 
view of the unusual military activities in neighbouring Yugoslavia. Austria had been following the 
developments with great interest for some considerable time. The Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Alois Mock visited a series of European capitals starting in the Spring of 1990 to point out the serious 
nature of the crisis in Yugoslavia, but his own government was divided on the question of what Austria 
could do about these developments.120 In May 1991, he made a plea for the formation of a group of 
wise statesmen to mediate in the impending conflict. His Yugoslav counterpart Loncar rejected that 
proposal, however. Austrian troops were placed on a state of alert as early as the second week of May, 
in response to movements of JNA troops along the Slovenian border.121

Austria’s example was soon followed by another neighbour of the two republics that were 
striving for independence, viz. Italy. So far, that country had not been steering a perfectly straight 
course with respect to the constitutional future of Yugoslavia. On the one hand, it had no wish to see 
European borders – in particular those of Yugoslavia – undergoing change, this might revive discussion 
of the status of the borders around Trieste, only agreed after complex and difficult negotiations after 
the Second World War. On the other hand, two weeks before the declarations of independence the 
Italian government violated the EC agreement not to receive representatives of the breakaway republics 
at high level, when Premier Giulio Andreotti and President Francesco Cossiga met the Slovenian 
President Kuccan, the Slovenian Premier Peterle and the Croatian President Tudjman. The Italian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs De Michelis pointed out on that occasion that Italy was bound by the EC 
viewpoint stressing the unity of Yugoslavia, but Cossiga countered that Croatia and Slovenia should not 
be sacrificed on the altar of Yugoslavia’s constitutional unity.

 In view of its application for 
membership of the EC, Austria did not want to make a direct plea for recognition of the independence 
of Slovenia and Croatia which would go against the European Community’s initial stress on Yugoslav 
unity. However, the Austrian Consul-General in Ljubljana and the governors of a number of Austrian 
provinces did attend the Slovenian independence celebrations on 26 June. The CSCE charter offered 
Austria a mechanism for placing the Yugoslav question after the declarations of independence before 
an international forum for debate.  

122

The recently instituted CSCE crisis mechanism stipulated that Yugoslavia should provide 
answers to Austria and Italy within 48 hours about the military activities of the JNA, after which the 
latter countries could ask for a meeting to be convened. On 30 June, Luxembourg made use of another 
CSCE instrument by asking Germany as the current chair of the CSCE to call an emergency meeting of 
the Committee of Senior Civil Servants in accordance with the crisis mechanism procedures. After 
Yugoslavia had provided the information requested about the unusual military manoeuvres, 
representatives of the 34 CSCE member states met in Vienna on 1 July. The final communiqué, based 
on consensus and thus also agreed on by Yugoslavia itself, called for immediate cessation of hostilities 
and immediate return of the troops to their barracks.  

 

The Dutch government, which took over the chairmanship of the European Community from 
Luxembourg on that date, did its best to coordinate the activities undertaken within the framework of 
the CSCE as closely as possible with those of the EC,123

                                                 

120 Woodward, Tragedy, pp. 148-149. 

 since the CSCE offered a platform for 
continued involvement of the Soviet Union and the United States in the handling of the Yugoslav 
crisis. Thanks among other things to an active contribution from the Netherlands as chair of the EC, 
the CSCE’s Committee of Senior Civil Servants reached agreement on 4 July on a call for a ceasefire, a 
communiqué about a CSCE goodwill mission and one about the sending of a team of observers to 

121 Gow, Yugoslavia, pp. 304 and 308. 
122 Gow, Yugoslavia, pp. 304-305. 
123 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, No. 1. 
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Yugoslavia.124

Yugoslavia had played a constructive role within the CSCE in the past. During the Cold War 
Belgrade regarded this organization, in which member states participated on an equal footing, as the 
ideal platform for neutral and non-aligned countries to voice their opinions in a European context.

 The mission in question would only be sent, however, in response to a formal invitation 
from Yugoslavia.  

125 
The organization even remained attractive to the regime in Belgrade after the end of the Cold War, 
because it was the only security organization of which Yugoslavia was a member. However, the 34 
countries of the CSCE felt more nervous than the twelve EC countries about active involvement in a 
matter that could be described as an internal affair.126

…not to mention the UN… 

 In addition, the Yugoslav delegation could block 
all decisions it did not like on the basis of the consensus rule. After Slovenia and Croatia had made 
their declarations of independence, however, Belgrade preferred the matter to be handled by the EC 
since the current chair of the CSCE, Germany, had expressed its preference for independence of the 
two republics too clearly. As a result, Belgrade never sent an invitation for the goodwill mission. 
Milosevic and his men were against it. 

The stance adopted by the UN was initially if possible even more reserved than that of the WEU and 
CSCE. Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar stated shortly after the declarations of independence that he 
regarded the matter as a Yugoslav internal affair.127 This view was also shared in particular by Russia 
and China. The permanent members of the Security Council decided during an informal discussion 
held on 3 July 1991 that the situation in Yugoslavia did not call for a formal meeting, since there was as 
yet no question of a threat to international peace and security.128

In mid-July, the G-7 (the seven richest industrialized countries) called for a UN peacekeeping 
force to be sent to Croatia; this initiative met with Russian opposition, however.

  

129 Even if the Security 
Council had been more willing to deal with the Yugoslav conflict, it is doubtful whether such a 
peacekeeping initiative would have been possible. In the early ‘nineties, the UN was confronted with a 
combination of growing ambitions and a shrinking budget, partly because of the tardiness of certain 
member states in paying their dues.130 As a result, the UN’s secretariat was not particularly keen to get 
involved in a conflict in Europe, which was rich enough to deal with it itself. It would be better to leave 
the problem to a regional organization.131 As the months went by, Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar 
was more and more inclined to regard the Yugoslav question as ‘a failed undertaking’, with which his 
organization would be well advised to have as little to do as possible.132

…so maybe the EC could do something after all? 

 

As a result on the one hand of the reserved stance adopted by the United States and the unwillingness 
or inability of other international organizations to deal with the matter, and on the other of the 
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euphoria felt by some European leaders at the prospect of the EC getting a chance to prove itself on 
the international stage, the European Community became the main foreign actor in the Yugoslav 
conflict in the summer of 1991.  

However, this conflict came both too early and too late for the EC. Too early, because the 
Community was still busy developing a common foreign and security policy. Starting in 1958 with six 
member states wishing to set up an economic union, it now comprised twelve countries and its 
activities had expanded to cover non-economic fields as well. The member states had decided in 1970 
to embark on European Political Cooperation (EPC), involving inter-governmental consultation aimed 
at coordination of the foreign policy of the individual member states. The terms of this form of 
cooperation were laid down in the Single European Act, adopted in 1986, which also stipulated that the 
member states undertook ‘to avoid any action or attitude which reduces their effectiveness as a 
cohesive force in international relations or within international organizations’.133

EPC was not an integral part of the European Community, but an independent body with its 
own secretariat in Brussels. In the meantime, however, the Twelve were on the way to realizing a 
common foreign and security policy. After the collapse of the Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, 
some European leaders were afraid of the possibility of renationalization of European foreign and 
defence policy. The wish to avoid this was one of the motives leading European leaders to agree during 
the Dublin summit in June 1990 to open negotiations concerning the formation of a European Union. 
The Dutch government was a particularly fervent opponent of renationalization. The Dutch Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek wrote e.g. in this connection, ‘History forbids a return to unbridled 
freedom for national states, to the bilateralism of the European great powers and the Kleinstaaterei of the 
others’, and he went on to say ‘Europe will cooperate or it will cease to exist.’

  

134

Despite the difficulty associated with some steps along the path of European unification, the 
EC had made great progress towards integration. In this respect, the Yugoslav crisis came too late. 
While some tendencies towards renationalization may have become apparent after the end of the Cold 
War, the leaders of the EC were no longer mentally equipped to deal with expressions of extreme 
nationalism. Thinking in terms of transfer of authority from national states to intergovernmental, 
Community or confederative bodies was so far advanced in Western Europe since the Second World 
War that there was little room for understanding of what was regarded as old-fashioned nationalism.

 

135 
‘Separatism and European unity cannot co-exist in principle’, noted W.H. Weenink in NRC 
Handelsblad.136

While Europe seemed to be on the way to the future, it was brutally confronted in the Summer 
of 1991 with the resurrection of an aspect of history which many people had thought was dead and 
gone after Fukuyama. While it is true that the examples of Fidel Castro in Cuba, Kim Il Song in North 
Korea and, nearer home, Ceausescu in Romania had proved, long before Milosevic, that nationalism 
was still a real option for Communist leaders struggling to hold on to power, this tendency was 
apparently too alien to current Western European political value patterns to be clearly noticed.  

  

The nature of the tools the EC had at its disposal to try to control the crisis in Yugoslavia 
clearly reflected the organization’s mainly economic origins. As Delors was to comment in September 
1991, the EG had only three weapons it could use: public opinion, recognition and economic 
sanctions.137

                                                 

133 Single European Act, title III, art. 30. 

 It had no military weapons at all. Negotiating to reach a settlement on such matters as 
agriculture or mutual trade was quite a different matter from trying to achieve diplomatic aims without 
a real threat to fall back on.  

134 H. van den Broek, ‘Continuïteit en vernieuwing in Europa’ (Continuity and innovation in Europe), Christen Democratische 
Verkenningen (1990)5, p. 208. 
135 Cf. Callahan, Wars, pp. 11-12; Bertrand de Largentaye, ‘The Role of the European Community’, in: Palau & Kumar 
(eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, p. 32; Russell, Prejudice, p. 221; Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 69; interview H.A. Schaper, 12/04/00. 
136 W.H. Weenink, ‘Pax Europeana’, NRC Handelsblad, 01/07/91. 
137 Cited in Maull, Germany, p. 127 n. 5. 
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It was characteristic of the second half of 1991 that a strong feeling existed within the EC that 
the Community should reflect a spirit of consensus on the way to the Maastricht Treaty.138

Moreover, each one of the major EC countries had its own policy as regards Yugoslavia right 
from the start of the conflict. 

 In view of 
the existing developments and balance of power, however, that meant that big countries with clear 
objectives could make use of this desire for consensus among the other partners to force acceptance of 
their own wishes.  

4. National positions within the European Community 

A meeting of the Council of Ministers was planned on 28 and 29 June in Luxembourg, to mark the end 
of that country’s chairmanship of the EC.  

The only measure taken during this meeting, at the instigation of Germany, was the threat to 
freeze EC financial assistance to Yugoslavia if it did not meet EC wishes with respect to the crisis. 
After the weekly government meeting in The Hague, Vice-Premier Kok, who replaced Lubbers who 
was at the EC summit, stated his view that the EC had been right to take up ‘firm positions’ so early on 
in the process.139 He went on to say that as a result the Netherlands, which was due to take over the 
chairmanship of the EC ‘had also got right to the heart of the attempts to contribute to finding 
peaceful solutions’. He added on the same occasion that the Netherlands would fulfil ‘an important 
function’ not only in the EC but also in the CSCE.140 Premier Lubbers was less optimistic about the 
results of the threat to stop financial assistance. According to him, experience has taught that such 
threats to cut off the flow of money did not help ‘when people have finally come to the end of their 
tether’.141

Two days before the meeting of the Council of Ministers, the Eastern Europe department of 
the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs briefed Minister Van den Broek, suggesting that the points to be 
raised at the meeting were that the conflict in Yugoslavia should be localized as far as possible, attempts 
should be made to reach a ceasefire and dialogue should be resumed. Formal recognition of the 
independence of Croatia and Slovenia would ‘probably be inevitable in the long term, but should be 
postponed as long as possible’.

 

142

In the meantime, the urgency of the developments in Yugoslavia did not seem to have 
penetrated to the department. EC chair Luxembourg had proposed sending a legal commission to 
Belgrade to advise the parties. Germany, supported by England and France, regarded the problem not 
as a legal but as a political one, so that a political mission would be more appropriate. The civil servants 
of the Eastern Europe department of the Dutch ministry agreed that some kind of mission to Belgrade 
was desirable, but thought it advisable to decide on the nature of the mission before sending anybody. 
According to the Eastern Europe department, the Eastern Europe working group of the EC could 
work out a recommendation during its next meeting in mid-July.

  

143 The European Community thus had 
little to offer at the moment when Croatia and Slovenia made their declarations of independence. 
Although the impending crisis in Yugoslavia was also discussed within the framework of the EPC, not 
a single plan of action was ready for use when it finally came.144

                                                 

138 Both, Indifference, pp. 89 and 102; Dumas, Fil, p. 354. 
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Energetic approach from Italy 

During the meeting of the Council of Ministers, however, it soon became clear that the Italian 
delegation was determined to make use of practically the last opportunity for it to set a stamp on events 
as a member of the troika (its membership ended two days after the summit, on 1 July).145

The Italian delegation arrived in Luxembourg in a DC-9 of the Italian Air Force, which was 
much too big for it. Right after the opening of the conference, Premier Andreotti proposed that the 
troika should go to Yugoslavia to quieten down the conflict there. That was why the Italians had 
arrived in such a big aircraft, which would have room not only for the three ministers of the troika 
together with their staff, but also for journalists (only Italian ones, of course).

  

146

The troika did indeed leave Luxembourg for Yugoslavia in the late afternoon of 28 June. The 
delegation was armed with little more than persuasive words. ‘Come to your senses, man’, the Italian 
Minister De Michelis, who played a dominant role during the troika’s visit to Belgrade, appears to have 
called out to the Yugoslav premier Markovic.

  

147

Since the truce that the troika thought they had brokered on Friday 28 June did not hold, while 
Kucan and Tudjman denied having made any promises about a moratorium, the troika set off again 
two days later. During this second visit, on 30 June 1991, the troika managed to bring about a delay in 
the implementation of the two declarations of independence. A ceasefire was also announced, and it 
was further agreed that the JNA troops would withdraw to their barracks and that the Croat Mesic, 
whose appointment as chairman of the collective state presidium in May had been blocked by Serbia, 
would be confirmed in this function after all.  

 The troika threatened Markovic and the Serb president 
Milosevic with termination of the financial assistance to Yugoslavia valued at 1.9 billion guilders (some 
850 million euros, at current rates of exchange). Pressure was exerted on the Slovenian and Croatian 
presidents, Kucan and Tudjman, to agree to a three-month moratorium on their independence. 

Kucan and Tudjman demanded, however, that the EC should send observers to monitor 
compliance with the agreements. Markovic objected to this proposal. Van den Broek, who had taken 
over the chairmanship of the EC from Poos at midnight in Belgrade, commented modestly after his 
return from Belgrade on 1 July that ‘the EC has neither the pretension nor the illusion to claim to have 
achieved lasting solutions for Yugoslavia with these proposals’. The solution would ultimately have to 
come from Belgrade and the constituent republics themselves. But ‘if you don’t try to advance, you will 
soon very quickly slide further and further back. Particularly in the Yugoslav situation, this possibility is 
far from imaginary.’148 According to De Volkskrant, everything that the Dutch minister of Foreign 
Affairs said came down to ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’. It was concluded that Minister Van den Broek 
was going to face difficult times . This was not just due to the problems in Yugoslavia but also to the 
lack of European unity and consensus.149

British scepticism 

 

At the end of June, when Poos and other EC leaders had expressed such euphoria, the British Foreign 
Secretary Douglas Hurd had sounded a more cautious note. He had stated on that occasion that no 
solution could be imposed from outside. He had further pointed out that Yugoslavia had been formed 
after the First World War as a solution to the problems of a multi-ethnic population in the Balkans 
‘with a long history of peoples fighting each other’. According to him, the independence of Slovenia 
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and Croatia meant the displacement of many thousands of people, ‘and that doesn’t happen peacefully 
and easily. The prospect is a frightening one.’150

He considered further that all the European Community was capable of was tightening the 
economic thumbscrews on a country, but in conflicts like the one in Yugoslavia such an approach 
achieved nothing. Politics were trumps there. In Hurd’s opinion, all the West could do was to try to 
negotiate, but in fact he had little hope of good results from such an approach.

  

151 The British 
government had experience of a civil conflict in Northern Ireland. Because London knew how little 
effect regular troops could have in such a conflict, it adopted a very reserved attitude in the present 
case.152 An additional factor was that officials in London were far from happy about the lack of results 
in Cyprus, where a multinational UN peacekeeping force had been stationed since 1974. As a British 
civil servant put it, ‘We are the WEU member with the greatest experience of peace-keeping and all that 
experience suggests is that it is far easier to send the troops in than to take them out afterwards.’153 
Moreover, London considered that military involvement required a solid political foundation. It was 
not felt in the British capital that the EC – or later the UN – offered such a foundation.154

Great Britain’s reserve was reinforced by the tradition of avoiding involvement in matters 
affecting the European continent.

  

155 The British secret service MI6 also had the motto ‘Stay out as long 
as possible.’156 There was a great tendency for splendid isolation and arrogance to go hand in hand. The 
first time the British premier John Major discussed the situation in Yugoslavia with his Dutch 
counterpart Lubbers, he told the Dutch premier, ‘This is Africa.’157

Finally, the UK had made drastic cuts in its armed forces in the summer of 1991 while at the 
same time increasing the number of troops stationed in Northern Ireland. The army was worst hit, its 
numbers being reduced from 147,000 to 116,000. The British Army on the Rhine was more than 
halved, from 55,000 to 23,000.

 

158 As a result, the country had few troops available to meet new 
commitments abroad. This led Great Britain to keep a foot continually on the brake during the first 
year of the conflict in (the former) Yugoslavia, and to block initiatives proposed within the framework 
of the European Community and the WEU.159

Moreover, Great Britain was not without sympathy for the Serb cause. This was true of the 
British diplomatic service,

  

160 but also in particular of politicians and the media.161

                                                 

150 Cited in Almond, War, p. 234. 

 Friends of Serbia were 
to be found both in Labour and in Conservative circles. Besides, Great Britain had had a well-
developed Serb community of its own since 1945. Despite such pro-Serb feelings, which had been 
reinforced by Serb action during the First World War, reservations about the Serbs also existed in the 
United Kingdom because they were seen as potential allies of Russia. In fact, the British had objections 
to all parties with regard to the Yugoslav conflict, which provided a fertile soil for a policy of 
isolationism. The Croats were Catholics, which elicited an instinctive aversion in many Britons. They 
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were also unduly influenced by Germany. And in a later phase of the conflict, the Muslim presence in 
Great Britain led to a fear of fundamentalism in Europe.162

Great Britain tried to coordinate the policy regarding recognition of the republics produced by 
the crumbling of Yugoslavia with that followed by the western world with respect to the Soviet Union. 
Certain problems were similar in both cases, such as the question of boundaries, the minority problems 
and the burden of debt.

 

163

Germany prepared to go it alone? 

 

It became immediately clear during the meeting of the Council of Ministers in Luxembourg at the end 
of June that the two main principles involved in the conflict – maintenance of territorial integrity in the 
case of Yugoslavia and recognition of the right to self-determination in the cases of Slovenia and 
Croatia – led to serious divisions within the EC, and in particular between the two countries regarded 
as the driving forces behind European integration, France and Germany. The French President 
François Mitterrand was a firm advocate of the first principle, while the German Federal Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl stated his strong support for the right to self-determination. It was decided during the 
meeting by way of compromise that the European Community should take steps to promote a process 
of controlled constitutional change in Yugoslavia.164

The main country to articulate a national standpoint of its own during this phase was Germany, 
which was in the process of re-orienting its international stance since the re-unification of Eastern and 
Western Germany on 3 October 1990. Weighed down by the burden of the past, (Western) Germany 
had not acted like a great power for decades after the Second World War. While the country had 
developed into an economic giant, it had not dared to follow a foreign policy that matched its national 
status. It had made great efforts to embed its foreign policy in multilateral treaties and international 
organizations and had followed a highly normative policy embodying a positive valuation of 
international law and an aversion to violence as a means of resolving conflicts.

  

165

In 1989, the American President Bush had called on the government in Bonn to play a greater 
role in international politics. He did this by stating that the United States and Germany were partners in 
leadership. In fact, the American government clearly had less trouble accepting Germany’s new 
position than European governments had. Now that the Soviet Union no longer counted as a great 
power, the nuclear threat was reduced and the Federal Republic had been re-united with the DDR, 
Bonn had less need of American guarantees of its security than in the past and Germany could start 
steering a more independent course. 

  

It took Germany some time to adapt to its new role, however. Since the German government 
considered that its constitution prohibited an international military role for the Bundeswehr other than 
the defence of its own territory and that of its allies, it refused to respond positively to an American 
request for it to play a substantial military role during the Gulf War. Bonn made a contribution of 17 
billion mark in lieu of this obligation.166

                                                 

162 Erich Rathfelder, ‘Der Historiker Jasper Ridley über britische Balkanpolitik’, Taz, Die Tageszeitung, 24/01/95. 

 Even after that, in particular with reference to the Yugoslav 
conflict, most German politicians would continue to insist that the German armed forces should only 
be used to defend its own territory and that of its allies. Others were more responsive to the argument 
that German relations with South-east Europe were so burdened by the events of the Second World 
War that the deployment of German troops in this region, even for peacekeeping purposes, would not 
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be opportune.167

Despite this caution in the military field, Germany was re-adjusting both nationally and 
internationally to the idea of boxing in the heavyweight division again. It became clear that the re-
united Germany felt less need to tread carefully in order to avoid disturbing sensitivities arising from 
the country’s recent past. For example, a few days after the outbreak of the Yugoslav conflict it was 
decided to move the government and the parliament back to Berlin in the near future.  

 It was not until 12 July 1994 that the Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe ruled that 
German armed forces could be used for purposes other than pure self-defence.  

The new attitude of the government in Bonn would be reflected particularly clearly by the 
stance adopted by Germany concerning the Yugoslav question in the second half of 1991.  

German interest in the development of the conflicts in Croatia and Slovenia was of recent date. 
A delegation from the Bundestag had travelled to Yugoslavia in November 1990, but it had been mainly 
concerned with Kosovo. After that, the topic of Yugoslavia practically disappeared from the political 
agenda in Bonn for half a year. As in other countries, the Gulf War dominated the reporting in the 
media, and apart from that German politicians were mainly busy dealing with questions arising from 
the re-unification of Western and Eastern Germany.168

While the German government continued up to the end of June to support the EC standpoint 
that the unity of Yugoslavia should be preserved, voices in the media and those of various prominent 
politicians were raised well before that in favour of the right of Croatia and Slovenia to self-
determination. For example, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung set up a campaign supporting the right to 
self-determination of both these Yugoslav republics as early as March 1991.

  

169 After a visit to 
Yugoslavia, the deputy chairman of the SPD Norbert Gansel argued at the end of May that the 
independence of Slovenia – and possibly also that of Croatia – should be recognized as soon as they 
were proclaimed.170 On 19 June, the CDU, SPD, FDP and the Green party in the Bundestag passed a 
resolution endorsing this right to self-determination. The resolution did not speak of recognizing the 
independence of constituent republics, however, and it offered Yugoslavia as a whole associate 
membership of the EC on condition that it adopted a new constitutional form.171

The day after the declarations of independence, 26 June, the German government adopted a 
standpoint that was practically identical with that of this resolution recognizing the right to self-
determination. They made a strong plea for talks in Yugoslavia itself about the future of the country, in 
which more room was left for the right to self-determination for the peoples of Yugoslavia; the use of 
violence was most strongly to be deprecated.

  

172

Bonn hoped that the proposal made on 6 June by the presidents of Bosnia-Hercegovina and 
Macedonia, Izetbegovic and Gligorov, could form the basis for further talks,

  

173 even though the Serbs 
had had consigned it to the waste-paper basket shortly after it had been made and Tudjman had 
categorically rejected it on the occasion of the Croatian declaration of independence.174

                                                 

167 Koslowski, Bosnien, p. 361; Maull, Germany, p. 120. 

 The German 
government still hoped to sail the same course they had plotted at the time of re-unification, viz. not to 
raise the impression in other countries that Germany was a threat to their security; not to awaken 
memories of Germany’s questionable past; and to speed up the process of European integration. 
Croatia and Slovenia were subsidiary to these aims. The Bonn government wanted to avoid any form of 
Alleingang in the EC.  
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German grass-roots opinion was quite different.175 Public discussion of this topic erupted in the 
weekend of 29 and 30 June. Many Germans were highly indignant about what they saw as the much 
too weak stance of the EC. Prominent members of the SPD and the CSU, together with large numbers 
of Croatian migrant workers, raised their voices in the press. The German Green Party demanded 
immediate recognition of Croatia and Slovenia. Björn Engholm, chairman of the SPD, endorsed this 
standpoint on 2 July,176 immediately followed by the Secretary-General of the CDU, Volker Rühe, and 
the former leader of the SPD, Hans-Jochen Vogel.177

The question arises how this sudden, wide German support for recognition can be explained. It 
was in any case not based on material interests: the economic ties Germany had with Croatia and 
Slovenia were of only slight significance, and at any rate in the short term not very promising.

  

178

The international political set-up offers more explanations. The idea of a Mitteleuropa (Central 
Europe) under German leadership had long had many adherents in Germany, especially in the Bavarian 
CSU, one of Chancellor Kohl’s key supporters. The result of two world wars in the twentieth century 
had prevented the realization of this dream, but now that Eastern and Western Germany were re-
united and after the collapse of Communism , the Central Europe idea began to look more attractive to 
Germans compared to that of Western Europe. This does not mean that Germany was thinking of 
expansion or of gaining a position of hegemony at this moment. On the contrary: Germany had its 
hands full with the costs of German re-unification, which were turning out to be many times higher 
than initially expected. However, Germany did feel a special responsibility for the stability of Eastern 
Europe, in particular because it would be the first to feel the consequences of wide-scale unrest, e.g. in 
the form of floods of refugees. It had already received many refugees from Kosovo during the 
preceding years who had been victims of Serb policies, so the government in Bonn did not find it hard 
to imagine what consequences repression in other republics could have for it.

 The 
disintegration of Yugoslavia would have adverse consequences for the German treasury, since 
Yugoslavia had a heavy burden of debts to the former GDR.  

179 The German 
government had the feeling that it could not ‘escape from the new turbulence that might break out 
anywhere between Saint Petersburg and Constantinople’, as a spokesman of the German ministry of 
Foreign Affairs put it.180

Traditional sympathy for Croatia and Slovenia played a certain, albeit modest, role in Germany. 
This was partly based on the fact that the upper classes in both regions had spoken and written 
German in the nineteenth century, and because of the strength of Catholicism there.

 Bonn hoped that the other EC countries would be prepared to take this special 
German responsibility into account, as Bonn had taken account of France’s special position within the 
EC for decades and was now prepared to give up the Deutschmark, the emotionally charged symbol of 
post-war Germany’s monetary and political stability, for the euro. 

181

The favourable German attitude towards Croatia is often represented, especially in Great 
Britain, as a result of the links between Nazi Germany and the Ustashe, the fascist Croatian nationalist 
movement that has been dealt with at length in the part of this report about the run-up to the Yugoslav 
conflict. This is a particularly ungenerous representation of the facts. It would probably be truer to say 
that the ethnic cleansing that occurred somewhat later in the conflict evoked reactions precisely in 
Germany because that country had, in an attempt at Vergangenheitsbewältigung (overcoming the past), 
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been flooded with pictures of the Second World War, of which the events in Yugoslavia forty years 
later seemed to be a re-run.182

It is true that one factor of importance in German public opinion was the aversion to 
Communism, with which the country had been so much more closely confronted than the rest of 
Western Europe as a result of the decades of partition it had suffered. Germany’s positive attitude 
towards the throwing off of the Communist yoke in Eastern Germany led to an a priori favourable 
stance towards the longing for self-determination in the Yugoslav republics. Croatia and Slovenia 
should not be deprived of the advantages that Germany had managed to acquire.

  

183

Finally, Slovenia and Croatia were favourite tourist destinations, especially for Germans. 
Besides, more than half a million migrant workers from the two republics lived in Germany itself, 
making up the majority of the roughly seven hundred thousand Germans of Yugoslav origin.  

 Just as Eastern and 
Western Germany had been allowed to re-unite within the framework of self-determination, so should 
the Yugoslav republics be granted the right to secession. 

Hans Dietrich Genscher, Germany’s Foreign Minister, was not only subject to the pressure of 
public opinion but also – from the very first day of the Yugoslav conflict – felt the full weight of 
Chancellor Kohl bearing down on him.184 Genscher, who had been the most popular minister in 
Germany during practically the whole of his eighteen years in office, was known to be sensitive to his 
popularity rating.185 This was not just a personal matter. He had to take account of the position of his 
party, the FDP, which was often on the verge of falling below the percentage of the national votes 
which, under Germany’s system of proportional representation, it needed to get any seats at all in the 
Bundestag. Neither he nor his party could afford to let the CDU and the opposition party SPD join 
forces over the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia, leaving him offside.186

During a meeting of the Bundestag Foreign Affairs committee called by the opposition and held 
on 1 July 1991, Genscher ran the risk of getting the full blast from the committee on account of the 
reserved stance adopted by the EC. Kohl made a statement during the meeting ‘jointly with the Foreign 
Minister’, the essence of which was that Germany would not support the unity of Yugoslavia under all 
conditions and at any price.

  

187 This intervention by Kohl showed that the political grandmaster foresaw 
dangers ahead not only on Yugoslavia but also for Germany. The developments in Yugoslavia and the 
public commotion in Germany in response to them were indeed putting his government in a difficult 
position. There was probably no other government that had, without external prompting, invested as 
much political capital in the realization of European political union as the German. The Kohl 
government wished, therefore, to avoid all possible obstacles along the road leading to the Maastricht 
Treaty. Kohl gave a public warning early in July that the Yugoslav problem should be solved by a joint 
European approach because German solo diplomacy could have disastrous consequences for European 
integration.188

The responsible members of the German government found a route they could steer between 
this Scylla and Charybdis from early July. While they demanded recognition, they made this conditional. 
In this way, they took up a standpoint that agreed in principle with the desires of their German grass 
roots, while not departing too much from the main current of European opinion. An additional 
advantage of this stance was that the government in Bonn could use it as a threat both to the Serb 

 However, domestic political pressure forced Kohl and Genscher to make concessions to 
the call for recognition of Croatia and Slovenia.  
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leadership and to European partners who in the opinion of the German government were too soft 
towards Serbia. 

On the very same 1 July on which Genscher was confronted by a closed front in the Bundestag, 
Germany opposed a statement made at a CSCE meeting in Vienna that referred to previous EC 
pronouncements supporting maintenance of the territorial integrity of Yugoslavia.189

Genscher experienced a kind of personal conversion on that 1 July, and wasted no time in 
telling the world about it. He went on to Belgrade the same day, where he had talks with the Yugoslav 
premier Markovic, the Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs Loncar, the Croatian chairman of the 
Yugoslav presidium and thus in fact President of Yugoslavia Mesic, the Serbian President Milosevic, 
the Macedonian President Gligorov, the Bosnian President Izetbegovic and the Montenegrin President 
Bulatovic. On the following day he had talks with the Slovenian President Kucan and Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Rupelj in Klagenfurt (Austria). He told all parties that violence must be excluded as a 
solution to the problem. At the same time, he sounded the opinions of the various parties about a 
CSCE goodwill commission and an EC mission to monitor the situation.

  

190

The talk with Genscher was an enormous boost for the Slovenes in their struggle for 
independence. After the tone had been set on 1 July for Germany’s exceptional efforts in favour of 
recognition, the next months saw a constant coming and going of the presidents and foreign ministers 
of the various Yugoslav republics in Bonn.

 Genscher formally made 
this trip in his capacity as chairman of the CSCE, but there can have been no misunderstanding of the 
fact, as the head of the South-eastern Europe department of his ministry subsequently wrote, that 
Genscher, who was not a member of the EC troika, wanted to give visible form to German diplomacy 
in this field.  

191 The most prominent guest was Tudjman, who was 
received by Kohl and Genscher on 18 July to make up for Genscher’s failure to meet Tudjman on 2 
July. It may be noted, however, that Genscher toed the EC line during this talk. He did not mention the 
subject of recognition on this occasion.192 Tudjman did make a plea for recognition in his talk with 
Kohl, but the Chancellor rejected his proposal.193

Genscher held the Yugoslav Federal Army responsible for his inability to travel to Ljubljana 
and Zagreb because of the risk of war, which meant that he had to meet the Slovenian leaders in 
Klagenfurt instead and had been unable to meet Tudjman at all. Genscher used the fact that the JNA 
had apparently put itself beyond any form of civil control, as the argument par excellence that there was 
no longer any need to insist on maintenance of the unity of Yugoslavia.

 

194

Two countries within the EC would experience particular difficulties with the new German 
assertiveness: France and the Netherlands. 

 It did not take long for the 
rest of the West to share the idea that the JNA was an aggressor in what was still its own country. That 
was the result of a number of factors, of which the high-handed action of the army, that would not 
listen to Markovic and Mesic, was indeed one. Others were the successful propaganda of the Slovenian 
authorities, who had pictured the fairly limited JNA actions as a form of ‘panzer Communism’; and – 
starting in August 1991 – the disproportionate violence of the federal army in Croatia. 
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France’s opposition to Kleinstaaterei 

A special sympathy for Serbia had traditionally existed in France. The elite of Belgrade had looked 
towards France and spoken French in the nineteenth century, while German was the dominant 
language among the upper classes in Zagreb and Ljubljana. France and Great Britain had applauded 
‘poor Serbia’, so viciously attacked by Austro-Hungary and Germany, as their ally during the First 
World War, and in particular France had offered help after the march of Serb troops through Albania. 
The Serb troops had later fought their way back from Thessalonica to Serbia under French command. 
Memorials like the monument set up near Kalamegdan Castle in Belgrade or the sunken marble plaque 
bearing the text ‘France-Serbie 1914-1918’ in the Gracanica Orthodox monastery in Kosovo preserve 
the memory of this historic episode of solidarity between the two nations.  

During the interbellum period, France tried to make Serb-dominated Yugoslavia a cornerstone of 
the Eastern European ententes aimed at countering German expansion. It was during the visit of King 
Aleksandar to France in 1934 in support of this policy that the king and the French Foreign Minister 
Louis Barthou were assassinated. The event itself was partly a consequence of the emotional links 
between the two countries. The king had been warned that Croatian extremists planned an attack on 
his life when he arrived in Marseilles, and he was advised to dock elsewhere. Aleksandar insisted on 
landing in Marseilles, however, as a gesture in honour of the French troops who had lost their lives 
alongside the Serbs on the Thessalonica front.195

The idea that Serbia had fought on the Allied side in two world wars, while the Croats were 
regarded as the heirs of the Ustashe, resurfaced repeatedly in discussions in France during the 1990s, 
and initially gave rise to pro-Serb sentiments.

  

196 Mitterrand’s image of the situation in Yugoslavia was 
also strongly coloured by ideas about the Second World War. The French Head of State received the 
Yugoslav Premier Markovic in May 1991 with the words that there had been strong links between 
France and Serbia since Napoleonic times, which were reinforced by two world wars.197 Mitterrand told 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung at the end of November 1991 that he did not want to talk of assailants 
and victims in the conflicts between Serbs and Croats. He went on to say, ‘What I know is that the 
history of Serbs and Croats has been full of such dramas for ages. Especially during the last World War, 
many Serbs were killed in Croatian camps. As you know, the Croatians belonged to the Nazi Block, 
while the Serbs did not.’198 This statement not only witnessed to a lack of historical knowledge; it was 
also particularly shocking because it was made ten days after the fall of the Croatian Vukovar and after 
a visit by the French Secretary of State for Humanitarian Aid Bernard Kouchner to the Croatian 
Dubrovnik. The interview was noted in Croatia, and soured Franco-Croatian relations for many 
years;199 it also caused Mitterrand to be accused in the French press of being a ‘Serb-lover’.200 It was not 
until June 1992 that Mitterrand named the Serbs as the aggressor in the conflict.201 Even as late as the 
beginning of 1994, however, Mitterrand could still say, ‘Yes, I love the Serbs – and what of it? How 
could one forget their courage during two world wars? It is the Croats who have suppressed seven 
hundred thousand Serbs.’202

During the French government meeting of 7 August 1991, Mitterrand sketched French policy 
with regard to Yugoslavia as follows:  
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‘All the ingredients of this century are combined at a dangerous spot. The 
Twelve have no armed forces or peacekeeping troops. The Soviet Union, which 
has troubles of its own with national groups, will not intervene. We cannot 
avoid taking traditional friendships into account. For us, just as for Russia, 
Serbia is a friend. Slovenia and Croatia are more oriented towards the Germans. 
In short, the situation is very grave: it is not righting itself, and it is not going to 
right itself.’203

It is thus clear that Mitterrand did not think much of the Croats, whom he regarded as the’buddies’ of 
Germany and the Vatican.

 

204 Moreover, Mitterrand – just like the French Foreign Minister Roland 
Dumas – did not like the idea of Kleinstaaterei (the continued breaking up of large states into small ones) 
: steps had to be taken to stop secessions spreading through Europe like a forest fire.205 The thought of 
the struggle for independence in Corsica will doubtless not have been far from his mind. In his 1992 
New Year’s speech, Mitterrand was still saying that the right to independence must not be confused 
with the ‘anarchy of tribes from a distant age’.206

In line with this, Dumas commented shortly after the outbreak of the conflict that the tasks of 
the EC did not include promoting the independence of peoples.

 This standpoint also initially led Mitterrand to a pro-
Serb stance.  

207

Unlike the government in Bonn, that in Paris was prepared for military intervention, though the 
French government did all it could to avoid such intervention turning into all-out war.

 This standpoint was in direct 
contrast to that of the German government. 

208 France has 
traditionally had fewer inhibitions about peacekeeping operations than other great powers. In a certain 
sense, the government in Paris regarded peacekeeping operations as a possible means of global politics 
which France could no longer realize at a national level. Moreover, since the end of the ‘eighties there 
had been a strong moral awareness in France of a duty, if not a right, to carry out humanitarian 
interventions, which was nourished by people like Bernard Kouchner, the founder of the international 
organization Médecins Sans Frontières.209 It should be remembered that France was not only the state with 
its cynical raison d’état for which it is often so well-known in the Netherlands. It was also the country 
that was to celebrate the bicentennial of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen a few 
years later. Like the Netherlands, it had made human rights an important element of its foreign 
policy.210

This attitude was clearly visible at the time of the Yugoslav conflict. France was the biggest 
contributor to UN peacekeeping operations worldwide in mid-1993.

  

211
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 It started deploying troops in 
the former Yugoslavia in April 1992, ultimately reaching a level of six thousand soldiers, making it the 
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biggest contributor of troops to the region. It would ultimately also pay the highest price of all troop 
suppliers for this intervention, with a total of 56 dead and nearly six hundred wounded.212

French Foreign Minister Dumas had already suggested in July 1991 that a peacekeeping force 
should be sent to the region, after the head of the directorate for Europe at the Quai d’Orsay (the home 
of the French Foreign Ministry) had stated, on the basis of a fact-finding mission to Yugoslavia from 9 
to 12 July, that separation of the hostile troops and creation of a buffer zone could not be excluded.

 

213 
France would play a leading role in all important initiatives taken in 1991 – the mobilization of the EC, 
the peace conference, the Arbitration Commission and the involvement of the Security Council. And 
this would continue to be the case in the succeeding years. Mitterrand commented in September 1994 
that France had done more for Bosnia than any other country.214

French policy with regard to Yugoslavia was further largely determined by the attempt to 
prevent the conflict from spreading to other countries

 

215

Since the American government initially had no wish to get involved in the conflict, there 
seemed to be a good chance of realizing this latter wish. As mentioned above, attempts to take action 
within a WEU framework stranded on British intransigence. German support for recognition of the 
independence of the breakaway Yugoslav republics was initially a barrier to effective EC 
involvement.

 and the wish to deal with the matters involved 
without NATO intervention. This was related to the dominant role played by the Americans in the 
latter organization and the fact that France had only played a partial role in it since 1967, when it had 
withdrawn from the organization’s military activities while still playing a role in its political set-up. 

216

5. The Netherlands as EC chairman despite itself 

 In the autumn of 1991, however, the German and French governments reinstated the 
Paris-Bonn axis, which had been damaged by the differences of opinion about how to deal with the 
Yugoslav crisis. The differences between Germany and the Netherlands were to prove longer lasting. 

It was unfortunate that the EC troika in the second half of 1991 consisted of relatively small countries, 
viz. Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Portugal. While it is true that the three Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs Poos, Van den Broek and De Deus Pinheiro were the official representatives of the European 
Community, they did not have the same political clout as their counterparts from the more powerful 
nations such as Dumas, Genscher, Hurd and De Michelis. Even though a senior Dutch civil servant 
claimed that the Netherlands was ‘a kind of superpower’ compared with Luxembourg and Portugal,217

The small countries did have some advantages, however: they could hardly be accused of 
pursuing material interests in their handling of the Yugoslav conflict,

 
the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek would find that it is no sinecure for a chairman 
from a small country to keep his colleagues from the big member states on board in such an enterprise. 

218 or of being burdened by 
historical sentiments and reflexes.219

There was certainly no traditionally strong negative image of the Serbs in the Netherlands.
  

220 In 
fact, up to the Second World War there could have been said to have been ‘a certain pro-Serb 
tendency’.221
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a positive image of the Balkans and Yugoslavia in the Netherlands’ in the years round the Second 
World War.222 He did this mainly with the aid of his novels, which were filled with noble but violent 
characters. Den Doolaard, who travelled widely through the Balkans in the ‘thirties and ‘fifties, was 
acclaimed by many other post-war Dutch authors who credited him with ‘a view of Yugoslavia that was 
very optimistic while not being entirely free from criticism’.223

In a country like the Netherlands, where there was a strong feeling (especially in the ‘sixties and 
thereafter) that the population as a whole had not really given the Resistance movement sufficient 
support during the Second World War, it is understandable that there could be great, if not blind, 
admiration of the struggle of the Communist partisans in Yugoslavia.

  

224 When Tito died in 1980, there 
was only one commentator in the Dutch broadsheets who raised a finger in criticism of the Serbs. 
According to J. den Boef in Trouw, they would ‘inevitably try to regain their dominant position’.225

Some left-wing politicians and shapers of opinion in the Netherlands, such as the Minister of 
Defence Relus ter Beek, the columnist and lecturer in international relations and comparative politics at 
the University of Leiden Koen Koch, the author Lisette Lewin and the journalists Herman Vuijsje, 
John Jansen van Galen and Igor Cornelissen, had in their time flirted with the idea of workers’ control 
or worked on the construction of the big Brotherhood and Unity motorway between Belgrade and 
Zagreb.

  

226 Left-wing intellectuals saw Yugoslavia as the country behind the Iron Curtain where the 
Marxist sun still shone, ‘a country where the foundation for the realization of Marx’s theories has been 
laid and where – somewhat in contrast to most of the other countries of Eastern Europe – there is still 
room for further development’.227 Wim Kok, leader of the PvdA (Labour), had also been ‘keenly 
interested’ in the system of workers’ control in Yugoslavia during the time when he had been closely 
involved in the work of the Dutch union movement in the ‘seventies.228

The differences between Germany and the Netherlands concerning the Yugoslav question, 
which put a heavy burden on the Dutch chairmanship of the EC, were due not so much to Yugoslavia 
itself as to the position which these two countries considered they had to take up in the world – and in 
particular to the change in Germany’s stance, already alluded to above, which took place round about 
the time of the Yugoslav crisis. For many years after the end of the Second World War, German 
foreign policy had strongly resembled that of the Netherlands, both being characterized by a stress on 
multilateral alliances, moral considerations and a strong aversion to the use of military force.  

 The positive image of 
Yugoslavia and the Serbs in the Netherlands would not change until 1991, when undue emphasis was 
put on the violent aspects of their history and their ‘nature’. 

Dutch Premier Lubbers and Foreign Minister Van den Broek were thus struck by a form of 
cognitive dissonance when Germany, strengthened by re-unification and with a new feeling of 
responsibility for stability in Central and Eastern Europe, started to adopt a foreign policy marked by a 
greater stress on Germany’s own role in the affairs in question. The impact of this change in course was 
even harder because Van den Broek and Lubbers were doing all they could at that time to carry 
through the Dutch chairmanship of the EC on the basis of consensus. Dutch civil servants in the 
ministry of Foreign Affairs also noted ‘a rather surprising self-awareness on the part of the Germans. 
Self-awareness of this kind was not exactly the most convenient development at this juncture!’229

The situation was made even more difficult by the fact that the two actors with primary 
responsibility for Dutch foreign policy – Van den Broek and Lubbers – had already manoeuvred 
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themselves into a problematic position with respect to Germany by trying to make Western acceptance 
of German re-unification subject to certain conditions. Van den Broek was afraid that the re-unification 
of Germany could lead once again to German Alleingang (going it alone) and to the country’s following 
a Sonderweg (separate path) between East and West. Like Lubbers, he wanted public guarantees from the 
re-united Germany that the Oder-Neisse would remain Poland’s western frontier.230 In particular 
Chancellor Kohl, but also Foreign Minister Genscher, would not lightly forget the attitude taken by the 
Dutch ministerial duo.231 Moreover, Genscher suspected the pro-NATO Van den Broek of wishing to 
play down the Paris-Bonn axis in the run-up to European political union.232 Conversely, Genscher had 
been incredibly rude to Van den Broek in February 1990 during the Open Skies Conference in Ottawa 
when the latter had claimed a place for the Netherlands alongside the four former occupying powers in 
the discussions on German re-unification. ‘You are not part of the game,’ Van den Broek was told by 
his German counterpart.233

The Netherlands has an existential problem, as the diplomat N.H. Biegman put it: it’s too big to 
be counted among the small countries, and too small to be counted among the big ones.

 

234 This leads 
to a constant ambition to belong with the big countries, and constant rejection by the latter. In 
addition, Lubbers and Van den Broek had been ‘spoiled’ in the ‘eighties by the international position 
accorded to the Netherlands at the time of the debate on cruise missiles and by the growing appraisal 
of Dutch economic policy. The central position the Netherlands had assumed during the debate on the 
siting of cruise missiles had been a boost to the ego of the ministerial spokesmen. In a world that still 
seemed fairly simple, the idea could grow that the Dutch Foreign Minister had ‘a little, a very little say 
in the way the world went’.235 Hence, according to Lubbers, the Netherlands was not using the 
Yugoslavia dossier to build up a position for itself as chairman of the EC: ‘the Netherlands already had 
a position.’236 And in the view of the Dutch government, this position implied a noblesse oblige attitude on 
its part. This means that the Netherlands had to adopt a more active stance than countries like Ireland 
or Austria. And the ‘assertive Minister of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek’ had to do something 
significant, as a ‘consequence of the fact that he already was someone’.237

This ‘plucky-little-country syndrome’
  

238 had not however turned Van den Broek into a power 
thinker. He still argued primarily in political and moral terms where the future of Europe was 
involved.239 Nevertheless, Van den Broek was convinced that interest-based politics and idealism could 
go hand in hand. He found it quite logical, for example, that when dealing with the Yugoslav conflict 
the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs should aim at realization of one of the main objectives of Dutch 
foreign policy, viz. making a contribution to the maintenance and promotion of peace.240 Execution of 
this task would at the same time enhance Dutch prestige on the international scene and create a 
positive image.241
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In the meantime, considerable confusion existed in the Netherlands round about 1990 (as in 
many other countries at that time) about the form foreign policy and in particular security policy should 
take after the Cold War.242

It was ironic that the Netherlands should be the very country to occupy the chairmanship of the 
European Community at this time, and thus in fact to give form to the common foreign and security 
policy avant la lettre via a process of intergovernmental consultation. After all, the traditional Dutch 
supranational orientation led to a preference for a strong European Commission and a disinclination to 
give much power either to the Council of Ministers or to the chairmanship of the EC. When the 
Netherlands had been chairman of the EC in the past, therefore, it had restricted itself mainly to 
‘looking after the shop’.

 

243 Van den Broek objected to the Council of Ministers, because he was of the 
opinion that it often degenerated into a cosy get-together of the big countries. Besides, he was not 
entirely happy that not he but the Prime Minister took part in such meetings.244

The Netherlands was such a strong advocate of a Community approach – a view in which it 
differed appreciably from the big countries – that it was even doubted in June 1991 whether it would 
make a good chairman of the EC at this juncture.

  

245 The Hague had the reputation of not consulting 
the other European capitals much. As Rob Meines put it in NRC Handelsblad shortly before the 
Netherlands was to assume the chairmanship of the EC, the country ‘often had an almost high-priestly 
fidelity to the true doctrine’. Formally, the Council of Ministers was only empowered to take decisions 
on matters prepared by the European Commission. In general, the Netherlands waited patiently to see 
what the Commission had hatched out and then discussed it with the other members of the Council of 
Ministers, so that it often did not have much of a finger in the pie. In other words, the Netherlands was 
not skilled in European ‘lobbying techniques, which tended to be equated with hanky-panky in our 
country’.246 The Director-General of the department of Political Affairs in the Dutch ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, A.P. van Walsum, wrote later that Van den Broek ‘did not really do his best to create 
the impression of being vitally interested in European integration.’247 Piet Dankert, Junior Minister for 
Foreign Affairs during the Lubbers-Kok coalition, said that he had never thought that Van den Broek 
had been keenly interested in Germany and France. ‘His mind was much more on England and 
America.’248 Van den Broek had the reputation of always wanting to participate when the Americans 
went to war.249

Not only was the Netherlands traditionally rather ill at ease when it came to chairing the EC, 
but also like Great Britain it was (to put it mildly) not a strong advocate of quick realization of a 
common European security policy. Both London and The Hague feared that if Europe were to have its 
own policy line in this field, this could lead to collisions with the United States, with which both 
countries had special relationships of long standing.

 

250
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 Moreover, the Netherlands was not particularly 
keen to cooperate in the setting up of a common policy that would, it suspected, be dictated by the big 
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three (France, Germany and the United Kingdom) while the smaller countries like the Netherlands 
would have little or no say but would still share the responsibility for the decisions taken.251 It has even 
been suggested that the zeal Van den Broek displayed concerning the Yugoslav conflict was mainly 
motivated by his need to remove the impression on the part of his German counterpart Genscher that 
he was not really prepared to put effort into the realization of such a policy.252 In line with this, the 
Netherlands would remain a firm advocate of actions within a NATO framework to deal with the 
Yugoslav question, but had little enthusiasm for the WEU actions repeatedly proposed by the Dutch 
head of the WEU Van Eekelen.253

Since the Dutch embassy in Belgrade also acted for Luxembourg during the first six months of 
1991 when the latter was chairman of the EC, all the additional information on conditions in 
Yugoslavia that Luxembourg received via this channel for the purposes of the EC chairmanship also 
landed on the desks of the appropriate civil servants at the ministry of Foreign Affairs in The Hague. 
This would have provided ideal material for a preparatory study of the problems that were on the way 
in Yugoslavia. It was however only in the last few months before the Netherlands was due to take over 
the chairmanship that Van den Broek started considering Yugoslav issues seriously; before that time, it 
had long been a matter left to the Eastern Europe department of his ministry. In a letter to Parliament 
describing the programme for the Dutch chairmanship of the EC, Van den Broek summed up a large 
number of priorities. Yugoslavia occupied a very modest place here. The list of priorities did include ‘a 
number of very disturbing developments in Eastern Europe’, on which the Twelve would have to 
formulate a standpoint. This referred primarily to the breakdown of the Soviet Union and in particular 
to the position of the Baltic states. The letter to Parliament went on to state that ‘due attention must 
also be paid to the impending disintegration of Yugoslavia ….’ However, Van den Broek looked for 
solutions mainly in expansion of the CSCE and maintenance of the good trans-Atlantic relationships, 
not in the EC.

 

254

6. The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs  

 

The ministry that was to back up Van den Broek during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC did not in 
fact have a large number of civil servants who were really engaged in policy production.255

The task of the Director-General for Political Affairs (Dutch abbreviation DGPZ) was to deal 
with all aspects of foreign policy involving a definite policy line. He was thus responsible for 
coordinating the work not only of the directorates that fell directly under his authority, but also that of 
the units which formally fell within the field of the other two Directorates-General. This made the 
Director-General for Political Affairs not only the primus inter pares of the three directors-general but 
also the minister’s highest political advisor. 

 The ministry, 
with its dual leadership – apart from the minister of Foreign Affairs, his colleague the minister for 
International Development also headed the department – had three Directorates-General in the early 
1990s: those of Political Affairs, European Cooperation and International Cooperation.  

Four regional directorates fell directly under the authority of the the Director-General for 
Political Affairs, those of Asia and Oceania, Africa and the Middle East, the Western Hemisphere and 
Europe. He was also responsible for the directorates for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs and 
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for Political UN Issues. These two last-mentioned directorates, together with the directorate for 
Europe (DEU), played the main role within the ministry in relation to the Yugoslav question. 

Van den Broek was an ‘Atlanticus pur sang’.256 Thanks to his many years as minister, since 1982, 
the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs had developed into a key part of the 
ministry during the eighties. The formal terms of reference of this directorate covered the protection of 
Dutch security interests in an international framework, which meant that it had to deal with NATO, the 
WEU, the CSCE, arms control, verification and arms export policy as well as Atlantic cooperation. In 
practice, the department also dealt with relations with the United States and Canada, though this was 
formally the responsibility of the regional directorate for the Western Hemisphere.257

Van den Broek considered it to be of great importance that competent civil servants were 
employed in this department.

  

258 The head of the directorate since August 1990 was B.J. (Boudewijn) 
van Eenennaam, like Van den Broek a whole-hearted Atlanticus with a great affinity for the American 
mentality. The minister gave him a free hand as director.259 Van Eenennaam was an advocate of power 
politics, but suffered the disadvantage in this connection of having been born a Dutchman. His 
perception of international politics was strongly coloured by the Cold War. His conviction that Serbia 
was the aggressor in all conflicts in the former Yugoslavia led Van Eenennaam to believe that Serbia 
should be dealt with firmly and forced into isolation.260 He had also concluded on the basis of his 
experience during the Cold War that policy should be based not on the views held in the region which 
was the object of the policy, but on the convictions of the policy-maker. He also believed firmly that if 
the Netherlands wanted to be an international leader in the field of overseas aid and to contribute to 
the solution of humanitarian crises, it must also be prepared to curb the violence which can arise in 
such situations.261

The influence of the regional directorates, which embodied the institutional memory and the 
analytical capacity to handle issues relating to particular regions, was reduced under Van den Broek in 
favour of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs.

  

262

The Directorate for Political UN Issues was charged with the contacts with the United Nations. 
It was headed by J.T. (Jan) Hoekema from 1 July 1990 to 1994, when he became a member of 
Parliament. This directorate included a Political office, the main task of which was to maintain contacts 
with the permanent delegation of the Netherlands to the United Nations in New York. This directorate 

 Nevertheless, the regional 
directorate for Europe (DEU), which was responsible for bilateral contacts in Europe, was formally the 
first port of call when it came to issues of Yugoslav politics. DEU consisted of one Western Europe 
office and one for Eastern Europe, the latter being responsible for matters concerning Dutch 
involvement in the former Yugoslavia. Each of these two offices had a staff of three in 1991; it should 
be noted that the Eastern Europe office also had to deal with matters concerning the Soviet Union. 
The Western Europe office was not so interested in bilateral relations; the main emphasis in this unit 
was multilateral diplomacy. During the Cold War, the ministry of Foreign Affairs had the impression 
that there was little for it to do in Eastern Europe. The head of the Eastern Europe office (and Deputy 
Director of DEU) was H.J. Hazewinkel. He had been mainly responsible for Yugoslavia before the 
outbreak of the conflict. When Yugoslav matters began to demand more and more of his department’s 
attention, from mid-1991, the young diplomat AM van der Togt was added to the department’s staff. 
He was given the special task of dealing with issues concerning Yugoslavia. 
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had little involvement with the Yugoslav question in 1991, since the UN initially kept its distance from 
this matter. 

It goes without saying that the activities of these different directorates operating alongside one 
another required coordination. In the ministry of Foreign Affairs, this coordination occurred both at 
top level and at operational level. The top civil servant at the ministry was formally the Secretary-
General. Since 1989, this post had been filled by Dr. Bernard Rudolf Bot who had the reputation of 
being one of the leading Dutch diplomats in this period. It should be noted, however, that the 
Secretary-General played a less prominent role at Foreign Affairs than in various other Dutch 
ministries. The primary responsibility for policy coordination lay not with him but with the Director-
General for Political Affairs (DGPZ). In addition, the function of personal secretary to the minister 
had been created a number of years before; his task was to regulate the flow of documents and to 
control access to the minister. The Secretary-General at Foreign Affairs was thus little more than 
formal head of the organization of civil servants working at the ministry. 

All these facts made the Director-General for Political Affairs the minister’s main political 
advisor. He acted as gatekeeper to the minister together with the latter’s personal secretary and was 
further responsible for the general policy line and the unity of Dutch foreign policy. In addition, 
together with his counterparts from other EC member states he was a member of the EC’s Comité 
Politique, which prepared matters for discussion by the Council of Ministers. Peter van Walsum, a 
respected diplomat with a well balanced approach, had been Director-General for Political Affairs since 
July 1989. His diplomatic career had been an excellent preparation for the task he had to perform 
during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC in the second half of 1991. He had more than twenty years 
of diplomatic experience in South-Eastern Europe. He was posted to Bucharest in 1967, and travelled 
to Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Greece and the European part of Turkey from the Romanian capital. He was 
moved to the Dutch permanent delegation to the United Nations in 1970 – a position to which he 
would return between 1998 and 2001 at the end of his diplomatic career. At the UN, he was the Dutch 
representative in the Third Commission of the General Assembly, which dealt with human rights. In 
1979, he was posted to the Dutch permanent delegation to the EC in Brussels. He had a reflective 
nature, and while a keen analyst he had a tendency to secondary reaction. Thus, he stood in sharp 
contrast to Van den Broek. The minister, who often reacted in a primary manner, thought that his 
Director-General for Political Affairs often reacted too slowly.263

When the Yugoslav conflict broke out, the ministry was thus headed by five persons: the 
Foreign Minister Van den Broek; Director-General for Political Affairs Van Walsum; to a certain extent 
his deputy, ambassador at large C.M.J. Kröner; the head of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation 
and Security Affairs Van Eenennaam; and Henri Wijnaendts, the Dutch ambassador in Paris and 
special confidant of the minister. Of this select company, the Director-General for Political Affairs was 
the appropriate figure to take care of policy coordination. However, Van Walsum did not play the 
coordinating role that might be expected of him in dealing with the matters contained in the Yugoslavia 
dossier. Consequently, the policy concerning (the former) Yugoslavia was divided over the three 
directorates: Atlantic Cooperation and Security, Europe and Political UN Issues, the chief actors being 
forced to arrive at policy proposals by a process of mutual consultation.

 

264 It was not always clear to the 
staff in the three directorates who was supposed to be dealing with which aspect of the policy 
concerning Yugoslavia, since a given issue may have several sides each of which belongs in principle 
under one or other of the three directorates.265

                                                 

263 Interview P. de Gooijer, 01/07/99. 

 And if guidance was not being given from the top, at the 
level of the Director-General for Political Affairs, could one expect it from the heads of the individual 
directorates? As K.J.R. Klompenhouwer, a member of staff of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation 
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and Security Affairs, put it, ‘But who was in fact responsible for this problem? That was not clear’. He 
went on to say,  

‘There was never any task setting. Any clearly defined head. Who was supposed 
to be that head?… it was characteristic of the style of government. Let everyone 
struggle on with the job as well as he could and then we pick out the best result 
and talk it over with the minister. That is not a transparent way to work. You 
don’t know what’s happening to your products. You don’t even know what’s 
demanded of you. You don’t know who has the initiative.’266

Not only was there a lack of control, but the staff of the various directorates often lacked clear 
information about what was going on at top level. A great deal of information and policy-in-the-making 
flowed through the hierarchy from bottom to top, but there were very seldom signals passing in the 
opposite direction.

  

267 This situation was reinforced by the fact that the ministers, in particular Van den 
Broek during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC, discussed many matters by phone with their foreign 
counterparts while the Director-General for Political Affairs had many similar discussions with the 
ambassadors. In addition, Van den Broek had the habit of not making decisions on the basis of official 
documents, but of calling together a number of heads of departments and their immediate staff for a 
talk early in the evening. The feedback from these various sorts of verbal exchanges of ideas was often 
fragmentary. Written notes of conversations were seldom taken, though they often are in the ministries 
of Foreign Affairs in other countries.268

The same complaint was heard about feedback from the Ministerial Council to the staff in the 
directorates. As one of the officials in question commented: 

  

‘Preparing a paper for the Ministerial Council was an ordeal. You never heard 
what decisions were taken in the Ministerial Council about it. We were 
sometimes passed over completely, or documents were even presented to the 
Ministerial Council that we had not seen in the final form … We were greatly 
handicapped and this was also connected with the internal organization of 
Foreign Affairs. We never got feedback from the Ministerial Council on the 
Monday morning because we have two ministers (for International 
Development as well as for Foreign Affairs) and each one had his own 
following. That was a really weak point in the organization of Foreign Affairs. 
The distribution of classified documents, the conclusions of the Ministerial 
Council and minutes was always a very sticky business too. It could take days to 
lay eyes on them. That could be a bit of a drawback. We often had to ask 
Defence what decision had been taken.’269

If something was laid down on paper, no structure existed for its distribution. The same was also true 
of the distribution of information of this sort to the Dutch diplomatic missions abroad. Dutch 
ambassadors repeatedly found in their dealings with the ministry of Foreign Affairs in the country 
where they were accredited that they were confronted with the contents of talks that the Dutch 
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minister of Foreign Affairs or the Director-General for Political Affairs had had with a foreign 
counterpart on the (incorrect) assumption that this information had already been passed on by The 
Hague to the embassy in question. If notes were taken of talks, the Dutch contribution was often left 
out so that the Dutch diplomats reading them abroad were unable to distil the Dutch policy from 
them.270

This gave rise to the remarkable situation that the minister often had a good knowledge of the 
position of other EC member states via his telephone contacts, while his civil servants had to gather 
scraps of information about it from embassy reports, articles in the press, press reports and CNN.

  

271

Another question is how the ministry had organized its knowledge about Yugoslavia. According 
to Van Walsum, after looking round a bit there proved to be sufficient expertise about the Balkans 
already present in the ministry, including his own.

 
The situation was somewhat mitigated in the second half of 1991 by the very high frequency of 
ministerial meetings or meetings of the EC Comité Politique. These meetings required preparation, which 
led to preliminary discussions in Van Walsum’s room. As a result, there was temporarily less need for 
structural coordination between the directorates. A coordinator for the policy concerning Yugoslavia at 
operational level would not be appointed until the summer of 1992. 

272 Many other top civil servants in Foreign Affairs 
considered, however, that there was a severe lack of knowledge about the Balkans in general and 
Yugoslavia in particular. According to H.A. Schaper, deputy head of the Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs, this soon led to a knowledge bottleneck.273 The person in the 
department who knew most about the region was H.J. Hazewinkel, head of the Eastern Europe office. 
His directorate occupied a marginal position, and he and his director were much less visible than the 
self-confident staff of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs, who had 
established good access routes to the minister and the Director-General for Political Affairs during the 
preceding years. When the conflict broke out, therefore, various officials from Foreign Affairs hurried 
off to the library and the bookshop to get hold of literature on Yugoslavia.274 Van Eenennaam had to 
admit, as did Schaper and Hoekema, that Foreign Affairs had approached the Yugoslav conflict very 
largely from the viewpoint of Western European logic, and had severely underestimated its difficulty.275

Many civil servants had however brushed aside the lack of knowledge, on the basis of the 
argument that knowledge of the region was not relevant for policy development - if indeed one could 
speak of policy development at this early stage:  

 

‘We were very much carried along by the current of events … You reacted, and 
from the very first moment you just had to keep on reacting. I kept on writing 
notes for Parliament until I was dizzy. I had no time at all to really think about 
policy and policy options. No one asked me to do that anyway. I have the 
feeling that this was going on at the level of the Director-General for Political 
Affairs, the minister and maybe one or two directors … Look, doing nothing 
was not an option. Suppose that that is your conclusion, on the basis of your 
deeper knowledge of the Balkans. Well, you put that very nicely, but there are a 
couple of things that the pressure of public opinion will not let us do. You can’t 
say: It’s a terrible situation, but as I see things we only have one realistic option 
and that is to do nothing and wait, see how things turn out. No, … things that 
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pointed in that direction were simply not an option. We had to do 
something.’276

Van den Broek would say, nearly a year after the Netherlands’ chairmanship of the EC, ‘I keep on 
hearing Balkans experts say, you have underestimated the nationalist forces. That may well be the case, 
but what would we have done differently if we had estimated them correctly?’

  

277 And somewhat later, 
‘What could we have used if we had all been highly qualified professors of the history of the Balkans?’ 
‘…Even if you had read everything there was to read about the history of the Balkan wars at the start 
of this [twentieth] century, what would you have learnt that would be of use today?’ Van den Broek 
doubted the relevance of detailed knowledge of local circumstances and history to policy decisions in 
particular because the main stress in Dutch policy lay on keeping the standpoints of the EC member 
states on the same line. One’s own insights were of little value in this connection.278 It was precisely this 
stance of Van den Broek which would so annoy the Serbs with whom he was engaged in discussion. As 
the Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs Vladislav Jovanovic would say, ‘Van den Broek epitomized that 
arrogance of the EU (European Union, still called the European Community at that time) towards 
international law. I witnessed his superficiality. He was not willing to invest in learning more about 
Yugoslavia. They had the political might. They were ignorant.’279

The chairmanship of the EC was a mixed blessing as far as the level of knowledge in the 
ministry was concerned. It is true that the department received much more information about 
developments in Yugoslavia thanks to the chairmanship than would have been the case otherwise.

 

280 At 
the same time, the chairmanship meant that the Netherlands had much less freedom in the formulation 
of its own policy, as it continually had to take into account what would be an acceptable policy for the 
Twelve. Another problem was that ‘if you put two Balkans experts next to one another, the chance that 
they would reach agreement is very slight’.281

7. Hans van den Broek: pros and cons of a long period in office 

  

The lack of adequate coordination at civil-servant level meant that a very heavy burden fell on the 
shoulders of the minister, who in general had too little time to draw in the policy lines.282 In fact, this 
was the least of Van den Broek’s problems during the Yugoslav conflict: he was generally regarded as a 
‘Samson’283 with years of experience. He also had a reputation for ‘doing his homework very 
thoroughly’ and as a fast reader.284

The politician Hans van den Broek, born in Paris where his father was a correspondent of the 
Dutch daily de Telegraaf at the time, was discovered by Norbert Schmelzer, a powerful figure within the 
CDA (Dutch Christian Democrat party). Schmelzer, who had been minister of Foreign Affairs himself 
in the past, brought Van den Broek to The Hague as a Member of Parliament. After a year as junior 
minister for Foreign Affairs, Van den Broek became minister of that department in November 1982. 
He was on the right wing of his party, as appeared during his time as a backbencher from his 
standpoint on such issues as abortion and euthanasia. As minister, he supported the idea of siting cruise 
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missiles in the Netherlands and opposed a unilateral oil embargo against South Africa. During the 
formation of the Lubbers-Kok coalition in 1989, he had difficulty dealing with the differences between 
the political programme of his own party and that of the left-wing PvdA .285 He had the reputation of 
being a ‘cold fish’, but according to political colleagues he could be emotional within his own four 
walls.286

Van den Broek combined all the pros and cons of a long period in office. During more than 
eight years as minister of Foreign Affairs, he had collected a small group of advisers whose opinion he 
valued. The central figure in this group was Van Eenennaam, the head of DAV.

 

287 Van den Broek was 
a minister with a pronounced opinion of his own,288 who became more and more convinced of the 
rightness of his ideas the longer he remained in office.289 This gave him the image of ‘a dominant man 
who would rather convince others than be convinced’, as his fellow CDA member Aarts put it.290 Both 
friend and enemy regarded him as ‘arrogant’.291 The Yugoslavs would never see him in any other role.292 
Van den Broek had in addition a very legalistic line of reasoning. He was not very flexible, and believed 
that a politician should stick to his course once he had chosen it: ‘We do not mess around.’293

Van den Broek’s stance was at the same time the strength and the weakness of his ministry: ‘Of 
course, he made a control structure, a coordination structure, unnecessary because he had all the lines 
in his own hand. He was the boss, and he did it himself. With just a few close advisers.’

  

294 After nearly 
ten years in office, the press increasingly lost interest in him.295

The final years of Van den Broek’s tenure of the ministry were moreover adversely affected by 
the troubled relationship with Prime Minister Lubbers. Lubbers had had a great deal of respect for Van 
den Broek for many years. In 1989, however, the relationship began to cool. At that time, Van den 
Broek was one of the three members of the CDA tipped as possible candidates to succeed Lubbers as 
Prime Minister, the other two being the Minister of Finance Onno Ruding and the leader of the CDA 
fraction in Parliament, Elco Brinkman. In order to test their suitability for the job, the leaders of the 
CDA thought it necessary to try out Van den Broek and Ruding in a new position. They recommended 
that Ruding should be made minister of Foreign Affairs and Van den Broek minister of Justice. The 
plan failed, however, because Van den Broek refused to leave his accustomed hunting ground.

 

296 In 
Lubbers’ view, this decision put Van den Broek out of the running.297

The personal relationship between Van den Broek and Lubbers was even more seriously 
damaged in the autumn of 1990, as the result of disagreement about competences in the field of foreign 
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policy.298 When the European Council of heads of government was set up in 1976, it was discovered 
that the Dutch prime minister had much less authority in the field of foreign policy than many other 
members of the Council. This Council, which generally met at six-monthly intervals, was formally 
composed of the heads of government, the (French) head of state and the chairman of the European 
Commission. The heads of government were accompanied at these meetings by their ministers of 
Foreign Affairs. There were however moments during such a summit, e.g. during the final ceremonial 
dinner, when the prime ministers were not accompanied by their ministers of Foreign Affairs when 
they exchanged views with their foreign counterparts. Now the mandate of the Dutch premier was 
determined by the government, and largely by Foreign Affairs; it had been found, however, that once 
the premier was in the Council such a mandate could show some serious loopholes.299 For this reason 
among others, Dries Van Agt, the Dutch prime minister at the time, had written at the end of 1978 that 
it had ‘long’ been true that the minister of Foreign Affairs no longer had the prime responsibility for 
the European dimension of Dutch foreign affairs.300

The Dutch Home Secretary, Ien Dales, proposed at the end of 1990 in a memo to the 
Government that the Prime Minister, like the German Federal Chancellor, should be given powers of 
assignment so that he could assume an independent position on behalf of the Government during 
European summit meetings. Lubbers, who had not only experienced problems with respect to his 
constitutional position at the six-monthly European summits but also wished to maintain contacts, in 
particular by phone, with his counterparts abroad in between these summits to realize a kind of 
informal ‘European consultative body’,

  

301

Van den Broek was not at all pleased at Lubbers’ attempt, as he saw it, to go too far towards 
‘European harmonization’ of his office, and threatened to resign.

 agreed with this proposal. He explained in a letter to Van den 
Broek that he wanted to enjoy the same scope as his foreign counterparts, without hindrance as regards 
‘information, contacts, presence, status’ and the like.  

302 Though the acute conflict was 
calmed done, the affair had done lasting damage to the relationship between Lubbers and Van den 
Broek.303 The two ministers kept up a constant low-level squabbling, and the daily Trouw sketched Van 
den Broek as giving the impression of a ‘child that keeps on whining because it doesn’t get what it 
wants.’304 The conflict was compounded by background rumours that Lubbers could succeed Jacques 
Delors as chairman of the European Commission, which could reduce the chances of Van den Broek 
continuing his career abroad in view of the scarcity of top international positions.305

It was thought on the eve of the Netherlands’ taking up the chairmanship of the EC that the 
draft of the Maastricht Treaty, embodying a design for European political union, that was due to be 
signed at the end of 1991 would be the main item on the agenda. However, the complications 
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surrounding the Yugoslav crisis very soon took up so much of Foreign Minister Van den Broek’s time 
that he had hardly any left to devote to other issues.306

8. Brioni: success or make-believe? 

  

While European leaders were in a jubilant mood, convinced that the EC was going to play a heroic role 
in the handling of the conflict in Yugoslavia, Dutch Foreign Minister Van den Broek wanted to start 
off his country’s chairmanship of the EC by getting to know the American standpoint on this issue.  

To this end, he paid a lightning visit to his American counterpart James Baker and National 
Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft in Washington. Van den Broek heard that the American government 
was considering a block on economic aid to Yugoslavia and the imposition of an arms embargo on that 
country. Baker stated further that the American government would in principle support EC actions in 
this field, and the solution to the problems involved devised by the EC.307 He emphasized that the EC 
would have to take the lead, while the United States would remain in the background.308 A Dutch 
diplomat told the Dutch daily NRC Handelsblad that it was ‘interesting to observe’ during Van den 
Broek’s visit ‘how the Americans calmly leave everything to us. They have the highest praise for all EC 
initiatives in Yugoslavia, and seem to be adopting the attitude, “it’s your problem, so you decide how to 
handle it.”’309

Baker and Van den Broek did however issue a joint statement after their talks to the effect that 
they would respect the independence of the Yugoslav republics, if this was brought about by peaceful 
means. This represented an abrupt departure from the standpoint taken by the European Community 
in the autumn of 1990 (that the unity of Yugoslavia should be preserved), within a week of the 
outbreak of the conflict.

 

310 The independence of Croatia and Slovenia was changed from an option that 
was not on the cards at all to a question of modality and opportunity.311

The visit to Washington had shown Van den Broek quite clearly that he could not expect any 
real support from the USA in dealing with the Yugoslav crisis.

 Since a great deal of water 
would doubtless have to flow through the Danube before the questions on this issue would receive an 
answer, Washington could confidently expect that the question of recognition would not be an acute 
one; this was reassuring, since the whole matter of the independence of constituent republics was a 
tricky one for Gorbachev in the Kremlin - with whom the Americans were currently on good terms – 
to handle in view of his wish to preserve the unity of the Soviet Union.  

312 Since the Second World War, the 
unity of Europe had nearly always been forged on an American anvil.313
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On 3 July, the Croatian chairman of the Yugoslav presidium (and hence de facto President of 
Yugoslavia) Mesic phoned German Foreign Minister Genscher; Bonn sent a report of their telephone 
conversation to the other EC capitals on the same day. According to this report, Mesic said that the 
JNA (Yugoslav Federal Army) was acting entirely without authorization, and had in fact staged a coup. 
The Yugoslav premier Markovic had phoned Mesic to say that he believed his life was in danger, and 
that this might be the last telephone call he ever made. Genscher concluded from this that both their 
lives could be in danger. Mesic asked Genscher to get the international community to do everything in 
its power to force the JNA to moderate its actions, and to recognize Slovenia and Croatia as 
independent states that might form a confederation with the other Yugoslav republics in the future. 
Genscher told Mesic, completely in line with the German policy of ‘recognition, if’ that he would be 
prepared to take this latter step if the JNA did not return to its barracks.314

Now that the JNA ‘had gone mad’, Genscher did not exclude the possibility that Germany 
might recognize Croatia and Slovenia independently, if the situation called for it.

  

315 He phoned Van den 
Broek in the latter’s hotel in Washington to tell him this, waking him up at 4.30 am for the purpose. 
Van den Broek did not let the grass grow under his feet, and phoned his counterparts Dumas, Hurd 
and Baker, and Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs Alois Mock twice. Finally, he phoned Mesic. The 
latter repeated to Van den Broek that only recognition of Croatia and Slovenia could halt the JNA’s 
military advance on these two regions. Van den Broek replied that he expected that such recognition 
could lead precisely to escalation of the violence.316

Dumas suggested that Van den Broek should call an emergency meeting of the EC ministers for 
two days later in The Hague. Van den Broek decided to cancel a large part of his appointments in 
Washington and to fly back to the Netherlands without delay.

  

317 The talks with Dumas and Baker had 
confirmed Van den Broek in his opinion that a threat to recognize the two breakaway republics would 
be too dangerous, as it might lead either to JNA actions to protect Serb minorities318 or to Slovenian 
provocation of the Federal army.319

Before he left Washington, Van den Broek urged EC member states not to make unilateral 
statements or take unilateral steps concerning the independence of Croatia and Slovenia.

 

320 In the 
meantime, however, De Michelis made a statement in the Italian Parliament to the effect that Italy 
would recognize Croatia and Slovenia if the JNA continued to use violence.321

The German position on this issue clearly irritated Van den Broek and the Dutch ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. When it was suggested to Van den Broek during a radio interview that Germany was 
after all a force to be reckoned with, he replied that the chairman of the EC was by no means negligible 
either.

 

322
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chairmanship of the EC.323

Emergency summit on Yugoslavia in The Hague 

 The prestige not only of Van den Broek personally but also of the 
Netherlands was at stake. 

It became clear during the ministerial EPC meeting in The Hague on 5 July 1991 that Germany, Italy, 
Denmark, Belgium and Luxembourg were in favour of speedy recognition of Slovenia and Croatia. 
France, Spain and Great Britain, which were unlikely to be flooded with refugees from the region 
thanks to their geographical situation and which had their own problems with separatists, took the 
opposite view and stressed the need to preserve the unity of Yugoslavia.324 Genscher found himself in 
particular opposed by Dumas.325 France perceived the German position, that was supported by Austria, 
as embodying the threat of a German Drang nach Osten (push to the East),326 and also, as anonymous 
French sources put it, evidence of a ‘Teutonic will to power’.327

While the Dutch position as regards Yugoslavia before the Netherlands had taken over the 
chairmanship of the EC had not differed all that much from the German standpoint, Van den Broek 
now felt that his new role forced him to follow the view of the majority of EC member states, which 
still aimed at preservation of the territorial integrity of Yugoslavia. It was the start of a policy where 
preservation of a uniform line within the Twelve was seen as more important than working out well 
based concrete plans about how to deal with Yugoslavia.

 

328 This was one time when Genscher could 
not force through acceptance of his standpoint (in this case, in favour of recognition of the breakaway 
republics).329

One consequence of the EPC meeting of 5 July was that, following the lead given by 
Washington, an immediate embargo on the supply of weapons to Yugoslavia was proclaimed. Other 
countries were urged to do the same, and countries bordering Yugoslavia were urged to block the 
transport of weapons through their territories to Yugoslavia. 

 

The troika in action again 

The ministerial troika paid a third visit to Yugoslavia on 6 and 7 July, in response to a call for help from 
Loncar, the Federal Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs, to the Dutch ambassador in Belgrade 
Fietelaars (‘we badly need help, we badly need help’),330. The venue this time was Brioni, an island to 
the south of Istria that had been Tito’s favourite spot for conferences and where he had offered 
hospitality to countless foreign guests. Genscher repeated his warnings to Serbia in Welt am Sonntag on 7 
July, where he stated that renewed military action on the part of the JNA would remove any basis for 
negotiations. In that case, recognition of the independence of Croatia and Slovenia would be among 
the possibilities.331

                                                 

323 Both, Indifference, p. 102. 
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The troika found the various Yugoslav parties so divided as to be hardly able to provide any 
contribution of substance to the discussion.332

After sixteen hours of discussion, Van den Broek stated that the text of the declaration worked 
out by the troika in the course of the day was non-negotiable. If it was not accepted, the EC had no 
further role to play in the process. This ultimatum produced a joint declaration by all parties concerned 
with two appendices, which came to be known as the Brioni Agreement.

 In particular the Serbian member of the Yugoslav 
presidium, Jovic, behaved in a manner that was far from diplomatic. He claimed that the JNA could 
wipe Slovenia off the map in a day if they wanted. He thought it unlikely that peaceful solutions could 
be achieved in Croatia, because according to him the destruction of the Serb minority in that republic 
was being prepared. If other republics considered that they had the right to self-determination, then so 
had the Serbs according to him. The Serbian republic guaranteed Serbs the right to exercise this option, 
he went on to say, in a clear reference to the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia. 

333

The European monitoring mission 

 This stipulated that 
negotiations between all parties concerned would start no later than 1 August, without any preliminary 
conditions. At that conference, the peoples of Yugoslavia would themselves decide about their future. 
The EC would only assist in the search for a solution and in the provision of the necessary facilities. A 
ceasefire would be observed in Slovenia, and the Federal army would return to its barracks. In the 
meantime, there would be a three-month moratorium on the implementation of the declarations of 
independence. 

One of the provisions of the Brioni Agreement was that a group of observers from the European 
Community under the name European Commission Monitoring Mission (ECMM) would be admitted 
to Slovenia and Croatia in order to monitor compliance with the ceasefire, the withdrawal of the JNA, 
the exchange of prisoners and the implementation of the moratorium. The mission would consist of 
thirty to fifty observers who would be given diplomatic status, and whose safety would be guaranteed 
by the parties concerned. These monitors were soon given the nickname ‘ice-cream men’ because of 
the snow-white clothing they wore to underline their unarmed civilian status. A Memorandum of 
Understanding between the EC representatives, the Yugoslav authorities and representatives of Croatia 
and Slovenia, specifying the mandate and status of the observers, was signed on 13 July. 

The number of members of the ECMM increased gradually to about four hundred over the 
next two years. The mission subsequently also became active in Bosnia-Hercegovina and had a small 
office known by the rather grand name of ‘regional centre’ in Belgrade. It had other regional centres in 
Szeged (Hungary), Sofia (Bulgaria) and Tirana and Kukes (Albania), that were intended to help prevent 
the conflict from spreading beyond the boundaries of (the former) Yugoslavia. From August 1991, 
monitors from the CSCE member states Canada, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Sweden joined the 
ECMM. The mission received its instructions from the chairman of the EC and reported to him and to 
the United Nations and the International Red Cross. The chairman of the EC passed the reports of the 
ECMM on to the Community’s Ad Hoc Group on Yugoslavia.  

Although the mission’s attempts to mediate between the parties to the conflict had little 
success, and the mission was in fact hardly able to play a significant role in monitoring the ceasefire 
agreements, it did achieve a certain value as the eyes and ears of the European Community in the field. 
It also started investigating violations of human rights from the autumn of 1991, with the 
encouragement of the chairman of the EC. As time went by, it further played a role in the exchange of 

                                                 

332 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03287. EU/GBVB/Trojka, voorbereiding en verslaglegging bezoeken Trojka aan Joegoslavië, 
July/August 1991, Fietelaars 195 and 196 to Van den Broek, 08/07/91. 
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DEU/ARA/03287. EU/GBVB/Trojka, voorbereiding en verslaglegging bezoeken Trojka aan Joegoslavië, July/August 
1991, COREU Nederlands EG-voorzitterschap (COREU message Dutch chair of EC), 08/07/91, cpe/pres/hag 320.For a 
report of the meeting where the agreement was reached, see ibid., Fietelaars 195 to Van Den Broek, 08/07/91. 
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prisoners, the execution of confidence-increasing measures and the monitoring of aid convoys.334 Thus, 
the ECMM gradually developed from a body charged with monitoring the withdrawal of the JNA from 
Slovenia and compliance with the terms of truce agreements to an in situ monitor of not only the 
military but also the political, economic and humanitarian situation.335 It was therefore true to a certain 
extent to say of it, ‘It was improvised and disordered, and it should not have worked, but it did.’336

After the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) was set up early in 1992, however, 
the ECMM came to be overshadowed by this UN organization. The ECMM was largely trapped in the 
role of an observer with the supplementary task of solving acute, often humanitarian problems at a 
local level in regions where the situation was tense. ECMM reports were mainly restricted to factual 
information about a shooting incident at such and such a location, at such and such a time. Since the 
recipients of such reports in Western capitals did not in general appreciate it when the monitors gave 
their own assessment of the situation, these reports were not highly respected either by the EC and UN 
mediators or by the authorities in the various European capitals. The ECMM had thus very little 
involvement in the political negotiation process.

  

337

Things had however not yet reached this stage when, shortly after the signing of the Brioni 
Agreement, 62-year-old Jo van der Valk, former head of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and 
Security Affairs at the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs and before that (in the late ‘seventies) Dutch 
ambassador in Belgrade, was appointed head of the ECMM with Brigadier General J.C. Kosters as his 
deputy. They arrived in Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, on 15 July with a few dozen ECMM observers 
(diplomats and a few officials from EC countries). This site had been chosen because of its location 
between Belgrade and Slovenia. The ECMM set up its headquarters there, and would make missions to 
Slovenia by jeep or helicopter. 

  

Soon after the signing of the Brioni Agreement, a German diplomat had stated that the real war 
– by which he meant one between Serbs and Croats – was bound to start soon: ‘Observers will have to 
be sent there without delay, or they will be bashing one another’s’ heads in again.’338 The question was 
whether the ECMM was actually authorized to perform tasks in Croatia as well as Slovenia. The 
Memorandum of Understanding signed by the EC and the six republics of Yugoslavia, which governed 
the mandate of the ECMM, stated that the field of operation of the mission comprised ‘Slovenia and, 
as appropriate, Croatia, unless the Participating Parties agree that the implementation of the Mandate 
also requires activities beyond these areas’.339

While Van der Valk was on the way to Zagreb to take up his mission, representatives of the 
countries who had sent observers to take part in the mission were meeting in The Hague. The Dutch 
ambassador-at-large Christiaan Kröner, who had led the group preparing the way for the ECMM,

 

340

                                                 

334 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05267. COREU van het EG-voorzitterschap (COREU message from chair of EC), 22/09/93, 
CPE/Pres/Bru/928. 

 
explained during this meeting that the JNA and the Federal authorities were afraid that there were spies 
among the monitors. The organizers of the mission had managed by the skin of their teeth to persuade 
the authorities in Belgrade to admit monitors from certain countries – doubtless including Germany 
and probably Italy too. Activities in Croatia were particularly sensitive in this connection. This could 

335 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05267. COREU van het EG-voorzitterschap, 17/12/93, CPE/Pres/Bru/1596. For summaries of the 
activities of the ECMM see J.W. Beekman, ‘EG-waarnemers in het voormalige Joegoslavië; de juridische aspecten’ (EC 
observers in the former Yugoslavia: the legal aspects) , Carré, 15 (1993)10, pp. 6-9; Bohr, Experiment; ABZ 
DEU/ARA/00085. COREU message from British chairman of EC, 08/10/92, cpe/pres/lon 1490. 
336 Nuttall, EC, p. 22. Cf. Libal, Limits, p. 49. 
337 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05267. dossieraantekening CoPo, ‘ECMM en CVSE in voormalig Joegoslavië’ (‘ECMM and CSCE in 
the former Yugoslavia’, with marginal notes by CoPo) , from JW./DAV/MS and HZ/DAV/PH, 07/09/93, 17/12/93, 
CPE/Pres/Bru/1596. 
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easily give rise to problems, since the headquarters of the mission were sited precisely in Croatia. 
Kröner stressed that it was essential to ensure that the monitors did not get involved in the struggle 
between the Serbs and Croats: ‘Although, as agreed in the Memorandum of Understanding, Croatia was 
not to be excluded from the mission area, it would not be the main focus of the mission.’341 Other 
Western diplomats reported that the leadership of the JNA had told the presidium that they had strong 
reservations against the simple fact of the stationing of the observers in Zagreb.342

On arrival in Zagreb, Van der Valk created the impression during his first press conference that 
the mission had no mandate at all to monitor hostilities in Croatia. His remarks were greeted with 
incomprehension by the reporters present and by the Croatian authorities.

 

343 The Dutch ambassador in 
Belgrade, Fietelaars, reported without delay to Foreign Affairs that according to him Van der Valk was 
a ‘very agreeable old gentleman’, but ‘no longer competent to deal with this very complicated task and 
not tough enough to deal with the snake pit of present-day politics here. His knowledge of the Brioni 
Agreement and the Memorandum of Understanding is inadequate, and his reaction to questions from 
the press was clumsy.’344

The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs responded to Fietelaars that a policy group at the 
ministry led by the head of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs, Van 
Eenennaam, was responsible for the policy aspect of the ECMM, while the practical work was 
delegated to a coordinator of the Yugoslavia mission, K.J.G. van Oosterom, who had been appointed 
head of a new liaison office to be set up within the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security 
Affairs which would be known under the initials DAV/LSO. This office formulated the tasks of 
ECMM and was responsible for the logistics, setting up the mission’s regional offices and the 
distribution of ECMM reports to the capitals of EC member states via ‘COREUS’, special telegrams 
designed for European correspondence. The office consisted of two members of staff in charge of 
policy issues and a clerk from Foreign Affairs and a military advisor who was responsible for the liaison 
between the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs and the Defence staff. After 
some initial troubles in the filling in of this function of liaison with Defence, T.P.J. (Tom) Karremans, 
subsequently the commander of Dutchbat III, was appointed to this position on 14 August. 

  

In the meantime, sources within the American National Security Council (NSC) stressed to the 
Dutch ambassador in Washington, Meesman, on 16 July that the ECMM should pay attention to the 
situation in Croatia. According to these NSC sources, there would ‘no longer be much point’ in looking 
for structural solutions to the problems in Yugoslavia once violence had broken out in Croatia. The 
State Department was also a keen supporter of ECMM activity in Croatia.345 Washington also urged 
other EC member states to extend the mandate of the ECMM to include Croatia.346

Somewhat embarrassed by the situation that had arisen as a result of Van der Valk’s restrictive 
interpretation of the ECMM’s mandate, the Dutch permanent representative at NATO, A.P.R. 
Jacobovits de Szeged, had to state in the North Atlantic Council that the mission to Yugoslavia was 
intended to monitor a ceasefire, not a conflict.

 

347

Ten days after the signing of the Brioni Agreement, on 18 July, the Federal Presidium of 
Yugoslavia decided that the JNA troops should be gradually withdrawn from Slovenia within the space 
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of three months. This goal was indeed reached in October. This would seem to indicate that the EC 
had scored a quick success with the Brioni Agreement.  

A number of critical comments may be made in this connection, however. Firstly, the 
negotiation process stipulated as part of the Brioni Agreement was supposed to be one in which the 
EC left it up to the various parties in Yugoslavia to work out their future. It may be asked whether this 
was a good idea, in view of the differences that had existed between the various Yugoslav republics 
since 1987, the inability to reconcile the conflicting wishes for recentralization on the one hand and 
confederation – not to speak of independence – on the other, the irreconcilable claims of the Serbs and 
Croats on Krajina and Slavonia and finally the complete impotence of the Federal authorities. Milosevic 
stated once more in Brioni that those who wanted to leave Yugoslavia should be able to do so, but that 
Serbs living outside Serbia had an equal right to continue to be part of the common state of Yugoslavia, 
and that the Yugoslav army would protect that right.348

Secondly, the EC stipulated an end to the hostilities as a condition for political talks. The 
continual violations of the ceasefires thus caused much precious time to be lost. In the absence of 
solutions, the unity of Yugoslavia had to be maintained and the EC was prepared to reinforce the 
Federal authorities.

 Even if it was not already clear to the EC at that 
moment that the parties to the conflict would not be able to resolve matters unaided, the continual 
breakdown of the ceasefires should in any case soon have acted as a warning signal.  

349 Their efforts in this direction were however pointless, as the Federal cabinet had 
in fact ceased to function. The Federal premier Markovic and his Foreign Minister Loncar no longer 
played a meaningful role, as noted as early as the spring of 1991 by the Dutch ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Dutch Military Intelligence Service (Dutch abbreviation MID).350 The American 
ambassador in Belgrade, Zimmermann, commented in a similar vein that at the time when Croatia and 
Slovenia made their declarations of independence, Markovic was increasingly seen as ‘a figurehead or, 
even worse, a fig leaf’.351

The EC insistence on the nomination of Mesic as chairman of the Federal Yugoslav presidium 
was fairly pointless too; this move was only of symbolic value. It did not give Mesic any real influence 
over the JNA. Serbia could always reckon on four of the eight votes, thanks to its usurpation of the 
seats of Kosovo and Vojvodina and the support of Montenegro, as Izetbegovic told the European 
troika in early August 1991. He hoped that the EC would now only do business with the heads of the 
six republics: ‘They hold the real power.’

  

352

The presidium was practically paralysed in the spring of 1991 by the even split of votes (Serbia 
and Montenegro against the rest). The EC, which continued to support the unity of Yugoslavia, tried to 
counter this de facto situation. This helped Serbia, which was trying to block the trend towards 
independence. These facts help to explain why the Federal Minister of Defence Kadijevic, who 
normally did not have a good word to say about the actions of the EC, thanked the troika in early 
August 1991 for the fact that the Community had enabled the presidium to function again.
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Thirdly, the moratorium on the independence of Croatia and Slovenia agreed in Brioni created 
the impression that this independence would be a fact when the waiting period came to an end – an 
impression that could only be reinforced by the general recognition of the importance Germany 
attached to this independence. And that at a moment when the EC was still formally a firm supporter 
of the need to maintain the unity and territorial integrity of Yugoslavia. This stance thus quickly lost 
most of its credibility, and the situation supported the JNA in its conviction that there was every reason 
to win territory as quickly as possible. The troops that withdrew from Slovenia (a move monitored by 
the ECMM) were deployed in Croatia and Bosnia, in preparation for the offensives the JNA would be 
mounting there in the near future.354 It was the predictability of this threat that made the Croat Mesic 
the only member of the presidium to vote against the motion for withdrawal from Slovenia, while 
Bogic Bogicevic, the representative of Bosnia-Hercegovina, abstained.355

By agreeing with a monitoring mission aimed solely at Slovenia, the EC had set foot on the path 
of limited, local solutions instead of making a contribution to an approach to the future of the 
Yugoslav state as a whole. 

 While Croatia fell victim to the 
new offensive shortly after, Slovenia could lie back calmly in the expectation that all it had to do was 
‘wait till the EC moratorium was over’.  

After the withdrawal of the JNA from Slovenia had been confirmed, the deputy head of the 
Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs, Schaper, asked Van der Valk once again 
what he thought about extending the field of operation of the ECMM to Croatia and possibly to 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, now that JNA actions in Croatia were to be expected in the near future.356 
However, Van der Valk continued to turn down the idea of operation of the mission in Croatia.357 ‘We 
are an unarmed civilian mission, and are thus not equipped for operations in Eastern Croatia’, said Van 
der Valk.358 The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs finally supported him in this position. An official 
from the ministry thought that since the tense situation in Slovenia had not yet completely cleared up, 
there was no reason for the observers to leave.359 Tudjman, however, perceived a difference between 
Van der Valk’s position and that of ‘his chief, Van den Broek’. Tudjman wanted the latter to explain 
what sense it made for him, as head of state of Croatia, to have voted for the Brioni Agreement and the 
deployment of the observers if they were not allowed to operate in Croatia itself.360

The restrictive interpretation of the mandate by Van der Valk and Milosevic’s decision to give 
up Slovenia thus put the international community on the back foot. Two weeks after the mission had 
been brought into being its aims were, according to the Dutch daily NRC Handelsblad, ‘generally 
regarded as overtaken by events and more or less pointless’.
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354 Cf. Kadijevic, View, p. 130. 

 It was not even allowed to monitor the 
withdrawal of the JNA from Slovenia to barracks in Bosnia-Hercegovina. The initiative shifted to 
Belgrade, and the international community would find itself forced, time after time, to react to new 
crises for which it was hardly prepared. Slovenia would be followed by Croatia, Bosnia-Hercegovina, 
Kosovo and Macedonia in succession. 

355 See also Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Kroatië reageert met scepsis en achterdocht’ (Croatia reacts with scepticism and 
suspicion), NRC Handelsblad, 19/07/91; ‘Slovenië viert feest; Kroatië ziet bui hangen’ (Slovenia celebrates while Croatia sees 
stormy weather ahead), Trouw, 20/07/91. 
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358 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Kroatië reageert met scepsis en achterdocht’, NRC Handelsblad, 19/07/91. See also 
‘Soldaten weg waar ze als bezetters worden gezien’ (Soldiers removed where they are seen as occupying forces), Trouw, 
19/07/91. 
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361 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Opdracht waarnemers goeddeels achterhaald’, NRC Handelsblad, 25/07/91. 



59 

 

9. Dutch assessment of the future of Yugoslavia 

Of the main Dutch dailies, the Liberal NRC Handelsblad generally adopted a cynical stance as regards 
the ability of the EC to deal effectively with the crisis in Yugoslavia. On the other hand, it did recognize 
that the EC had to do something. The risk of a complete breakdown of society in Yugoslavia was great, 
in the opinion of the paper’s editor in chief W.H. Weenink. ‘Doing nothing, or welcoming the 
secessions, are however even less attractive options for the EC. The former would make the efforts 
towards political union lose credibility, while the latter would probably lead to prolonged instability and 
a breakdown of proper relations in Europe. The Yugoslav crisis shows that only European integration 
can save the old continent from relapsing into an era of tribal wars, which had for so long been kept 
nicely under control by the Cold War and Western-European unification.’362

The foreign affairs commentator of the NRC Handelsblad, J.L Heldring, did however have a few 
good words to say about the efforts of the troika under the leadership of Van den Broek, though he did 
warn that what the EC had been aiming at so far was crisis management rather than policy.

  

363 A leader 
in that broadsheet asked ‘whether an approach the Dutch elements of which would be clear to the 
insider will prove to be functional in the Balkans’. Temporizing tactics which might seem useful in the 
Dutch situation could lead to a fatal loss of tempo in the Balkans.364

In general, however, Dutch opinion approved of what the EC and in particular Van den Broek 
were doing. Leonie Sipkes, Green Left Member of Parliament who had expressed fierce criticism of 
Van den Broek during the Gulf crisis, admitted, ‘it hurts me to say so, but Van den Broek has been 
doing well in this conflict.’

  

365

The U-turn in Green Left thinking was brought about by the situation of the Kurdish refugees 
in Northern Iraq. After this crisis, peacekeeping and peace enforcement in response to serious 
violations of human rights were no longer taboo in Green Left.

 This statement reflects not only the all-party support Van den Broek 
could count on in Parliament but also the U-turn in security policy manifested by Green Left. In the 
winter of 1990/91, Green Left had been the only party that did not support military intervention in 
response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. However, a split developed in the party at that time about the 
deployment of Dutch Patriot rockets to intercept the Scud missiles Iraq was firing at Israel. Paul 
Rosenmöller and Ina Brouwer supported the deployment, while Peter Lankhorst, Ria Beckers and 
Leonie Sipkes opposed the sending of these defensive weapons. This led the CDA (Christian 
Democrat) MP Thijs Van Vlijmen to call Green Left ‘Brown Left’ – a reference to the treasonable 
activities of the brown-shirted NSB, Dutch fascist party during the Second World War, for which CDA 
fraction leader Brinkman later apologized. 

366

In the Protestant daily Trouw, Dr. R.C.R. Sieckmann, who was attached to the T.M.C. Asser 
Institute for international law, praised the navigational skills of Van den Broek as he tacked between the 
Scylla of Yugoslav unity and the Charybdis of the Croatian and Slovenian claims for independence to 
reach the relatively safe haven of the Brioni Agreement. He was sorry, however, that only observers 
had been sent, and that that the CSCE lacked the resources and the political will to send a peacekeeping 
force to act as a buffer and maintain peace and quiet.

 

367

                                                 

362 W.H. Weenink, ‘Pax Europeae’, NRC Handelsblad, 01/07/91. 
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A variety of comments were seen in the left-wing De Volkskrant. A leader commenting on the 
second visit of the troika to Yugoslavia on 30 June gave the opinion that the Netherlands had started its 
chairmanship of the EC well.368 Columnist Koen Koch, writing in the same paper the next day, thought 
however that the visit had set a seal on the failure of EC policy which shared responsibility for the 
bloodshed by supporting the unity of Yugoslavia.369

André Roelofs, reporting for De Volkskrant from Ljubljana, said that it was not clear what 
would happen if the three-month moratorium on independence for Croatia and Slovenia were to expire 
without an agreement having been reached. In his report, Roelofs cited Slovenian premier Peterle, who 
seemed to be suggesting that Slovenia simply had to be patient for the stipulated three-month period 
and the independence would drop into its hands: ‘We have waited a century for independence, and it 
won’t do any harm to wait another three months.’

  

370

Oscar Garschagen praised the provisional success achieved at Brioni, stating that the EC’s 
shuttle diplomacy had shown it ‘in an unusually dynamic light’ – largely thanks to the initiatives of Van 
den Broek. He went on to say that while Genscher had so far not dared to venture on a course of 
German Alleingang (going it alone), the Yugoslav crisis would remain a test case of the ability of the 
Twelve to maintain a united front .

  

371

Some commentators sympathized with Van den Broek in connection with the headaches 
Genscher was giving him. For example, writing in Trouw about the personal visit Genscher made to 
Yugoslavia in the first few days of July, Theo Koelé commented that there was no obligation on the 
chairman of the CSCE to pay such a personal visit to a region hit by crisis.

 

372

Approval of Van den Broek’s actions so far was also expressed in the Dutch Government 
meeting of 11 July 1991. A number of ministers went so far as to suggest that the Yugoslav crisis might 
provide an opportunity for setting the tone for European security policy for the coming years. One 
minister noted the positive side-effect of the united front shown by the Twelve, though he added that it 
would be unwise to cheer too soon .

 

373

At the request of two Members of Parliament, Gualthérie van Weezel of the CDA and Weisglas 
of the Liberal VVD, the permanent Parliamentary Committee of Parliament was called back from the 
summer recess to discuss the situation in Yugoslavia.

 

374 On the evening of 11 July 1991, the Committee 
debated a letter of 10 July from the minister of Foreign Affairs.375 This was a rather false start to a 
dossier in which practically all actions were taken jointly by the ministries of Foreign Affairs and 
Defence. In fact, the department of Defence made an official protest to their colleagues at Foreign 
Affairs because it was not informed of the letter until it had been sent to the Government. After all, the 
monitoring mission discussed in the letter was a joint responsibility of the ministers of Foreign Affairs 
and Defence. Even though the operational leadership was in the hands of Foreign Affairs, the Defence 
Staff and the Directorate for General Affairs of the ministry of Defence were involved in the policy 
formation and Army staff took care of the execution of Defence’s share of the mission.376
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Having to combine the tasks of minister of Foreign Affairs and chairman of the European 
Community was a mixed blessing for Van den Broek in the Dutch Parliament. On the one hand, MPs 
tended to be less critical of the minister during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC since they 
recognized that he had to mediate between the views of the various EC member states and was thus 
unable to keep strictly to the line that the Netherlands would have chosen on its own. For example, a 
report in NRC Handelsblad stated that an MP (not mentioned by name) asked during the first discussion 
of the Yugoslav question with Van den Broek what was left of Dutch foreign policy now that Van den 
Broek was acting as chairman of the EC during the crisis.377

The minister and the EC troika received all-party support during the debate.

 On the other hand, the minister was under 
pressure from Parliament to make something good out of the chairmanship, since the Netherlands was 
in the international spotlight as well as Van den Broek. This in itself was sufficient reason for the 
Netherlands not to adopt a passive stance in the conflict. The Parliament stimulated Van den Broek to 
take an active approach. 

378 Eimert van 
Middelkoop from the Protestant GPV party (Gereformeerd Politiek Verbond) praised Van den Broek for 
‘his active stance and above all for his political caution’, and added, ‘Messrs Genscher and Kohl could 
learn a lot from his example.’379 In general, the political parties wanted to support neither Serb 
dominance nor regional strivings for independence. They agreed with Van den Broek that the Helsinki 
Accords and the Charter of Paris should serve as their starting points. ‘That means’, the minister 
pointed out, ‘recognition of both the right of peoples to self-determination and the great benefits 
attached to the integrity of states. It is thus clear that some kind of appropriate compromise must be 
found between these two aims, in the sense that a unilateral choice for one of the options is 
unacceptable.’ The parties to a conflict involving these matters would have to reach an agreement that 
would be capable of recognition at international level.380 The European Community would have to try 
to reconcile the differing viewpoints of the various parties via a process of negotiation. It could attempt 
to stimulate the parties to reach agreement, or could offer support in the form of expertise e.g. with 
respect to constitutional, economic or financial questions. If however the parties did not wish to 
negotiate, there was not really a role for the EC to play in the process.381 The perspectives in this latter 
case were extremely dark. Van den Broek went on to say, ‘Once again, I must stress that any result 
which is not the product of a negotiation process and real agreement can be nothing but a scenario for 
disaster! All such outcomes are prescriptions for civil war, without exception!’382

The spokesmen of the various fractions in Parliament agreed with the minister that the parties 
in Yugoslavia had to reach agreement about the future structure of their country. Ton de Kok of the 
Christian Democrat CDA said, ‘Any support for a unilateral declaration of independence will give rise 
to further escalation of the crisis. This does not only apply to Yugoslavia – in fact, we are afraid that it 
applies to the whole of Central and Eastern Europe.’

  

383

                                                 

377 Rob Meines, ‘Minister v.d. Broek overlegt met Kamer over toestand Joegoslavië’ (Foreign Minister Van den Broek 
consults Parliament on situation in Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 12/07/91. 

 Van Middelkoop (GPV) objected to ‘a 
premium on state-destroying nationalism. That is a cancerous growth on the countries in that part of 
the world, nationalism of a kind which we in the Netherlands can hardly imagine. If we want to 
maintain peace and stability in the world, we will have to oppose that sort of nationalism as much as 

378 See also ‘Kamer: bij nieuw geweld troepen naar Joegoslavië’ (Parliaments supports sending troops to Yugoslavia if new 
violence erupts) and Rob Meines, ‘Minister v.d. Broek overlegt met Kamer over toestand Joegoslavië’, NRC Handelsblad, 
12/07/91; ‘VVD en Groenen: overweeg inzet leger in Joegoslavië’ (VVD (liberals) and Greens urge that consideration 
should be given to deployment of army in Yugoslavia), Trouw, 12/07/91; ‘Lof Tweede Kamer voor Van den Broek’ 
(Parliament praises Van den Broek), De Telegraaf, 12/07/91. 
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381 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, No. 2, p. 17. 
382 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, No. 2, p. 17. 
383 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, No. 2, p. 3. 
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possible’.384 He went on to say, ‘I can agree with the EC standpoint that we will have to start for the 
moment from the idea of territorial integrity for Yugoslavia. In this connection, I would like to 
underline the word “start” heavily. It is clear that Yugoslavia will never be what it once was – and that 
is a good thing. In any case, it means that everyone will have to learn to deal with one another in a 
different way.’385

Jan-Dirk Blaauw of the Liberal VVD was the only one during this debate to mention the 
problems in Bosnia-Hercegovina ‘between the Serb minorities on the one hand and the Croat 
minorities on the other’: ‘According to the reports I have received, the Serb civilians in Bosnia-
Hercegovina are however currently being transformed half-way into combatants by being called up as 
reservists and transported in military vehicles from Bosnia-Hercegovina to the Croatian border. Or is 
this all just propaganda?’  

 

Blaauw wondered whether the Western nations were perhaps not doing enough. He suggested 
the possibility of putting the whole of Yugoslavia under the supervision of observers, and pointed out 
that in the past hostile groups had been separated by UN observers and peacekeeping forces. Maybe a 
similar construction might be possible in the present case, under the CSCE umbrella, though he did not 
think the CSCE was really ‘ripe’ for this. He went on to say: 

‘The use of other military organizations might perhaps create an undesirable 
impression. In this connection, I would like to offer what might be a rather wild 
suggestion. Might it not be a good idea, even now, to start to create a 
construction which would make it possible, if a request to that effect were ever 
made, for the Benelux countries, possibly in combination with the Scandinavian 
countries and Switzerland, to offer a little bit more than civilian good services? 
To supply, if necessary and if requested, military units to separate hostile groups 
so as to make combat impossible, and thus to prevent bloodshed rather than 
allowing it to spread, so that a more stable starting situation could be created 
for a Yugoslavia of the future in which the component parts could once again 
be allowed to go their own ways.’386

Wilbert Willems of Green Left also asked Van den Broek ‘to consider, both internally and in an EC 
context, the possibility of further deployment of peacekeeping forces’, even though he was not 
prepared to go as far in this direction as Blaauw.

  

387

Maarten van Traa (PvdA) and Ton de Kok (CDA) made it perfectly clear, however, that they 
didn’t think much of Blaauw’s ‘wild suggestion’, which clearly could not be realized at that moment 
under a CSCE or UN umbrella. Nevertheless, Blaauw was not the only Member of Parliament to play 
with the idea that the Netherlands as a small power might be able to play a special role in relation to the 
conflict. Van Middelkoop (GPV) characterized it as ‘quite a fortunate circumstance’ that the Dutch 
were chairing the EC precisely at this time: ‘If you want Europe to have a good foreign policy, you have 
to start by creating a sort of internal European balance of policies. Well, creating a balance of that kind 
is a role that the Netherlands is quite accustomed to play.’

  

388

                                                 

384 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, No. 2, p. 8. 

 Van Middelkoop hoped that Van den 
Broek would not give in to Realpolitik: ‘That makes justice subsidiary to all kinds of ambitions, which is 
not a good thing.’  
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10. Division along ethnic boundaries? 

After the signing of the Brioni Agreement, Van den Broek, Poos and De Michelis proposed to their EC 
colleagues on 10 July that the Community should go one step further by developing ideas about the 
material aspects of the negotiations that had been stipulated as part of the Brioni Agreement. De 
Michelis, who had left the troika in the meantime, was a strong supporter of the idea that the internal 
boundaries of Yugoslavia should not be changed. (He was doubtless influenced in taking up this stance 
by the situation in the Southern Tyrol, where voices had been raised in favour of secession from Italy in 
favour of some form of union with Austria.) He received warm support for this idea from Genscher.389

Peter Michielsen had already commented in the NRC Handelsblad of 5 July that acceptance of 
the independence of Croatia and Slovenia would have major consequences for Bosnia-Hercegovina. He 
had pointed out the unstable nature of the ethnic equilibrium in that republic and the hungry glances 
Croatia was casting at it from just across the border.

 
Director-General for Political Affairs Van Walsum, who was doing his homework at that moment in 
preparation for the formulation of the second phase of the EC intervention, does not appear to have 
been aware of these noises. The development of his ideas had by this time become strongly influenced 
by the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

390 The Financial Times reported on 10 July that 
Milosevic and Tudjman had been having talks about dividing up Bosnia-Hercegovina; this report was 
taken over in the Dutch press. The publication of this item was stimulated by the remark Tudjman had 
made on the television: ‘If the Serb demand that all Serbs should live in a single state is realized, no one 
can deny the same right to the Croats.’ Tudjman’s advisor Mario Nobilo explained later the same week 
that the Bosnian Muslims could be left with a mini-state of their own the size of Slovenia. This would 
be brought about by massive ethnic migrations leading to the creation of pure Croat and Serb areas in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, which could then link up with their ‘mother countries’.391

The report in the Financial Times set Van Walsum thinking. The Netherlands would have to act 
fast as chair of the EC, and not just in reaction to the ambitions Croatia and Serbia apparently had with 
respect to Bosnia-Hercegovina. Van Walsum was also afraid that if the EC chairman did not come up 
with a solution soon, ‘some other party’ would. He therefore wrote a memo to Van den Broek on 11 
July, in which he wrote that three things were in any case unthinkable. Firstly, that the constitutional 
structure of Yugoslavia would remain unchanged. Secondly, that Yugoslavia would split up peacefully 
into six republics with the same borders as the existing ones. And thirdly, that the borders of the 
republics could be changed by negotiation. In brief, there was no peaceful way out of the Yugoslav 
crisis: ‘What we would like to do here is to square the circle.’

 

392

Van Walsum did not offer a real solution to the problems he posed in his memo. In line with 
this, Van den Broek told Van Walsum in the course of the same afternoon that his memo was of 
limited use because it did not offer a policy choice. Van Walsum had in the meantime come to the 
conclusion that the ethnic question in Yugoslavia could not be solved exclusively by guarantees of the 
protection of minorities.

 He submitted this memo on Friday 12 
July to Van den Broek, who was attending a Government meeting at the time, with a request for 
comment.  

393

                                                 

389 Libal, Limits, p. 22. 

 He took the view that it was better to redraw the borders of the Yugoslav 
republics so as to give maximum ethnic homogeneity within each republic. When Van den Broek 
pointed out to his Director-General for Political Affairs the lack of a policy choice in his memo, Van 
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Walsum replied (according to claims he made later) that his preference was for a redrawing of 
Yugoslavia’s internal borders so as to give maximum ethnic homogeneity in each constituent part. The 
minister responded (again according to Van Walsum) that if the Director-General for Political Affairs 
modified the memo along these lines, he (the minister) would have no objection to the Director-
General for Political Affairs sending it to capitals of the various EC member states as a COREU 
message.394

Good reasons could be given to back up Van Walsum’s preference for modifying Yugoslavia’s 
internal borders in such a way that each ethnic group could live in a state of its own. It is true that 
Jacques Delors, President of the European Commission from 1985 to 1994, and Jacques Santer, Prime 
Minister of Luxembourg, had told the Yugoslav leaders that they would have to find a solution to their 
constitutional problems ‘within the existing internal and external borders.’

  

395 And James Baker, the 
American Secretary of State, had during his dramatic visit to Belgrade on the eve of the declaration of 
independence by Croatia and Slovenia also called on the various parties involved to preserve the 
integrity of Yugoslavia, ‘including the borders of the constituent republics’.396

The COREU message sent by Van Walsum on 13 July for comment to the capitals of all EC 
member states put into words the basic idea that according to the Netherlands as chair of the EC, ‘the 
principle of self-determination (…) cannot exclusively apply to the existing republics while being 
deemed inapplicable to national minorities within those republics’. In other words, Yugoslavia could 
not be split up into six republics within their existing borders. The Netherlands therefore proposed that 
these borders should be redefined on a voluntary basis. The EC would never approve an agreement like 
that of Karadjordjevo, where Tudjman and Milosevic decided the fate of Bosnia-Hercegovina without 
the knowledge of the Federal government and without consulting the republic itself.

 The subsequent signing 
of the Brioni Agreement showed however that he EC had in principle accepted the independence of 
Croatia and Slovenia, and hence also the loss of Yugoslavia’s external borders which had been 
guaranteed in the 1975 Helsinki Accords. Why then should the country’s internal borders be 
sacrosanct? There was in a certain sense a historical argument to support this line of thought as regards 
the border between Croatia and Serbia. While this border was substantially the same as that between 
the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires, which had existed since the seventeenth century, the region of 
Vojna Krajina had been transferred to Croatia as late as 1881 after having had a special status in the 
preceding centuries. 

397

If Van Walsum’s idea were to be accepted, that would have consequences not only for e.g. 
Krajina, the Croatian region where many Serbs lived, but also in particular for Bosnia-Hercegovina, 
where none of the three main ethnic groups (the Bosnian Muslims, the Serbs and the Croats) formed a 
majority of the population. Van Walsum seems to have been aware of this. In any case, he said in an 
interview with Both on 20 August 1995, ‘If Yugoslavia died of its ethnic divisions, it does not seem to 
be a very good idea to choose the option that would lead precisely to the creation of a new independent 
state (Bosnia-Hercegovina) that would be plagued by exactly the same ethnic divisions.’

  

398 Another 
indication in the same direction is a note written by Van Walsum in late August 1991, where he stated 
that the time was not yet ripe for a discussion between Milosevic and Tudjman concerning the division 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina.399
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Milosevic and Tudjman, he hoped that something along these lines might be possible in consultation 
with the Muslims.  

Van den Broek had only seen the memo with the remark about squaring the circle – i.e. not the 
additional far-reaching suggestions about changing the borders. When questioned about this later, the 
minister could not remember ever having seen the draft COREU message400 or, if he had, he must have 
underestimated the scope of Van Walsum’s suggestion.401

It led to almost unanimous rejection within the EC. France feared that the proposal, if carried 
out, would lead to massive displacement of people.

 In any case, the COREU message was sent 
on Saturday 13 July, signed by Van Walsum.  

402 Spain did not want the EC to endanger its scope 
for mediation by adopting such a sharply defined stance.403 Only Copenhagen showed some sympathy 
for the idea.404 While Lord Owen would later praise Van Walsum for his idea, which the British 
mediator thought might have led to less bloodshed on Yugoslav soil if put into practice,405 it is 
understandable that the idea reigned in other European capitals that if the European Community were 
to give a signal to the world that they were in favour of creating state boundaries along ethnic lines, this 
would have the effect of opening a Pandora’s box.406 And for some countries, such a box was not far 
away: ‘The Italians thought of Southern Tyrol, the English of Northern Ireland, Scotland and perhaps 
even Wales; the French thought of Corsica and the Spanish of the Basque regions or Catalonia. The 
fear of creating the precedent of one successful secession far outweighed the feeling of common 
European responsibility.’407 In addition, various EC member states expected that changes in the existing 
borders would lead not only to massive displacement of people but also to violence. A ‘free for all’ 
situation would be created.408 And if the internal boundaries were up for discussion, the external ones 
might well follow. As soon as the Albanians of Kosovo and Macedonia had united, they would 
doubtless be wanting to join up with Albania. And would the Hungarians of Vojvodina not then opt 
for union with Hungary?409

Van Walsum’s behaviour reflected a lack of coordination within the Dutch ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Not only is it doubtful whether Van den Broek ever actually saw the text of the telegram 
suggesting the border changes, but in addition Van Walsum sent it without consulting the rest of the 
ministry.

 

410 This led to direct criticism of Van Walsum’s COREU message, e.g. from his deputy 
Kröner.411 According to Van Walsum’s own report, his close colleagues ‘tore the telegram to shreds’ 
when they finally became aware of its contents.412

                                                 

400 Both, Indifference, pp. 107-108; interview H. van den Broek, 02/12/99. 

 Van Eenennaam thought that his own criticism was 
perhaps the fiercest. In his opinion, the pursuit of mono-ethnicity was morally reprehensible. He did 
not believe that the existence of a Greater Serbia alongside a radicalized Muslim state would contribute 

401 Interview H. van Den Broek, 15/11/99. 
402 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Yugoslavia: EU/EPS. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparation of Dutch 
contribution. Reports of meetings July-December 1991, COREU message to Paris, 17/07/91, cpe/par 335. 
403 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288 Yugoslavia: EU/EPS. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparation of Dutch 
contribution. Reports of meetings July-December 1991, COREU message to Madrid, 18/07/91, cpe/mad 306. 
404 Both, Indifference, p. 108; see also ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. London to BZ, 05/11/92, 07:32, Hoekman 601. 
405 Owen, Breakup, p. 38. 
406 Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 73. 
407 Translated from the German of J. Stein, cited in Heinz-Günther Stobbe, ‘“Realpolitik” und dritter Balkankrieg. Thesen 
zum Versagen der europäischen Politik auf dem Balkan’ (Realpolitik and the Third Balkan war. Theses concerning the 
failure of European policies in the Balkans), in: Bremmer (ed.), (Sch)erben, pp. 123. 
408 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00081. DEU; COREU messages concerning EPC standpoints on Yugoslavia, June-September 1991, 
Van den Broek 74 to Dutch embassy Belgrade, 18/07/91. 
409 Cf. ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Joegoslavië: EU/EPS. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparation of Dutch 
contribution. Reports of meetings July-December 1991, non-paper from the Dutch chair of the EC for the EC ad hoc 
working group on Yugoslavia, 30/07/91. 
410 See e.g.. interview A.M. van der Togt, 04/05/00. 
411 Van Walsum, Ontbinding, p. 80; Both, Indifference, p. 108; interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. 
412 Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 73. 



66 

 

to the stability of the region. And finally, he was convinced that Van Walsum’s proposal had no chance 
at all of acceptance by the Netherlands’ EC partners.413

The rest of the ministry staff seem thus to have been opposed to Van Walsum’s telegram not 
only because they were against the idea of discussing the borders at all, but also because they took a 
positive stand in favour of multi-ethnicity.

 

414 The West chose multi-ethnic society as the model for the 
new republics which they hoped would rise out of the old Yugoslavia. This was a choice that, in Van 
Walsum's words, was ‘forced’ on Yugoslavia.415

The discussion on this topic would flare up again in late 1997 and early 1998 in the coded 
messages passing between a number of staff members in Foreign Affairs, such as Vos, Biegman, Van 
Eenennaam, Van Walsum and Fietelaars, who had been closely associated with the course of events in 
July 1991. At the time, Van Walsum had rejected the criticism of his colleagues that the proposal he had 
made in his COREU message of 13 July 1991 was ‘indefensible, irresponsible, unwise and 
impracticable’. He pointed out that the decision not to discuss the internal boundaries of Yugoslavia 
had led to the creation of the sovereign state of Bosnia-Hercegovina - a development that he regarded 
as highly questionable. He was hurt by the allegation from inside the ministry that the drawing of 
boundaries around ethnically homogeneous regions was ‘morally indefensible’: 

 

‘It goes without saying that it is better to maintain multi-ethnic structures under 
all circumstances – but then that would have applied to Yugoslavia too. It is 
curious that everyone realized that Europe did not have the power to save 
Yugoslavia, while it was assumed unhesitatingly that we could keep Bosnia-
Hercegovina together or that the problem would not arise at that level.’416

Van Walsum was prepared to admit in 1998 that dividing up Yugoslavia along ethnic lines was not an 
ideal solution, ‘but I find it difficult to see why it should be morally more indefensible than the course 
actually chosen by the Twelve, which cost the lives of at least 150,000 people.’

 

417 Even later than that, 
Van Walsum would stick to his opinion that the EC had been too quick to assume that multi-ethnicity 
was the best solution for the new states arising out of the old Yugoslavia.418

It is questionable whether Van Walsum’s standpoint would have met with any warmer welcome 
in the Netherlands than it did in the rest of the EC, in view of the marked antipathy to any form of 
ethnic division manifested in Dutch politics. As Wim Kok, who was vice-premier at the time, put it 
later: 

 

‘(…) at the moment when lines of ethnic division start to determine the way 
majority and minority groups deal with one another and to influence the 
balance of power, that is when you rebel. As I mentioned, we are talking about 
the early ‘nineties, during the Dutch chairmanship of the Union (the European 
Community), and this issue did raise its head in quite a marked form then. My 
feeling at the time was that as a human being, as a citizen, you rebel as it were 

                                                 

413 Interview B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00. 
414 In a later telegram of 6 July 1995, Engels compared the ‘“Realpolitik”’ approach of ‘“ethnic compactness”’ with the more 
‘principled’ approach of the ‘pluri-ethnic society’ as possible ways of handling the question of the former Yugoslavia; see 
DCBC, 630. Engels 78 to Foreign Affairs, 06/07/95. 
415 Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 76. 
416 ABZ, BZ 109. Van Walsum 33 to Van Mierlo, 26/01/98. See also TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, deposition by A.P. van 
Walsum, 22/05/00, p. 10. 
417 Ibid. Cf. Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 78 and idem, Ontbinding, p. 82. 
418 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, deposition by A.P. van Walsum, 22/05/00, pp. 9-10. 
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against something that according to your standards is impermissible, 
impossible, just can’t be allowed to happen .’419

The clear rejection, both in the Netherlands and abroad, of Van Walsum’s proposal to modify 
Yugoslavia’s internal boundaries had two consequences. Firstly, any solution to the problems of 
Yugoslavia would now have to contain a clear guarantee of minority rights. And secondly, the West 
would have to consider how it was going to respond to movement of Serb and Federal Yugoslav forces 
across internal boundaries and to attempts to change these boundaries. 

  

One of the reasons why the German government had not been able to agree with Van 
Walsum’s idea was that the German rejection of the behaviour of the JNA was based precisely on the 
violation of the existing boundaries of the republics.420 After these boundaries had more or less been 
declared ‘sacrosanct’ by the EC responses to Van Walsum’s COREU message, the question of whether 
the JNA’s military aggression (which had by definition already taken place) should be halted by military 
means became much more pressing. Just a few weeks after the outbreak of the conflict in Yugoslavia, 
the top officials in the Dutch department of Foreign Affairs concluded that political and diplomatic 
initiatives concerning Yugoslavia should receive military backing.421

This shift of stress towards military intervention led automatically to an increase in the 
importance of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs within Foreign Affairs at 
the expense of the regional expertise to be found within the Eastern Europe office of DEU.

  

422 
Although the idea of military action repeatedly resurfaced among Dutch politicians and civil servants 
during the subsequent period, it remained no more than an idea because The Hague realized that going 
further along this road would damage the consensus within the EC. Moreover, The Hague was not in 
favour of involving the WEU in this matter, and while it would have been in favour of NATO 
involvement it knew that no support for this idea could be expected from Washington.423

On the morning of 17 July, Foreign Affairs heard from Washington that the American 
government would be prepared to support a change in Yugoslavia’s internal boundaries, if the parties 
concerned in Yugoslavia agreed with this proposal. The Dutch ambassador Meesman reported that he 
had heard from sources within the US National Security Council that this body was even of the opinion 
that a ‘Serboslavia’ with an independent Slovenia and an independent Croatia that had given up part of 
its territory to the Serbs ‘might ultimately be the best achievable solution under the circumstances.’

 

424

It is doubtful however whether Van Walsum’s COREU message would have met with more 
understanding if it had been discussed with Washington beforehand. Officials at the State Department 
were exceedingly unhappy with his assumption that the outside world would simply have to accept the 
disintegration of Yugoslavia. Van Walsum would hear repeatedly in the future from the Americans, in 
particular from Gewecke, the second-in-command at the American embassy in The Hague, how 
unhappy they had been with his suggestion.

  

425
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Chapter 2 
The war in Croatia and the western reaction 

1. Consequences of the war in Slovenia for the subsequent course of the 
Yugoslavian conflict 

Although brief, the war in Slovenia had a number of major consequences and, by opting for 
independence, the Slovenians also bore a significant responsibility.426

In the first place, the war marked the start of a far more serious conflict that was to last for 
years between the JNA and (at a later stage) Serbian forces on the one hand, and republics attempting 
to assert their independence on the other. After the actual departure of Slovenia from the Yugoslavian 
federation it was even less attractive for the other republics to remain as members together with Serbia 
and Montenegro. The ease with which Milosevic said goodbye to Slovenia can be attributed not only to 
the limited number of Serbs in the area, but also to his expectation that it would make it all the easier 
for him to settle the score with the remaining republics. After the JNA's departure, Slovenia indeed lost 
nearly all interest in the further negotiations about Yugoslavia.

 

427 There was also no longer much point 
in the three-month moratorium on the declaration of independence that was agreed in Brioni. The EC 
could even have recognized the separate independence of Slovenia except that this would have meant 
abandoning a continuation of Yugoslavia, even as relatively loosely linked nations, as early as July 1991. 
And the EC was not ready for this at that time. It was a position that was to generate negative publicity 
in Slovenia, especially for the Dutch presidency of the EC. The word there was that they had already 
freed themselves of the Serbs and all that remained was to get rid of the Dutch.428

Secondly, Slovenian and Croatian officers left the JNA, voluntarily or otherwise, so that the 
Yugoslavian people's army steadily became more purely Serbian.

 

429 It became increasingly common for 
soldiers to have an emblem with the four Cyrillic S-es, which stand for Samo Sloga Srbina Spasava (only 
unity will save Serbia) sown onto their uniforms rather than a red star.430 Finally, on 23 October 1991 
the Yugoslavian people's army, the JNA, would be renamed the Yugoslavian Armed Forces, the Vojska 
Jugoslavije (VJ). The JNA top helped the Serbification of the armed forces because, as the Yugoslavian 
Minister of Defence Kadijevic was later to write, they communicated with the presidium (in other 
words the high command) on two levels. Some of the plans were submitted to the complete presidium, 
and some to 'those members who worked for Yugoslavia'.431

Thirdly, the JNA was totally surprised by 'the scope, forms and scale of the hatred' displayed by 
the Slovenians towards them during the short war.

  

432

And a final consequence of the war in Slovenia was that other republics aspiring to 
independence were able to learn from the international PR success of the authorities in Ljubljana. The 
trick was to shed light on the brutality of the Serbs with the intention of provoking an international 
reaction. For instance, an instruction was issued by Croatian Radio and Television management that 
military defeats were not to be hushed up in war reports, but that the overwhelmingly superior strength 
of the Serbian enemy and its 'unscrupulous brutality' were to be stressed in such cases.

  

433

                                                 

426 Cf. Zimmermann, 'Ambassador', p. 7; idem, Origins, p. 146. 

 Croatian 
authorities resorted to a deliberate Verelendung of its own population by provoking enemy fire and 

427 Libal, Limits, p. 24. 
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exaggerating the damage caused.434 Furthermore, the party that was to engage in combat with the Serbs 
in each subsequent conflict found it easier to portray them as aggressors. The Croatian government was 
able to take advantage of the fact that the Serbs had drawn the joker from the pack in the short 
Slovenian war. In turn, the government in Sarajevo then again made use of the effect achieved by the 
Croatian media campaigns. If the governments in the West did not immediately react as they were 
supposed to, it might still be possible to cause them to do so through public opinion. An ‘advantage’ 
for Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina, which were to follow in Slovenia's footsteps, was that the Serbian 
forces and their helpers hardly made it difficult for them. The Serbian side consistently responded with 
overwhelming fire power to suspected or real aggression from the Croatian side, which was a 
phenomenon that was to be seen again later in Bosnia: ‘Small arms would be answered by mortars, and 
machine guns by shellfire.’435

2. The action of the JNA in Croatia 

 

For a clear understanding of the conflict that developed in July and August 1991 in Croatia, it is 
necessary to refer to the problems that the JNA had in manning its units.  

The greatest surprise for the federal army command during the JNA's 'ten-day campaign' in 
Slovenia was the exodus of soldiers and the poor level of enlistment.436 At the time of the declaration of 
independence, the federal army already had a reputation among the Croats for being completely 
partisan. While the JNA had disarmed Croatian territorial defence units, Kadijevic took it for granted 
that the territorial defence in the Serbian areas in Croatia and Bosnia collaborated with the JNA.437

In each case the objective of the JNA's deployment in Croatia was to protect the areas there 
that were labelled as Serbian, which roughly speaking constituted the area to the east of the line 
Karlobag-Karlovac-Virovitica (see map in this section). However, these areas were not ethnically 
homogeneous. Out of a total of approximately six-hundred thousand Serbs in Croatia, approximately 
200,000 lived in Zagreb. The overwhelming majority of the rest lived in Krajina and Slavonia: 316.000. 
As mentioned above, the Serbs had declared the autonomy of Krajina as early as August 1990 following 
a referendum. On 25 June, the day Croatia proclaimed its independence, Serbian representatives took 
the decision also to create an autonomous region of Slavonia, Baranja and West Srem. The Serbs 
constituted three quarters of the population in Krajina around Knin; in Banija, Kordun and East Lika 
approximately seventy per cent; in West Slavonia 50 per cent, but in East Slavonia only 35 per cent (see 
map in this section). In East Slavonia the Serbs were in the majority only in the town of Pakrac. The 
formation of a ‘pure’ Serbian area therefore required the non-Serbian part of the population to 
'disappear' from Krajina and Slavonia. At the same time, the Croatian Volunteer Guard and the 
Croatian police also attempted to assert their authority on this part of Croatian territory. In July and 
August 1991 the skirmishes that had already been taking place in the region for a year degenerated into 
outright war. 

 
Soldiers from Croatia and Slovenia had also deserted en masse. A significant number of the deserters 
had found their way to the Croatian National Guard, which had developed from the territorial defence 
prior to the foundation of the Croatian state. Although the Guard was to engage in combat with the 
JNA and the Serbian irregular units, it was not originally an army in the true sense of the word. Initially, 
the nature of the Guard was that of a robust domestic police force, whose purpose was to deal with the 
Serbian ‘rebels’ in Krajina and Slavonia. As the conflict progressed it developed into a true Croatian 
Army, Hrvatska Vojska (HV). 

                                                 

434 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Lessen van de oorlog op de Balkan’ (‘Lessons from the Balkan War’), Van Es & Samiemon 
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The JNA's ambitions, however, went beyond the ‘Serbian’ areas in Croatia alone. Kadijevic may 
well have solemnly declared to Milosevic and Jovic on 30 July that the JNA was now transforming itself 
into a Serbian army,438 but this arch waverer at the top of the JNA almost never failed to backtrack on a 
decision.439 For all his embrace of Milosevic's Greater-Serbian ideas, the general was unable to put all 
thought of Yugoslavia out of his mind. The federal army therefore developed a second plan that would 
enter into force as soon as Croatian troops directly attacked the JNA. If the situation allowed it, the 
Croatian armed forces were to be completely defeated in that case.440 It was therefore necessary to 
develop the JNA within Croatia in Krajina and Slavonia as well as in the (as yet) undisputed parts of the 
republic.441 In the meantime, the JNA had to maintain the appearance of impartiality that was 
appropriate to the ideology of the guardian of Yugoslavian unity. The federal army must not be open to 
being branded as a Greater-Serbian conquering force, but must appear to be a neutral arbitrator 
between the Croats and Serbs. In name the army had to remain Yugoslavian.442 Milosevic and 
compatriots were aware that the moment it could be labelled a Serbian-Montenegrin army they would 
lose significant benefits.443 Whereas, behind the scenes, Milosevic gave orders to draw up lists of names 
of generals and colonels who clung too much to Yugoslavia, he constantly resisted great pressure, for 
example, from the Serbian Ministry of Defence, from the side of Kadijevic, from Serbian volunteers, or 
from the Serbian opposition, to create an openly Serbian or Serbian-Montenegrin army.444 

 

During the war in Croatia, Milosevic therefore also adopted the position that Serbia was not 
involved. Only in February 1992, after the hostilities had ceased, did he admit that his regime had 
helped the Serbs in Croatia, 'at first economically and politically, (…) but eventually, when this proved 
inadequate, with arms'.445 The JNA therefore initially had to limit itself to supporting the Serbian 
militias in Croatia and to tactically important counterattacks on the Croatian armed forces. As soon as 
the Croatian army attacked across a broad front, the JNA would begin a wholesale counterattack, 
according to the plan known as Bedem II.446
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 In that second phase the JNA was to double its deployment 
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with fifteen to eighteen army brigades.447

This took some considerable time. Slovenia had thoroughly prepared for its independence and 
the military response that may follow. But the Croatian president continued for a long time to hope 
that Kadijevic would not attack his republic, possibly from an outdated idea that a JNA general would 
not do such a thing

 So what they were waiting for was Croatian manoeuvres that 
could be construed as large-scale aggression against the JNA.  

448 as long as Zagreb indicated that is was still aiming for a form of accommodation. 
Tudjman also believed he could derive security from his agreements with Milosevic on a division of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. Tudjman furthermore continued to express the view that for international 
support the other party had to deal the first major blow. He was fairly optimistic that the West would 
intervene on Croatia's behalf when it came under attack. When the American ambassador 
Zimmermann advised Tudjman in August 1991 not to rely on American intervention, Tudjman 
answered unperturbed that he perhaps knew more about the United States than the American 
diplomat.449 He therefore brushed aside proposals from his military advisers for many preparations and 
a more offensive strategy.450

The reserve of the Croatian armed forces initially gave the JNA no excuse for large-scale action 
and it could do little more than 'protect' the 'Serbian areas' in Croatia. In those early days it was 
particularly the local militias, about twelve thousand men in total under the leadership of the Minister 
of the Interior of Krajina, the former policeman Milan Martic, who took action and so enlarged the 
Serbian area in Croatia. The JNA were always on hand to help if they got into difficulties. Then the 
federal army would separate ‘the combatants’. It led to limited skirmishes. This is how on 27 June the 
federal army came to use thirty tanks to seal the town of Glina (sixty kilometres south of Zagreb) from 
the outside world, which coincided with the JNA actions in Slovenia, following a lengthy exchange of 
fire around the police station between Serbian citizens and a special Croatian army unit. In the weekend 
of 6 and 7 July, while the EC were meeting with the Yugoslavian leaders on Brioni, at least fifteen 
people died in a skirmish in the village of Tenja near Osijek, including ten Croatian Guards and 
policemen.

 There was another reason for Tudjman not to rush into a defensive war as 
the Slovenians had done. He had a great interest in the area in Bosnia that was largely inhabited by 
Croats and therefore had nothing to gain from an immediate complete withdrawal from Yugoslavia. 

451

The occasional engagements intensified the war rhetoric. On Monday 8 July, Milosevic attended 
a Serbian territorial troop manoeuvre in the border area of Serbia and Croatia. He took the opportunity 
to urge the Serbian population to prepare themselves morally for war. In a television broadcast that 
same evening, Tudjman said that the Croatian government could no longer stand by and watch while 
'Greater-Serbian terrorists' walked around with impunity on Croatian soil. He repeated that Croatia 
would yield not one centimetre of territory and demanded the complete withdrawal of the JNA. 

 

Starting on 12 July, the JNA mobilized reservists and dispatched units to Croatia. On 17 July, 
on the eve of the announcement of the withdrawal of the JNA from Slovenia, Tudjman announced the 
formation of a nine-member crisis staff, a sort of war cabinet, that was to lead Croatia 'now that the 
safety of the republic is in danger'. Josip Manolic resigned as prime minister of Croatia to lead the crisis 
staff. The decision was taken after the Croatian authorities had received information that the JNA was 
to transfer to Croatia one armoured division from Vojvodina and two from Bosnia. According to the 
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authorities in Zagreb that would lead to ‘total war’.452 At that time, six thousand Croats mainly from 
Serb inhabited areas in Croatia, and thirteen thousand Serbs from predominantly Croatian areas, had 
already fled.453

On 19 July, Vinkovci in East Slavonia became the first Croatian town to be attacked by Serbian 
regular units, who went in with rocket launchers. In the days that followed, the conflict between Croats 
and Serbs erupted in all ferocity.

 

454 On 22 July rail traffic between Belgrade and Zagreb, which ran close 
to the scene of battle, was suspended, and twenty people were killed in engagements in East Slavonia. 
On that day Tudjman made a television address to all Croats to call them to prepare for a general 
war.455 The fierce fighting in and around Vinkovci caused the Croatian president to return with all haste 
from a meeting with the other presidents in Ohrid, where they were to discuss the political future of 
Yugoslavia and, according to the Macedonian president Tupurkovski, were only a quarter of an hour 
away from an agreement at that time.456 Furthermore Milosevic was not willing to agree to Tudjman's 
condition that the JNA should withdraw to their barracks. If Serbia were to do so, ‘we would now have 
total civil war’, according to the Serbian member of the presidium Borisav Jovic, ‘and we would be up 
to our knees in blood’.457 Later that same day the Croatian National Guard went over to offensive 
actions in the Lika region, in which, according to their own account, they 'liquidated at least sixty 
terrorists'.458

At the end of July, Croats started to erect barricades in such places as Virovitica, Krizevci and 
Bjelovar (see map in this section), in response to which Kadijevic announced the second plan.

 

459

Until early September the JNA operation went largely according to plan. At the end of July 
fighting broke out on a large scale between Croats and Serbs, and the death toll rose from a few 
casualties to dozens each day.

 Some 
of the most important elements of this second plan were as follows: a total air and sea blockade of 
Croatia and effective coordination between the Serbian armed forces in the Croatian-Serb areas and the 
JNA garrisons in the rest of Croatia. Croatia was to be transected by four JNA axes: Gradiska-
Virovitica; Bihac-Karlovac-Zagreb; Knin-Zadar; and Mostar-Split. The strongest wave of attack was to 
free East Slavonia and then pull west, aiming to link up with armed forces in West Slavonia and 
subsequently to advance on Zagreb and Varazdin, in other words to the border between Croatia and 
Slovenia. At the same time, an attack was to be launched from Herceg Novi and Trebinje in Bosnia, 
which was to lead to a blockade of Dubrovnik, and link up with the troops that were active on the 
Mostar-Split axis. 

460

                                                 

452 Theo Engelen, ‘Toezegging army: geen aanvalsplan tegen Kroatië’ (‘Army pledge: no attack plan against Croatia’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 18/07/91. 

 There had been fighting on 28 July around Vukovar. Three days later, 
Osijek, the largest town in East Slavonia, was attacked with mortars. Both Serbs and Croats started to 
flee the combat zones. The bloodiest battle so far took place on 1 August in Dalj, a small town with 
7500 Croatian residents, which was harassed for hours with tanks, mortars, bazookas, shells and 
machine guns. Serbian tanks and paramilitaries were said to be responsible for the deaths of seven 
Serbs and 84 Croats. Afterwards nearly all the houses showed signs of impact. Journalists encountered 
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a veritable bloodbath in the local school gym.461 The Yugoslavian Red Cross claimed that on 27 July 
alone 54,000 people fled the centres of combat in Croatia.462

The JNA offensive intensified in mid August. In the second half of August, the JNA began a 
siege of the strategically situated town of Vukovar. Vukovar was a town on the Danube with 45,000 
residents, where Serbs made up 37.4 per cent of the population. It was Croatia's advance stronghold. 
Built on the bed of the dried-up Pannonian Sea, the town was an easy target for JNA artillery and air 
bombardments. The town was to be defended for three months, mainly by a local militia consisting of a 
couple of thousand men, against the superior strength of the JNA and paramilitaries, who at one point 
had 35 to 40,000 men. The longer the resistance persisted, the more the town became the focus of a 
battle of prestige between Serbs and Croats. The JNA bombarded the town with five thousand shells 
daily. In early October the chief of the local military police of the mechanized guard, Major Veselin 
Sljivancanin, was already making no secret of the fact that the town would be razed to the ground if the 
Croats were to continue to defend it.

 

463

According to a general who was involved, the order for the heavy shelling of Vukovar came 
'from Dedinje itself', in reference to the Belgrade residential area where Milosevic lived.

 This promise was fulfilled at the end of a three-month-long 
siege.  

464 In September 
1991, the Serbian weekly Vreme also printed a transcript of a telephone conversation between Milosevic 
and the Bosnian-Serb leader Radovan Karadzic, which had been passed to them by the Bosnian police. 
In it, Milosevic said that Vukovar had not been bombarded on that day because a meeting of the EC 
was taking place.465

The fighting spread to West Slavonia on 16 August. Three days later the centre of Osijek was 
heavily shelled. In the weekend of 24 and 25 August the JNA occupied Baranja, the fertile region to the 
north of Osijek. The Serbs there constituted only 25 per cent of the population, as opposed to 44% 
Croats.

 Vukovar was also where the activities of the paramilitary groups, especially the 
troops of Arkan and Vojislav Seselj, first became apparent to the outside world on a large scale.  

466

The collaboration between the JNA and paramilitaries again became abundantly clear on the 
following day, 26 August, when, first of all, the artillery of the recently appointed JNA Chief of Staff in 
Knin, general Ratko Mladic, attacked the village of Kijevo. The shelling of this completely Croatian 
community of approximately one thousand villagers in an otherwise predominantly Serbian area lasted 
for twelve hours, after which almost no stone was left standing. After this, Milan Martic's paramilitaries 
entered the village. Any survivors fled. 

 The army drove the Croatian and Hungarian population out and handed the region over to 
the Serbian Autonomous Province of Slavonia, Baranja and West Srem. 

After the fall of Kijevo, Tudjman was no longer able to deter his government from war. On the 
day that Kijevo was cleansed, the cabinet in Zagreb announced a general mobilization and called for a 
'war of liberation'. The government in Zagreb delivered an ultimatum that the federal army must be out 
of Croatian territory before 31 August. 

Until then, there was little sign in the capital city Zagreb itself of the war on Croatian territory. 
The war appeared to be far away, merely a media spectacle. Early September, however, saw the start of 
a real war psychosis caused by reports of possible attacks on the capital city. All important buildings 
were protected with barriers of sandbags, and roadblocks with armoured vehicles were put in place by 
bridges. A night-time blackout was ordered, and the air-raid sirens regularly went off, after which the 
population had to go to the air-raid shelters. 
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On 7 September the authorities in Zagreb decided to blockade the oil pipeline that ran through 
their territory on its way to Serbia. On 13 September JNA barracks were put under siege throughout 
Croatia, which until then had received water, food and energy from the Croatian authorities. From this 
moment, the war, which until then had been restricted mainly to East Croatia, expanded as far as the 
Adriatic coast. Milan Martic had already announced in August 1991 that the Croatian Serbs wanted 
Zadar, because they needed a port.467

Morale problems in the JNA 

 The attack on Zadar was to have a great impact on relations in a 
European context between Germany and the Netherlands, as will be explained below. 

First, consideration will be given to the consequences of the firmer attitude of the Croatian authorities 
to the JNA offensive. This harder line made the JNA command aware of the difficulty of 
simultaneously protecting the 'Serbian areas' in Croatia and their own units in the rest of Croatia.468 The 
problem was not so much the resistance from the Croats, which was modest, as the limited success of 
the mobilization and the large-scale desertion of reservists.469

The JNA soldiers, in cooperation with the population, had been in preparation for military 
action for many years. Now that the JNA had come into action, it was being deployed against the 
population. It had already become clear in Slovenia that fighting against those who (until recently) had 
been considered fellow countrymen had a serious impact on morale, including among conscript JNA 
soldiers from other republics.

  

470

In September the JNA had already shrunk from 160,000 to 70,000 soldiers.

 In Bosnia-Hercegovina, Croat and Muslim enthusiasm for the JNA 
declined rapidly. On 26 July the Bosnian government ceased to dispatch new recruits to the JNA. 
Shortly afterwards, the Macedonian leaders also stated that it was no longer prepared to allow 
conscripts to operate outside its own territory. When, nevertheless, two thousand Macedonian soldiers 
were deployed in Croatia, the authorities in Skopje allowed the conscription lists to go missing.  

471 Not only did 
soldiers from other republics desert or fail to present themselves, but the conscripts' enthusiasm for the 
army also proved particularly subdued in Serbia itself.472 A problem that the Yugoslavian army had in 
calling up conscripts was that throughout the period described here Milosevic persisted in the pretence 
that Serbia was not in a state of war, because he knew that the Serbian population had no enthusiasm 
for the war. Furthermore, the kit necessary for a complete mobilization was not available. Above all, 
important military production centres were still in the republics that had declared themselves 
independent.473

Therefore there was no declaration of war by Serbia and neither was there a mobilization. There 
was considerable desertion even among conscripted Serbs in the Serbian regions of Croatia. It is 
estimated that between thirty and sixty thousand of them fled to Serbia to avoid serving at the front, 
which prompted the then Serbian Minister of Defence, General Marko Negovanovic, to remark bitterly 
that he could not protect the Croatian Serbs against genocide it they did not want to defend 
themselves.

  

474

                                                 

467 Van den Heuvel, Land, p. 114. 

 The fleeing of Croatian Serbs to avoid their military service also led to irritation among 
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Serbs who had served at the front, some of whom saw their jobs in Serbia being taken by Serbs from 
Croatia.475

According to Kadijevic, the JNA could count only on units made up largely of reservists.
 

476 
Under Yugoslavian law, however, reservists could be kept in the army only for a limited period in 
peacetime. When nevertheless the reservists of Serbia and Montenegro were mobilized in the autumn 
of 1991, across Serbia only thirty per cent of the recipients responded to the call-up order, and in 
Belgrade and Vojvodina as few as ten per cent or less did so. Forty per cent reported from 
Montenegro.477 Between one hundred and two hundred thousand young people failed to respond to the 
call-up; approximately forty thousand Serbian soldiers left the front. The reservists who did report 
frequently complained about their kit, the quality of the food and the capability of their superiors.478 A 
large number of soldiers died at the start of the war in Croatia because, for example, there were not 
enough helmets.479 The competence of the officers continued to deteriorate as a result of the ethnic 
exodus, which turned the JNA increasingly into an army of only Serbs and Montenegrins. Unrest about 
the command contributed to new desertion.480 A considerable problem for morale was that many 
reservists that were called up did not know what objective they were fighting for. If Greater Serbia was 
mentioned as an objective, there appeared to be scant enthusiasm to risk their lives for it.481 If the 
preservation of Yugoslavia was mentioned as an objective, it would not sound credible in view of the 
widespread criticism expressed by Serbian nationalists about Yugoslavia.482 However, some of the 
deserters, who considered that the volunteers were better off than the regular JNA, crossed over 
complete with arms to the paramilitary units, where, furthermore, objective and status were clearer than 
those of the JNA.483

It was repeatedly necessary to goad the troops into action by having their own troops fire on 
them from behind.

 

484 A case in point regarding the morale problem is the account of General Slavko 
Lisica, commander of the Dalmatian front, who admitted ordering his artillery to fire on his own 
people for this reason. He recounted how he had once tried to deal with the situation more subtly. He 
tried to appeal to his men's sense of honour and shame by giving them a pep talk. He ordered everyone 
who did not wish to defend ‘the glory of the Serbian nation’ to put down their arms and to remove 
their uniform. When everyone did just that, Lisica demanded that the soldiers also remove their 
underpants. Everyone did that too, after which the soldiers marched away naked. Lisica hoped that the 
unit would change their minds, but the following day the men appeared to have found not only clothes, 
but also a gun, which they used to shell Lisica's headquarters.485 Officers in Slavonia complained that 
they had to sleep with their pistols in their hands out of fear of mutinous men.486

In another incident, at the Vukovar front, a commander asked a group of recruits who was 
prepared to fight and who wanted to return home. The group then divided up, but one recruit grabbed 
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his gun and shot himself through the head.487

As a consequence, many reservists also deserted. In the autumn of 1991 there were repeated 
demonstrations by reservists, with the authorities daring to take little action against them. Entire units 
deserted as soon as they reached the front.

 The number of victims of ‘friendly’ fire was very large, 
not only through deliberate shooting from behind, but more particularly through the extremely poor 
performance of their own air force. 

488 For instance, a group of one thousand soldiers from 
Kragujevac deserted the front with impunity to return home, approximately one thousand reservists 
from Kraljevo refused to return to the front after leave, and seven hundred reservists from Velika Plana 
surrendered their uniforms and arms.489 Others failed to appear. The army had to resort to raids on 
companies to round up conscripts. More than one hundred thousand young Serbian people left for 
abroad to avoid service at the front.490 For reasons of political opportunism, and so as not to overload 
the courts, only a very small number of deserters were prosecuted.491

A consequence of the manpower problem was that the JNA had to resort to dividing the full-
scale attack on Croatia, the Bedem II plan, into phases.

 To reduce the growing reluctance 
to the war in Serbia the JNA introduced a rotation system in which no one had to serve more than 45 
consecutive days at the front. This, of course, only exacerbated the manpower problem and led to 
inefficiency.  

492 Knin-Krajina fell almost without problem into 
the JNA's hands. There had been almost no recruiting problems here. On the other hand, the shortage 
of soldiers for the attack through the Gradiska-Virovitica axis in West Slavonia was most acute, 
according to Kadijevic. The JNA managed to mobilize only one and a half of the planned five brigades. 
A large proportion of the men who reported dropped out later as they approached the front. However, 
it was fortunate for the JNA that it had armed the militias in West Slavonia well and prepared them for 
combat. Furthermore, the tactical coordination of the militias with the JNA proceeded with few 
problems there. This allowed West Slavonia to be occupied.493

The strongest wave of JNA attack had indeed managed to liberate East Slavonia, but not to 
push through to Zagreb and Varadin, mainly owing to a lack of motorized infantry to accompany the 
tanks. The offensive was also held up by the engagements around Vukovar, where the Croatian armed 
forces put up heavy resistance.  

 Only the equivalent of one of the 
intended four brigades turned up for the operations in Banija, Kordun and Lika, so that the operation 
had to be scaled down. 

In Mostar, which was to have been the start of an offensive on Split, only one third of the 
necessary number of soldiers showed up, and accordingly the operational objectives had to be adjusted 
drastically. This group was left only with the task of occupying the Mostar airfield and attempting to set 
up a base in East Hercegovina for a possible later strike towards Split.  

It was possible to recruit enough men in East Hercegovina and Montenegro for the land 
blockade against Dubrovnik. The navy succeeded in the meantime in effecting a sea blockade against 
Croatia. The JNA and paramilitary units had already carried out limited attacks on the ancient Croatian 
port of Dubrovnik in June and August 1991. On 1 October the JNA started a siege by land and sea 
around the largely defenceless city. The shelling that started on that day was to last until December. 
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During the worst bombardment there were six hundred shell bursts a day. The primary objective 
appeared to be to hit historical buildings in the old city. In 1991 and 1992, 563 of the 824 buildings in 
the old city were hit,494 but in many cases the material damage was limited. More than eighty Dubrovnik 
citizens died as a result of the JNA action between September 1991 and December 1992, 43 of them 
between 1 October and 6 December 1991. Thirteen citizens died on 6 December 1991 alone as a 
consequence of that day's extremely heavy shelling.495

The reasons for attacking Dubrovnik can only be guessed at. According to some, Serbia could 
make a historical claim on the city, while according to others the Serbian command begrudged Croatia 
the income from tourism.

  

496 The military explanation was that Serbia wanted co-determination over a 
city so close to the Bay of Kotor, which was traditionally a large naval base.497 Finally there was a 
suggestion that Milosevic, who was often on the lookout for accomplices, felt that Montenegrins, 
through their efforts at Dubrovnik, ‘would also have to be sprinkled with blood’.498

All things considered, the JNA had accomplished everything from the limited plan for the 
protection of the Serbian areas, except for the occupation of part of West Slavonia. The more extensive 
plan to operate throughout Croatia was wrecked, mainly owing to a serious lack of manpower. In the 
execution of the more limited plan, the federal army was also forced to relinquish theoretically more 
favourable positions in the rest of Croatia, such as its garrisons and military depots, which were 
surrounded by the Croatian National Guard. 

 

3. The JNA in relation to the Serbian military and security organizations 

‘The conflagration didn’t break out through spontaneous combustion. 
Pyromaniacs were required.’499

The war in Croatia was only partly a JNA conflict. The fact is that the Serbs' fight against the Croats 
was not only a criminal war. It was also a war of criminals.

 

500

This shortage prompted the JNA General Staff in July 1991 to order that volunteers were to be 
admitted into the army as fully-fledged members. While, on the one hand, military service was widely 
evaded, the JNA now had an influx of extreme nationalists, criminals and paramilitaries who had 
worked or still worked for the secret services. This decision meant the entry into the war of those with 
a bent for dangerous living or who, after a week of hard work, wanted to enjoy themselves at the 
weekend at the front: the ‘weekend cetniks’ or ‘weekend snipers’.

 There were two main reasons why they 
were given a chance. The first was the Serbs' need to camouflage the federal army as a military force 
that sought only to preserve Yugoslavian unity as much as possible. The JNA should present itself, 
when possible, as a neutral buffer that was attempting to restrain the ethnic factions from fighting with 
each other. Therefore the military dirty work had to be carried out as far as possible by the local militias 
and volunteer corps from Serbia. Only if these units were unable to hold their own was the JNA to 
intervene. The second reason that the JNA was to leave the field clear for paramilitary factions was the 
shortage of its own manpower. 

501 It was people of this sort who were 
later to make the weekends in Sarajevo the most dangerous days of the week.502
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the name Vikendasi: the weekenders. On the other hand, weekend snipers were also to be found on the 
Croatian side.503 Moreover, on 3 October the JNA command was ordered by Milosevic to grant entire 
paramilitary units the status of members of the regular armed forces.504 Otherwise, the action of 
paramilitaries at the front did not in all respects represent a solution to the problem of manning the 
regular units. Their activities had a demoralizing effect on the regular army. Officers were frequently 
told by their men that they were not prepared to fight, let alone to die, for the misdeeds of the 
paramilitaries.505

While the JNA formed its own units from paramilitaries, the Ministry of the Interior had 
already been training its own paramilitaries for some time. In August 1990, which was when Milosevic 
made the transition from preservation of Yugoslavia to Greater Serbia, the Serbian parliament had 
already passed a law allowing paramilitary units to be placed under the authority either of the territorial 
defence or of the JNA.

 

506 On 16 March 1991 Milosevic made his infamous television broadcast, in 
which he said that Yugoslavia was at its end, and announced that one day earlier he had ordered the 
formation of ‘new groups that were able to protect the interests of Serbia and the Serbian people 
outside Serbia’.507

In this connection, Milosevic appealed to a group of men who, together with his propaganda 
chief, Dusan Mitevic, formed the circle of his intimate confidants. Their names were: Radmilo 
Bogdanovic, Mihalj Kertes, Radovan Stojicic and Jovica Stanisic.

  

508 They had helped Milosevic establish 
his authority and widen his power after his victory over his mentor Stambolic.509 This group formed 
what was known as the military faction (‘vojna linija’) within the Ministry of the Interior, the 
Ministarstvo Unutrasnjih Poslova (MUP), which included the Serbian state security service, the Sluzba 
Drzavne Bezbednosti (SDB). 

 

Bogdanovic had been the Serbian Minister of the Interior since 1987, and Milosevic ordered 
him to organize the antibureaucratic revolution and the truth meetings.510 Shortly after the 19 August 
1990 referendum on autonomy for the Serbs of Krajina, Milosevic decided to send arms and 
ammunition to the Serbian rebels in Krajina.511
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Ministry of the Interior for arming the Serbian rebels, who were to come under the leadership of a 
clique from Vojvodina.  

Its direct command was entrusted to Mihalj Kertes, who had served in the Germany and Russia 
sections of the SDB. He himself was an ethnic Hungarian, but at the same time a fierce Serbian 
nationalist. In 1988 he led the antibureaucratic demonstration in Novi Sad that was attended by 150,000 
people, which was to bring an end to the autonomy of Vojvodina. In the spring of 1989, Kertes and 
Stanisic, help by other Serbian nationalist Milosevic supporters within the state security service, won the 
struggle against the old communists who still clung to the federal ideal. 

The supervision of the cell led by Kertes was put in the hands of Jovica Stanisic.512 Stanisic was 
born in 1950 in Backa Palanka into a Montenegrin family. Immediately after completing his studies in 
1974 he started work at the SDB. After working for some time in the counterintelligence service, he 
became the right hand man of the Serbian SDB head. At the time Stanisic was one of the people 
charged with organizing the six-hundredth anniversary celebrations of the Battle of Kosovo (the "Field 
of Blackbirds"). He is said to have greatly indebted Milosevic there by foiling an attempt on his life.513

Radovan Stojicic, who was from Sremska Kamenica in Vojvodina, started his career as a 
uniformed policeman in the Belgrade police, but climbed to become head of the special units within the 
MUP. His nickname was Badza, which means: Bluto, after the violent character in the Popeye cartoon. 
Stojicic 'won his spurs' in 1989 with the tough action of his units in Kosovo, for example, by devising a 
plan to drive the Albanian mineworkers out of the Stari Trg mine in Kosovo, where they had locked 
themselves in as a protest against Milosevic's politics. In 1990 he helped organize the Serbian uprising 
in Croatia. As commander of the territorial defence of Slavonia, Baranja and the West Srem, he had 
units comprising selected troops of the JNA, reservists and volunteers at his disposal. When in the 
spring of 1991 Serbian prison doors were opened for criminals who were prepared to serve at the front, 
Stojisic was an important consumer of this new potential. He provided them with weapons and 
arranged for military training.  

 
On 16 March 1991, Milosevic appointed Stanisic head of the SDB.  

On 16 March 1991, the day Milosevic appointed Stanisic as head of the SDB, he appointed 
Stojisic as Deputy Minister of the Interior and ordered both of them to secretly create a paramilitary 
unit able to realize the Greater-Serbian plans and at the same time to break residual opposition to them 
in the JNA. Stojicic and Stanisic involved Franko ('Frenki') Simatovic in their activities.514 Simatovic 
was a Croatian, also from Vojvodina. He was Stanisic's deputy and at the same time commanded the 
police special and antiterrorist units.515

As a concession to the March 1991 student demonstrations, Milosevic had to dismiss 
Bogdanovic as Minister of the Interior, but Bogdanovic continued behind the scenes to lead the group 
that organized and controlled the paramilitary units. This sphinx sometimes managed to be covered by 
official functions as chairman of the Council of Serbs outside Serbia. 

 

License to kill: the paramilitary units of Arkan, Seselj and the Beli Orlovi 

‘Profiteers have come back from every war, and this war is no 
exception, with large quantities of bounty, usually in the form of 
money, gold or arms. It is no secret that people from this war returned 
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with more sophisticated bounty: fridges, televisions or video recorders. 
Lesser plunderers robbed larders and made off with pots of jam.’516

The action of paramilitary units was to become one of the decisive features of the conflict in ex-
Yugoslavia. The Bassiouni committee that reported to the United Nations on the human rights 
violations in this area announced in 1994 that it had established the existence of 83 such groups: 56 
Serbian groups, 13 Croatian and 14 with a Bosnian Muslim background.

 

517

Arkan had links with Yugoslavia's secret services long before 1990. In the early seventies, during 
and shortly after the Croatian Spring, the military counterintelligence service Kontraobavestajna Sluzba 
(KOS) was confronted with increasing political agitation against the Tito regime, which the service 
thought stemmed from Croatian and Serbian nationalists in other countries. In an attempt to combat 
this, the KOS had nationalist emigrants in other countries murdered by Yugoslavian underworld 
figures. The service provided them with false documents and safe houses. The State security service, 
the SDB, also hired criminals for matters it was unwilling to be associated with itself, such as murder 
and kidnapping.

 The great majority of these 
groups operated within a limited region. A feature of the start of the conflict was that on the Serbian 
side there were a couple of larger groups that were deployed in several locations, such as Arkan's 
volunteers, Seselj's Cetniks and the Beli Orlovi. 

518 This is how in 1972 or 1973 Arkan was engaged by the Yugoslavian Federal 
Secretariat for Domestic Affairs (SSUP), mainly to liquidate Yugoslavs in Western Europe who were 
not well-disposed to the regime in Belgrade.519 According to police records, 'Arkan', whose real name 
was Zeljko Raznjatovic, was born in 1952 in Brezice, Slovenia, as a son of a retired Yugoslavian air-
force Colonel. He was always in trouble, and he ran away from home at the age of fourteen, to be 
detained one year later in a hostel for juvenile delinquents. After his release he went abroad, where he 
continued along the wrong path together with his partner-in-crime Carlo Fabiani, who became known 
later as Giovanni di Stefano, the British businessman-lawyer whose Yugoslavian passport bore 
Milosevic's residence as address.520

In that period Arkan accepted the offer of the SSUP to carry out liquidations in exchange for a 
degree of impunity. In the years that followed he alternated committing attacks ordered by the secret 
powers in Belgrade with crimes such as bank robbery, theft and extortion in Sweden, the Netherlands, 
Belgium and Italy.

  

521 In the course of time Arkan turned into one of the most wanted criminals on the 
Interpol list. He was sentenced in various Western European countries, including the Netherlands, 
where he nonetheless managed to escape from the Amsterdam Bijlmer prison.522

Under Milosevic the practice of hiring criminals for political purposes reached unprecedented 
levels through the organization of paramilitary units by the vojna linija. Milosevic was fully aware that he 
had to leave as little evidence as possible of his own involvement in the work of the paramilitary units. 
He habitually kept no record of discussions, and guests were liable to be searched for bugging 

 Arkan returned to 
Yugoslavia in the early 1980s. There too he occupied himself with criminal practices, but usually 
avoided prosecution by using his relations with the SSUP. His star rose rapidly in the Belgrade 
underworld. At the same time he was head of the Red Star Belgrade football team fan club, and he 
quickly gained a senior position in the club management. 

                                                 

516 Mira Markovic, Milosevic's wife Night, p. 141 (12/11/93). 
517 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, I.C. 
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519 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, II.D.6.(b)(i); Chuck Sudetic, ‘A Shady Militia 
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20/12/00; Westerman, Brug, p. 163; Voet, Hotel, pp. 167-169; [Hartmann, Milosevic, pp. 210-211. 
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devices523 and his circle of confidants was extremely small. Nevertheless, since then various people who 
were involved have indicated that Milosevic was very well-informed of the activities of the paramilitary 
units and the assistance given to them, both from the Serbian Ministry of the Interior and by the 
JNA.524 According to Dobrila Gajic Glisic, the secretary of the Serbian Minister of Defence, General 
Tomislav Simovic, her boss spoke to Milosevic almost every day on a special telephone line, and 
Milosevic concerned himself in detail with the paramilitary activities in Croatia.525 When a Croatian 
diplomat once asked Milosevic in 1993 about Arkan, the Serbian president is said to have answered: ‘I 
also need someone to do jobs of a certain kind for me.’526

The fact was that under Milosevic, Arkan continued to cooperate with the authorities. 
Bogdanovic originally used Arkan to reshape the hard core of the Red Star supporters crowd into a 
movement for Milosevic. Until that time the notorious north side of the Red Star supporters did adhere 
to the Greater-Serbian idea, but not to Milosevic. Arkan did his job well. He made sure that the 
nationalist opposition leaders, Vuk Draskovic and Vojislav Seselj, and their supporters, would no 
longer dare to show themselves at Red Star, and he disciplined the hooligans.

 

527 The activities of Arkan 
and the supporters then started to extend beyond the stadium. For instance, in June 1990 Arkan 
offered his hooligans to Bogdanovic to disrupt an anti-Milosevic demonstration. The offer was 
gratefully accepted.528

Tudjman won the elections in Croatia in May 1990, and in the summer of that year Serbs in 
Knin started a 'popular uprising', in which they set up roadblocks. However, to the disappointment of 
their secret sympathizers in Belgrade, by no means all the Serbs in Croatia supported the uprising. They 
responded by sending Arkan to agitate them with references to the Croats' Ustashe past. Arkan also 
distributed World War II vintage machine guns among the Serbs. On 11 October 1990 Arkan set up 
the Serbian Volunteer Guard the Srpska Dobrovoljacka Garda (SDG) for his activities in Croatia, the 
core of which consisted of the Red Star Belgrade hooligans and Belgrade underworld figures. These 
Arkan volunteers considered themselves to be totally loyal to Milosevic and his party. 

 

However, the Croatian secret service, the Ured za Nacionalnu Sigurnost (UNS), disrupted the 
activities of Arkan and his Guard by luring Arkan and three companions into a trap at Dvor na Uni on 
29 November 1990. On their apprehension they were found to be in possession of explosives, 
automatic rifles and pistols. Arkan was sentenced on 14 June 1991 to twenty months imprisonment less 
the period spent in pre-trial detention. Arkan and his three associates were released pending appeal, 
whereupon they set off for Belgrade. It appears that one million German marks had been paid from 
Belgrade for their release.529

Immediately after his return to Belgrade, Arkan dedicated himself to expanding the Serbian 
Volunteer Guard, who were than also known as the Tigers, because a tiger was the Arkanovci's 
traditional mascot. Arkan's Guard received its weapons, uniforms, communication equipment, maps 
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and training from Serbian official bodies.530 The training took place in Bubanj Potok camp, just outside 
Belgrade, and in Erdut and Tenja, near Osijek and Vukovar, in East Slavonia. From the summer of 
1991, Arkan's troops were deployed on completion of their training in Croatia, and later also in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Arkan's fighters, who were estimated to be five hundred to one thousand in strength, 
were by far the best armed of all the paramilitary groups. They even had tanks, mortars and various 
types of automatic rifles at their disposal.531

As a consequence of his detention in Croatia, when Arkan started to expand his Milosevic loyal 
guard he had to catch up with a number of other militias, which had some degree of affiliation with 
opposition political parties. One of the militias was aligned with the extreme nationalist politician Seselj. 
Vojislav Seselj was born in 1950 in East Hercegovina/Sarajevo.

 Their small number did not stand in the way of great 
notoriety. The news that Arkan and his Tigers were on the way was enough to make entire villages take 
flight. The Arkan Tigers headquarters were in Vasa Pelagic street in Belgrade, not far from Milosevic's 
house in the Dedinje residential neighbourhood. 

532 At 26 he became Yugoslavia's 
youngest PhD after submitting a thesis on Marxist justifications for war. Following a year teaching in 
Michigan, he went on to teach political science at the University of Sarajevo.In 1984 he was sentenced 
to six years' imprisonment for anticommunist activities: the police had found at his home an 
unpublished article he had written, which argued for a Greater Serbia.533

When he was released after 21 months, he had transformed from a rebel against communism 
into a monarchist nationalist.

 Amnesty International acted 
on his behalf at the time.  

534 At the same time he was said to have suffered serious psychological 
damage as a result of the torture that he underwent in prison. This trauma could explain his later 
violent behaviour.535 Others ascribe his vengeful behaviour to his anger at not having been given any 
important institutional position in Belgrade, where he settled after his release.536

He was the fiercest supporter of a Greater Serbia, which he believed should stretch ‘from 
Zagreb to Thessaloniki’.

 He joined the leading 
Serbian nationalists there and started to publish nationalist documents.  

537 That Seselj, who was once supported by Amnesty International, had little 
interest in human rights himself, became apparent when this man, who since 1990 constantly carried an 
automatic pistol in his bag, advocated almost three weeks before the Croatian declaration of 
independence, gouging Croats' eyes out with a rusty spoon so that they would die of blood poisoning. 
He apparently changed his mind later and thought that Serbs should not cut their opponents' throats, 
but rather hang them, because it was more hygienic.538

In March 1990 Seselj, together with Vuk Draskovic and Mirko Jovic, set up the Serbian 
Renewal Movement, the Srpski Pokret Obnove (SPO). After only a few weeks the three started to have 
disagreements and Seselj left the movement. After a number of other brief political adventures he 
created the Serbian Cetnik Movement, Srpski Cetniki Pokret (SCP), with which he claimed the Cetnik 
tradition for himself and his followers. He felt this to be his right after the notorious World War II 

 Another pronouncement from his rabid 
repertoire was that Zagreb should be attacked with napalm.  
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Cetnik warlord, pope or (Christian-Orthodox) priest Momcilo Djujic, who had collaborated on a large 
scale with the Italians and Germans and was almost universally considered to be a war criminal, had 
bestowed on him the Cetnik title vojvoda (duke), which was the highest military rank in the Serbian army 
during World War I and under the Cetniks during World War II, on 28 June (St Vitus day) 1989. With 
this rank he received the instruction ‘to cleanse the holy Serbian land’ of the last remaining Jew, 
Albanian, Croat and any other ‘foreign elements’.539 Seselj's Cetniks made a start on executing this task 
in 1989 in Vojvodina, where they terrorized non-Serbs in an attempt to make them leave the 
province.540

Seselj and his Cetnik movement came fourth in the 1990 presidential elections. After the 
elections he was imprisoned for two months in Belgrade, because he had smuggled weapons on his 
own account to Serbs in Knin. On his release, at the end of February 1991, he set up the Serbian 
Radical Party (SRS). He entered the Serbian parliament in the spring of 1991 after a mid-term election. 

 

This is when Milosevic discovered him as the ideal opposition politician, a man who was far 
more radical in his pronouncements than himself and did not shrink from getting his hands dirty, 
especially through his organization's paramilitary arm, the Serbian Cetnik Movement. This was led by 
Branislav Vakic, a former boxer, who, like Seselj, had briefly been a member of the SPO, but was 
expelled because of ‘extremism’ and ‘criminality’.541 According to Seselj himself, the collaboration of his 
paramilitary troops with the secret services started on 1 April 1991, shortly before the massacre at the 
village of Borovo Selo, where his troops had been sent to 'protect' local Serbs.542 The arrival of Seselj's 
paramilitaries in Borovo Selo was applauded in the Belgrade media as a rescue of endangered Serbs.543 
In truth, Seselj, like Arkan, contributed to a reluctance on the part of moderate elements to speak out, 
or as he himself put it: ‘Twenty or thirty Cetniks in every village is enough to hearten the local 
population.’544 Seselj claimed that his Cetniks were responsible for the death of the twelve Croatian 
policemen in Borovo Selo in early May 1991. When asked about the legality of the his people's action 
he answered: ‘What we do is not illegal; the fact is that we do not recognize the law.’545

In the meantime, the royalist Serbian Renewal Movement, the Srpski Pokret Obnove (SPO), 
which Seselj had once been a member of and which was now led by Draskovic, founded its own 
paramilitary organization in June 1990: the White Eagles (Beli Orlovi). Its commander was Dragoslav 
Bokan. Bokan considered that the collaboration of his unit with the SDB, like Seselj with his Cetniks, 
started in the early days of April 1991. The Eagles were then supposed to be subordinate to the 
Territorial Defence in East Slavonia, which was a creature of the Serbian security forces.

 

546

When the Beli Orlovi gained more independence, Draskovic set up a new paramilitary unit, the 
Srpska Garda, in the summer of 1991. Its creation was announced on 24 July 1991 at a press 
conference given by the vice-chairman van the SPO, Zoran Kojic, and the guard commander, Djordje 
Bozovic (‘Giska’), who took the opportunity to announce that forty thousand Serbs had already 
reported for duty, and that activists of the SPO and ‘fatherland-loving Serbs’ had already contributed 
15,500 bullets, 265 kilos of explosives, pistols and other military equipment to Croatia in the last few 
days.

  

547 Outsiders estimated the size of the Guard in 1991 at approximately seven thousand men.548
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Bozovic had a string of convictions to his name, especially in Italy. Like Arkan, he was reputed to have 
committed attacks in Western Europe on dissidents, but in the course of time he would become anti-
Communist and attracted to the Cetnik tradition.549 Because of Draskovic's opposition role, especially 
at the time of the March 1991 demonstrations, the Serbian Guard was repeatedly obstructed by the 
authorities.550 At the front in Croatia there was full-blown combat between the JNA and members of 
the Serbian Guard.551 Bozovic was to die on 14 September 1991 at Gospic in Lika. Under his successor 
Branko Lainovic, the Guard became estranged from Draskovic, when he embarked on a course 
towards peace. This growing distance made the Guard acceptable to the authorities. They were to play 
an active role in the early months of the conflict in Bosnia-Hercegovina.552

Finally, it is necessary to mention Captain Dragan, a Serb from Belgrade, who emigrated to 
Australia but returned to Yugoslavia a few years before the outbreak of war. He was spotted by western 
journalists in Krajina soon after the start of the war in Croatia.

 

553 He did not avoid journalists and his 
favourite pose for photographers was holding a black club to a Croatian skull. His men walked around 
in the same type of camouflage suits used by the special troops of the federal army, had brand new 
sniper guns and used JNA topographic maps. Dragan himself told journalists that it was perfectly normal 
for him to receive help from federal army commanders.554

He was unclear about his background, which contributed to his mysterious hero status among 
Serbs. Some said that Dragan, in his mid-thirties, had been a member of the French Foreign Legion or 
the Australian SAS or that he had worked for the CIA or the IRA. Others said that his real name was 
Daniel Pavic and that he maintained links with the Israeli secret service, the Mossad. In reality he was 
Dragan Vasiljkovic alias Daniel Sned(d)en, who was known to the police in Australia for trading in 
drugs and running prostitution. There was a suspicion that he had been part of a private Serbian army 
in Victoria that returned to Yugoslavia at the end of the 1980s with several hundred men.

 

555

Captain Dragan was nicknamed the ‘Rambo of Knin’ and his fighters were called the Knindjas, 
after the popular cartoon series ‘Ninja Turtles’. He himself called his militia the regular army of the 
Serbian autonomous region Krajina.

  

556 At the outset of the war in Croatia, Captain Dragan set up 
fifteen military camps, where he is said to have had between one thousand and 1200 paramilitaries at 
his disposal.557 There were also women among them.558

According to his own account, his involvement in the region started in 1990, when ‘a very good 
friend’, who held a position in the region, requested him to train for irregular warfare. Tight discipline 
meant that he succeeded in setting up armed units, which he said had failed until then because of 
internal disputes between the Croatian Serbs. In addition to the area around Knin, the Draganovci 
caused particular havoc around Vukovar, where they executed dozens of Croats. Later they were active 
in such places as Brcko and around Zvornik.

 

559
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All these special units played a central role in the conflict in Croatia and later in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, which, however, had little to do with their reputedly modest military value.560 In Croatia 
they sometimes engaged with Croatian fighters. If they were in danger of coming off worse, the JNA 
would come to the rescue. Their primary task actually consisted of ethnic cleansing: actions against a 
defenceless population, which the irregular units could carry out only with the support of the JNA, 
who, for example, would close off one of the paramilitaries' operational areas from the outside world or 
would provide artillery support. Their hardly dangerous actions resulted in correspondingly few 
casualties among the paramilitaries. They ‘cleansed’ places of Croats or Muslims. Their reward was 
whatever they could plunder.561 The Serbian authorities provided Arkan's troops with means of 
transport and permits to remove plundered goods from Croatia and later Bosnia and import them into 
Serbia, which earned them the epithet 'truck division' among the Serbian soldiers.562

‘Most of them consisted of “great patriots” who never forgot to appear on 
television and “liberators” who “would fix everything”. But their units and 
militias generally hung around jeweller's shops, banks and well-stocked self-
service stores, and there is not a single hill that they defended or liberated. All 
they did was extensive plundering.’

 A symbiotic 
relationship developed between the JNA and the irregular units, in which the paramilitaries needed the 
regular army's artillery and logistics, and the JNA relied on the paramilitaries, who put the Croatian or 
Muslim population to flight with their ethnic cleansing and so made conquered territory safe. But 
Mladic had few words of praise for the paramilitaries: 

563

The above units were associated with the vojna linija of the Serbian Ministry of the Interior. In addition, 
the JNA had its own paramilitary units from early October 1991. It was inevitable that these two lines 
would come into contact before long. The person at the point of intersection of the lines was Captain 
Dragan and the person confronted with this was the Serbian Minister of Defence, General Tomislav 
Simovic. 

 

This history also shows how unbelievably unclear the organizational relationships at various 
levels in the disintegrating Yugoslavia were. There were tensions between federal and republican 
bodies, between official and unofficial bodies, and between the Serbian Ministry of Defence and the 
Ministry of the Interior, all of them wanting a say in a future Serbian army. The Serbian Minister of 
Defence, Simovic, had no say in the JNA. In fact, the supreme command of the JNA resided with the 
federal state presidium. He did have a say in the Serbian territorial defence. From this position he 
worked with paramilitary groups that he hoped would eventually become the core of a future, purely 
Serbian, army, such as Arkan and his men.564 In the course of October and November, however, the 
JNA increasingly became a Serbian army, while the presidium barely continued to function. Against this 
background, Simovic ordered Captain Dragan to train the paramilitaries in Belgrade for what, according 
to Simovic, would become the pure Serbian army. This appeared to take place with the SDB's consent, 
who thought that Captain Dragan had put himself too much in the limelight through his contacts with 
foreign journalists. The SDB feared that this could mean that their financial and other support of 
Captain Dragan might be revealed at any moment.565

Furthermore, Captain Dragan had come into conflict with the Bosnian-Serb leaders Milan 
Babic and Milan Martic, who were protégés of the JNA.

  

566
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Berets and the Munja, in other words Lightning Flash troops, in Bubanj Potok. In his new position, 
Dragan came to support the view that the position of the irregular troops should be formalized.567 At 
the same time he had personal difficulty in being forced into the role of regular officer and in giving up 
his legendary existence.568 He apparently had the feeling that he was being sidelined, which would have 
been reinforced because hardly any recruits turned up for his training.569 Captain Dragan subsequently 
explained to journalists that Simovic had told him face-to-face that his objective was to set the JNA 
officers an example with the Dragan training programme. The JNA was later bent on revenge on 
Simovic and stated that the Serbian Minister of Defence had given Captain Dragan an improper order 
at the Bubanj Potok camp, because it did not fall under the authority of the Serbian territorial defence 
and neither, therefore, under Simovic.570

When in late December Simovic ordered Dragan's transfer, Dragan appealed to his 
commitments to the SDB and let it be known that any involvement on his part required the approval of 
that service. Of course, the existence of irregular units run by civil authorities was no secret for 
Simovic. In November 1991, in response to media questions on Milosevic's support of Arkan, he had 
somewhat cryptically remarked that: 

 

‘As far as I know the said “Arkan” is active with the blessing of the Serbian 
government in the areas Slavonia, West Srijem and Baranja. It is also known 
that they are not the only volunteers there. I would not tend to draw a 
distinction between criminals and patriots, but sooner between those who do 
contribute to the interests of the nation and those who do not, and we know 
which category the criminals are in.’571

What Simovic did find unacceptable was that special units of paramilitaries that he believed to be under 
his command were also controlled by Stojicic and Bogdanovic. The Minister of Defence was furious 
about this and demanded an immediate interview with Milosevic. What he got was not an interview, 
but the sack.

 

572 Simovic was told that the creation of a Serbian army was impossible as long as 
Milosevic preferred to uphold the pretence of a federal army.573 This member of government had also 
come up against a phenomenon that would be repeated often in the years to come: despite their 
incorporation into the JNA, the irregular troops repeatedly received direct ‘requests’ for specific actions 
from the Serbian government.574

The criminalization of a society 

 

A destructive influence from the paramilitary leaders started to affect society, not only in Croatia and 
later Bosnia, but also in Serbia. The leaders of the irregular troops often were or became members of 
parliament. They were state television celebrities and a role model for some young people.575
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He more than once threatened to shoot people who sought to overthrow Milosevic.576

Arkan was elected the representative of Kosovo in December 1992. Shortly afterwards he 
formed his Party of Serbian Unity (Stranka Srpskog Jedinstva), which had the specific purpose of 
reining Seselj in after he started in that year to turn ever further against Milosevic, and submitted a 
motion of no-confidence against the Serbian government in September 1993. In that period there was a 
small breach in the pact of silence. Milosevic accused Seselj of crimes in Croatia and Bosnia with his 
paramilitaries, the existence of which Milosevic had always denied. And Seselj made known that 
Milosevic had been aware of these practices for years and that he not only tolerated them, but had also 
personally facilitated them.

 With 73 seats, 
Seselj's party, the SRS, became Yugoslavia's second party after the December 1992 elections, and this 
time they formed a coalition with Milosevic's SPS party.  

577

And then there was Kertes, the head of the cell for arming the Serbian rebels. Under Milosevic, 
Kertes became first deputy Minister of the Interior of the federation, and head of the domestic security 
forces. He later became Minister for the Serbs in the Diaspora, under which title he was able to move 
freely through Croatia and Bosnia. As a member of the Serbian state presidium he advocated in 1990 
the forced emigration of Albanians from Kosovo and the colonization of the area by Serbs.

 Because Arkan did not manage to mobilize the extreme right-wing 
element of the electorate in the same way as Seselj, Milosevic felt it necessary to retain Seselj as his 
favourite opposition leader, but Seselj was never again given the chance to shine. 

578 At the 
end of 1993 he was to be rewarded for his support to Milosevic with the lucrative post of Head of 
Customs, according to many the centre of smuggling in Serbia. At the time Kertes decided who did and 
who did not have to pay import duty and who was granted the monopoly of certain trade.579

In honour of his services to the Milosevic regime, Stojicic was appointed Head of Public Safety 
in January 1992, in other words: head of all uniformed police, and deputy Minister of the Interior. All 
this contributed to the idea that people could get away with crime in Serbia, and that it was even 
possible to become a hero in the process. Pursuant to a Ministry of the Interior bye-law, from the 
summer of 1991 paramilitaries were allowed to carry weapons openly in Belgrade. It was also nothing 
special to see them walking through the capital city or outside bars in camouflage suits with pistols and 
hand grenades. The condition was that the paramilitaries had to have the requisite arms permit.

 

580 A 
lively arms trade developed in Belgrade. Explosives, ammunition and even rocket launchers were 
available on the black market, where the price of a hand grenade dropped from one hundred to five 
marks between early September and mid November 1991.581

If the action of such groups was objectionable enough on moral grounds, so was it from a 
purely political point of view. The groups that the vojna linija had created or helped to create not 
infrequently set up their own deals, which ran right across and over the front lines. For instance, they 
sold weapons to Croats. Serbs were also murdered, either for their money and their property, or 
because they opposed the violence that had appeared to have become routine through the action of 
such groups, within Serbian society too. When Stojisic needed money for ‘our lads’ in Croatia and 
Bosnia, he approached Serbian businessmen, who were afraid to say no.  

 

The methods of combat the irregulars used externally were also reflected internally. Once back 
in Belgrade after their ‘excursions’ in Croatia and later in Bosnia, the leaders of the paramilitary groups 
were unable to relinquish their lifestyle, which was based on large-scale robbery, plundering and 
extortion. A symbiotic relationship developed between the police and organized crime. The police in 
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Serbia was being thoroughly corrupted. Competing factions rose up within the ‘law enforcers’, who 
traded in drugs, arms, fuel, cigarettes and other contraband, and who extorted businessmen.582 Such 
smuggling practices were particularly profitable after the imposition of the UN embargo of Serbia in 
May 1992. The combinations of police and criminals worked in turn together with politicians in bank 
fraud, for example, where not only the leaders of paramilitary groups but also prominent members of 
government and other politicians profited at the cost of small savers.583 Politicians who followed 
Milosevic faithfully were rewarded with lucrative jobs on the side in state bodies and nationalized 
companies. The principle that had been applied on a small scale before 1990, in which criminals who 
had rendered services for the secret services could enjoy a certain indemnity from prosecution for 
criminal activities, was now applied almost without restriction.584 Because laws no longer applied to 
anyone who was on Milosevic's side, except the law of the jungle. But even the names of opposition 
leaders were regularly linked with corruption and fraud.585

However, a number of members of the paramilitary network were to find out that a lawless life 
can be a short one. After a number of years, various key figures of Stojicic's network, himself included, 
were murdered. The perpetrators were seldom arrested, and it remained unclear whether the murders 
were the result of internal rivalry in the criminal circuit or eliminations for fear that the victims might 
open their mouths about Milosevic's complicity and his allegiance to their activities. The list of 
confidants who had perished was to become a long one.

  

586

Radovan Stojicic was shot dead on the night of 10 to 11 April 1997 in the Mamma Mia 
restaurant in Belgrade, close to the headquarters of the MUP, by a masked man. A number of months 
earlier he had indicated that he was less eager about committing violence against demonstrators than 
Milosevic, and especially his wife Mirjana Markovic. In addition there were rumours that Stojicic had 
had contact with the International War Crimes Tribunal in the former Yugoslavia to testify against 
Milosevic.

 

587

Arkan was murdered by four men at the start of 2000 while he sat in the lobby of the 
Intercontinental Hotel in Belgrade. Shortly before there had been rumours that he had turned away 
from Milosevic to the opposition and was in the process of doing a deal with the Yugoslavia Tribunal, 
which the Tribunal itself happens to deny.

 

588 He had also just had a quarrel with Milosevic's son Marko 
about the fuel import monopoly.589

The uprising against Milosevic in October 2000 brought Captain Dragan and Kertes together 
again in a special way. After several years of paramilitary activities, Dragan settled in Belgrade, where he 
set up the Internet company NetCentar and created a foundation, the Captain Dragan Fund, to provide 
assistance to veterans and families of Serbs who had been killed. During the coup against Milosevic in 
October 2000, Dragan honoured a request from Zoran Djindic, who was later to become prime 
minister, to lead the occupation of the Studio B television station and the Belgrade customs office, 
where Kertes resided. Kertes, who was personally engaged in shredding documents at the time of the 
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raid by Dragan's men, surrendered without resistance.590

Paramilitary units were not a uniquely Serbian phenomenon during the conflicts in (former) 
Yugoslavia. There was no shortage of extremists on the Croatian side, though there were fewer of 
them.

 Kertes was fired, and on 15 December 2000 
he was arrested for misusing his position. A few days later he was released after appealing to his 
parliamentary immunity. 

591 This mainly involved the Croatian Defence Force, the Hvratske Odbrane Snage (HOS), the 
paramilitary arm of the Croatian Rights Party, the Hvratska Stranka Prava (HSP), led by the thirty year 
old former theology student Dobroslav Paraga.592 The HSP was an extreme right-wing party that 
availed itself of the Ustashe symbols and demanded all Bosnia-Hercegovina as Croatian territory. 
Paraga was convicted in 1980, at the age of twenty, to four years imprisonment for his contacts with 
Ustashe supporters in other countries. He was convicted for a second time in 1987 for criticising the 
Yugoslavian regime's maltreatment of political prisoners. Paraga’s HVO sent volunteers to places at the 
front where breakthroughs were likely. Paraga and his supporters tried to capitalize on this action for 
publicity. Because of pressure from the JNA, the regular army HVO tolerated the presence of the HOS 
paramilitaries at the front. Paraga's men made a name at Vukovar in particular. They collaborated 
closely there with the local Croatian army commander Mile Dedakovic, who, like Paraga, repeatedly 
accused Tudjman of doing nothing for the defence of the city.593 According to HOS commander Ante 
Dapic, approximately three thousand HOS men were active in and around Vukovar in October 1991.594

The HOS consistently criticized Tudjman's policy as too moderate. There was talk of an 
impending coup by Paraga and his compatriots on several occasions. Tudjman was the brunt of some 
considerable criticism from abroad because he would allow Paraga and his men to pursue neo-fascist 
activities. He was arrested in early November 1991 and detained for almost a month on suspicion of 
conspiring against the constitutional order of Croatia and its government. The action of the HSP and 
HOS was a thorn in the side of the West, which saw it as an obstacle to complete support for Croatia. 
Ultimately the HOS was integrated into the regular Croatian army. However, the HOS would continue 
to carry out independent actions in Bosnia-Hercegovina, on the justification that agreements with the 
authorities in Zagreb referred only to Croatian territory itself. 

  

If Paraga was the Croatian counterpart of Seselj, then the Croatian opposite number of Arkan 
was: Branimir Glavas, a specialist in ethnic cleansing, who came from West-Hercegovina. He was the 
one who actually held sway in Osijek and surroundings and was later also formally appointed 
commander. Tudjman tried in vain to curb his influence. Among the Croats of East Slavonia, Glavas 
was well liked precisely because of his ruthless methods. Dirty jobs were otherwise carried out by the 
Black Legion, which officially formed the antiterrorist brigade of the Croatian police in Sisak and which 
also had foreign volunteers among its ranks.595

The situation in which irregular groups and militias played an extremely important role in the 
conflict continued until the autumn of 1993. Military organizations were then formed almost 

 Another example of a notorious Croatian unit was the 
Zebras, led by Drovski, a Croat from Austria known in the field as Commander Sinisja. This unit 
consisted of skinheads who carried out dirty work. There was also no shortage of football hooligans 
among the Croatian troops. For example, a unit of the National Guard stationed at Vinkovci comprised 
largely of the 'Bad Blue Boys', hooligans from Zagreb. 
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simultaneously by all parties in the conflict. This gave the armies more control over the paramilitaries 
and special troops, for example by integrating or disarming them. Among the reasons for this 
simultaneous normalization were international diplomatic pressure, the desire for professionalization of 
the national armed forces and the need of politicians to increase their grasp on the military system and 
to settle scores with opposition factions within the paramilitaries.596

4. Intermezzo: the nature and form of the conflict 

 Clearer command structures and 
more discipline were then introduced in the armies themselves. These changes also manifested 
themselves externally in the form of an increasing number of soldiers dressed in regular uniforms with 
familiar emblems. This was not previously the case and it contributed to the ease with which individuals 
crossed the boundary between the regular army and irregular units. 

For a clear understanding of the matter it is necessary to interrupt the chronology and answer the 
following question: what precisely was the nature of the conflicts here? Fighting as it broke out in 
Croatia in the summer of 1991 cannot formally be considered a war of aggression, in view of the fact 
that as yet there was no element of international relations between Yugoslavia and Serbia on the one 
hand and Croatia on the other. Originally there was also no element of civil war. The Serbs in Croatia 
were guided too much from outside for that and the Croats, at Tudjman's urging, were too passive. We 
have seen a number of instances where, in the eyes of the leaders in Belgrade, a significant proportion 
of Serbs in Croatia responded too passively and were unwilling to go along with the official line that the 
Serbs in Croatia were about to face a genocide equal to the one during the Ustashe regime in World 
War II.  

The breeding ground of the conflict was that right from the start of Yugoslavia there had been 
two mutually exclusive state projects within the country. The first was the Serbian view that all Serbs 
had to be kept together, if possible within Yugoslavia, and, failing that, within a Greater Serbia. This 
was the view that anywhere Serbs lived, or – in a more extreme variant – were buried, was Serbian 
territory. The second was the Croatian view that if a harmonious existence within Yugoslavia was not 
possible, far-reaching autonomy, if not independence, was the alternative. In addition it had to be 
considered whether the Croats from Bosnia-Hercegovina should not also have the opportunity to join 
the independent Croatia. These claims on regions originally made the conflicts in Croatia and Bosnia 
territorial conflicts, with the Serbs in particular demanding their share as the most powerful party: the 
‘Serbian regions’ in Croatia, access to the coast, two thirds of the land of Bosnia-Hercegovina, etc. 
After that, a start could be made within the framework of ethnic homogenization, distribution of 
economic prosperity, strategic interests and suchlike, on shuffling the maps, possibly at the negotiating 
table, but, if there was more to be gained, by a continuation or resumption of the conflict. 

The actual reason for the conflict was the unwillingness of Milosevic and other Communists to 
relinquish power at a time when the rest of Europe was taking its leave of Communism. For him, 
engaging in war was a way to preserve his position of power and to divert attention from the poor 
economic situation. In other words, Milosevic was engaged in what is known as social imperialism: 
aggression as a lightning conductor. Serbian nationalists were behind him in this. 

As stated above, the large-scale involvement of irregulars in the conflict made it also a war of 
criminals. Local warlords and outside gang leaders used the war for self enrichment and they gave the 
combat a dynamic of their own. It was precisely this irregular nature of the conflict that contributed to 
a lack of restraint of the violence.597

                                                 

596 Bougarel, Bosnie, pp. 114-115. 

 This created even more room for the volunteers, such as the 
weekend Cetniks, who took part in the war for their ‘pleasure’. Some of them were unadulterated 
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nationalists. A significant number of them were the scum of society, ‘the philosophy of football 
hooliganism magnified a hundredfold’.598

The important role played by these irregulars in the war made it easier for others to fight a 
multitude of personal and local conflicts, arising from quarrels with neighbours, professional envy, and 
suchlike. This was what was referred to in Yugoslavia as the mali rat, or small war, within the larger 
conflict.

 

599

Their propaganda of fear and hatred, and terrorist actions allowed the instigators of the war to 
fulfil their prophecy that ethnic groups would be at each other's throats. For instance, they succeeded in 
involving ordinary people in their slaughter. In so doing they caused a complete blurring of moral 
standards so that violence was given free rein. Fear was also an important motivation of the war among 
all sections of the population.

 This created an interplay between violence from outside and locally determined conflicts, 
with local elites and leaders competing for power, and old village feuds flaring up again. This explains 
why the arrival of special units in certain areas could so easily produce a chain reaction from village to 
village of threats and attacks between groups who previously apparently lived peacefully side by side. 
The paramilitary units, who operated on a larger scale, often received support from members of the 
local militias, police and radical political parties. Sometimes representatives of the groups referred to, 
united in the local crisis committee, would call in the assistance of paramilitary units from outside their 
own region.  

600

When the fear that the other ethnic group will strike with murder and rape became large 
enough, people were prepared to make a pre-emptive strike, which would not be difficult to justify 
later: if we hadn't done it, then they would have…

  

601 Radovan Karadzic, the Bosnian-Serb political 
leader, understood this mechanism all too well: ‘Everyone is suspicious of what the other sides are 
intending to do. So, to prevent anything horrible being done to them, they do it to the others first.’602

The residents of the rural areas, the ‘peasants’, the ‘folk from the hills’, came down to the cities 
to take revenge on the signs of civilization, modernization and cosmopolitanism that were threatening 
their traditional existence.

 
Time and again, alleged provocation from the other party was discovered, which did not have to be 
investigated, but created a mechanism of revenge and counter-revenge. The less secure the population 
became, the easier it became to appeal to fears and feelings of insulted honour, which demanded 
redress. 

603

Because the ethnic differences had been preserved more clearly in the countryside than in the 
cities, and the state television was the pre-eminent source of information, nationalist leaders found it 
easier to recruit foot-soldiers there to counter the inter-ethnic links that had been created in the cities - 
mixed marriages, multi-ethnic parties and suchlike. Shades of meaning and voices of reason, whether 
from their own surroundings or from the international community, no longer had any effect. The black 
and white thinking - ‘us’ against ‘them’; the countryside against the city; the mythical experience against 
reason - had gained the upper hand. There was something of a Pol Pot-like intimidation of cities and 
intellectuals. The population could be mobilized for wars that originally had a predominantly territorial 
character by appealing to such feelings of dissatisfaction and ethnic sentiments. However, in the course 
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of the conflict, ethnic differences grew to such a level as a consequence of the spiralling violence that 
the ethnic nature of the conflict became dominant.604

It was not only fear that drove individual citizens into war, however. The war also offered 
unprecedented opportunities for enrichment or rising up the social ladder. Individuals were able to take 
possession of their neighbours' houses, cars and refrigerators, and their wives' and daughters' bodies. 
Bar owners became local gang leaders, ordinary soldiers became generals, teachers became mayors and 
professors became ministers.  

 

As the war progressed, the religious undertones of the conflict became stronger.605 It was 
mentioned above that the distinction between Croats, Muslims and Serbs could in principle be traced 
back to religious differences. However, a strong process of secularization had unfolded in Communist 
Yugoslavia after World War II. In the late 1980s in Bosnia, only 53 per cent of the Croats, 37 per cent 
of the Muslims, and 34 per cent of the Serbs, were religious.606

In 'Catholic' Croatia in the early 1990s, only one third of all parents sent their children to 
catechism, and church attendance, in the forty to sixty age group especially, declined sharply. However, 
there was something of a religious revival among young people and sections of the intelligentsia, which 
was accompanied by a growing national awareness and a need for support in difficult economic times. 
There was an increase in the numbers entering the priesthood.

  

607

A joke was circulating in Bosnia in the early 1990s that the difference between a Serbian, a 
Croat and a Muslim was that the first never kissed icons in the Orthodox Church, the second never 
attended a Catholic Mass and the third never prayed facing Mecca.

 

608 Apparently no more than 28 per 
cent of Bosnian Muslims were actively religious even in the autumn of 1992.609 Another joke from the 
time is the following: ‘What is the definition of a Bosnian Muslim? Answer: A Bosnian Muslim is 
someone who drinks alcohol, eats pork and doesn't pray to Mecca five times a day.’610 There were even 
Muslims who had fled from Sarajevo, whose first encounter with Muslim girls wearing headscarves was 
in the Netherlands.611

The outbreak of conflicts between ethnic groups emphasized religious differences once more, 
however.

  

612 For instance, at the start of the war in Bosnia, Muslims who had never done so before 
started to fast during Ramadan.613

In May and August 1991, the Roman Catholic Cardinal Kuharic of Zagreb met the Orthodox 
patriarch Pavle in an attempt at reconciliation, but it appeared to be more of a ritual than a genuine 
attempt to cooperate

  

614

                                                 

604 For information on this view of the conflict, see for example S. Radosevic, ‘The Collapse of Yugoslavia - Between 
Chance and Necessity’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, pp. 66 and 78. 

 and Pavle especially was increasingly drawn into the political developments. At 
the start of August 1991, the Conference of European Churches in Geneva produced a report on the 
deteriorating relations between the churches in Yugoslavia. The report said that not only were 
politicians exploiting the religious differences, but members of both the Roman Catholic and Christian 
Orthodox Churches were also intensifying the ethnic conflict with religious polemics. At the same time 
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as Pavle called for reconciliation, the report quotes him as saying that extremist Croats were 
committing the same ‘brutal atrocities’ against the Serbs as the Ustashe in 1941.615 In the autumn of 
1991 Pavle would write to Carrington that the Serbs were being exposed to genocide for the second 
time in the twentieth century in what he called a new Ustashe state. He said that it was impossible for 
Croats and Serbs to live together in one state, and he advocated linking parts of Croatia with Serbia.616 
When Milosevic decided at the end of 1991 to call a halt to the war in Croatia, this even met with the 
objection of the Orthodox Church.617

At the start of the conflict Serbian-Orthodox clerics were already expressing on television their 
support for militant Serbs in Borovo Selo and Knin.

 

618 During the war in Bosnia, Orthodox clerics 
repeatedly blessed soldiers and paramilitaries and incited them to murder and plunder.619 Arkan had his 
recruits baptized in Dahl Cathedral during the war in Croatia in 1991.620 During the war in Croatia 
almost five hundred churches were totally destroyed or seriously damaged.621 Croatian prisoners of war 
were sometimes forced by Serbs to swallow the crosses they wore around their necks.622

Later in Bosnia too, close links developed between the Orthodox Church and Radovan 
Karadzic's political party, the SDS.

  

623 However, when the consequences of Serbian aggression became 
visible there in the first months of the war, the leaders of the Orthodox Church started to criticize 
Milosevic and his supporters for closing their eyes to the crimes being committed there by the 
paramilitaries. The lower clerics, who were frequently militantly nationalist, maintained close ties with 
Karadzic and his supporters, however. The leaders in Pale also had a positive attitude to the church and 
traditional Serbian national values. ‘Our spiritual leaders are present at all our discussions and are 
involved in the decision making process; the voice of the church is respected as the voice of the highest 
authority’, Karadzic said in 1994.624 The nationalist section of the clergy therefore felt more affinity with 
the Bosnian-Serb leaders than with Milosevic, who they continued to see as more of a Communist, and 
who had made an arrangement with the church out of pure opportunism.625 Serbs carved crosses with 
knives in the bodies of Muslims.626 A Muslim was nailed alive to the door of the mosque, with his arms 
spread like Christ on the cross.627 Mosques were desecrated, and Korans were urinated on.628 Mosques 
and minarets in Bosnia were among the favourite targets of Serbian soldiers and volunteers.629

However caution is called for in attributing the attacks on Catholic churches and on mosques 
only to anti-Catholic or anti-Islamic motives. They were also an attack on a culture, a civilization, 
comparable with the shelling of the National Library in Sarajevo. The wrecking of churches and 

  

                                                 

615 ‘“Katholieke Kroaten dreigen orthodoxe Serviërs uit te roeien”’ (‘“Catholic Croats threaten to wipe out Orthodox 
Serbs”’), Trouw, 03/08/91. See also Radmila Radic, ‘The Church and the “Serbian Question”’, in: Popov (ed.), Road, p. 262. 
616 Geert van Dartel, ‘Nationalities and Religion in Yugoslavia’, in: Van den Heuvel & Siccama (eds.), Disintegration, p. 45; 
Tomanic, Crkva, pp. 65-73. For Pavle's ambivalent attitude towards ethnic tensions and conflicts in 1991 see also Cohen, 
Serpent, pp. 152-153. 
617 Norman Cigar, ‘The Serbo-Croatian War, 1991’, in: Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 76. 
618 Geert van Dartel, ‘Nationalities and Religion in Yugoslavia’, in: Van den Heuvel & Siccama (eds.), Disintegration, p. 41. Cf. 
Blagojevic & Demirovic, Bloedverwanten, p. 31. 
619 For examples see Sells, Bridge, pp. 80-83. 
620 Martin Bell, ‘I know he’s a war criminal but I can’t help liking him’, Mail on Sunday, 06/06/99. 
621 Tanner, Croatia, p. 278. 
622 Ugresic, Cultuur, p. 77. 
623 Cohen, Serpent, pp. 153-154; Radmila Radic, ‘The Church and the ‘Serbian Question’’, in: Popov (ed.), Road, pp. 265-268. 
624 Radmila Radic, ‘The Church and the ‘Serbian Question’’, in: Popov (ed.), Road, p. 268. 
625 Cohen, Serpent, p. 155; Radmila Radic, ‘The Church and the ‘Serbian Question’’,in: Popov (ed.), Road, pp. 265-266. 
626 Bart Rijs, ‘Sporen van een massamoord’ (‘Traces of a massacre’), HP/De Tijd, 28/08/92, p. 10; Cohen, Hearts, p. 204; 
United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, IV.A.42. 
627 Maas, Neighbor, p. 7. 
628 Maas, Neighbor, p. 8. 
629 Moore, ‘Aspects’, p. 38. See e.g. first the list of 55 Muslim holy places shelled in Sarajevo in: United Nations, 
S/1994/674/Add. 2 (Vol. II), Appendix 5. 
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mosques was also an attempt to erase the visible and tangible evidence of Croatian and Muslim 
presence from the landscape, which was the cultural aspect of ethnic cleansing.630

The form of the conflict was partly determined by the serious shortage of men on the Serbian 
side. This was compensated by superior artillery strength. This gave the combat in the former 
Yugoslavia a strong flavour of a war of siege, in which Serbian troops surrounded Croatian or Bosnian 
cities with terror bombardment, while those under siege were in no position to break out because of a 
lack of fire power, despite having a numerical majority. For instance, there would often be local 
standoffs in which the most powerful weapon appeared to be starvation. The Bosnian-Serb Colonel 
Milovan Milutinovic explained this strategy in the following words: ‘We Serbs are like a snake. When 
we want to eat a frog, we first hypnotize it.’

  

631

With the exception of the early phases, there was relatively little fighting along clear front lines 
with the purpose of conquering territory. Where troops opposed each other, they became accustomed 
to the idea that they had nothing to fear from each other other than mortar attacks. Often they would 
not even put a guard on sentry duty at night.

 Because the population of the cities was cut off from 
food, water, medicines, fuel and the most elementary resources for keeping the city clean, they were at 
the mercy of the mafia, who were able to make unprecedented profits from all parties in the conflict by 
cashing in on the needs of a destitute population. Some cities, such as Vukovar and Jajce, were captured 
only after months of siege. Other cities, such as Dubrovnik or Sarajevo, were able to withstand the 
siege. 

632

A much more common objective was the ethnic cleansing of an area, in which members of an 
ethnic group were caused to leave a city or village. Again, the agent for achieving this was fear, which 
was employed by the paramilitary units in particular. They put the population into a state of anxiety 
psychosis by means of a broad spectrum of ill-treatment and threats, oriented towards driving out the 
population of another ethnic group, in order that their own territory would become ethnically 
homogeneous: murder, summary executions, torture, rape and other forms of sexual violence, arbitrary 
arrests and detention, shelling and wrecking possessions. The paramilitaries would often set fire to or 
blow up houses, after looting them, to make it almost impossible for the population to return. They 
often sought out members of the elite as their victims. This choice, together with the fact that many of 
the crimes, including rape, were carried out openly, was intended to enhance the effect of terror on the 
population. The population that remained often also fled. Otherwise, sooner or later, if they were not 
killed first, they would be deported or exchanged for prisoners of the other party. 

 

The wars in the former Yugoslavia were therefore a combination of various conflicts on 
different levels. And just as the conflict had different characteristics and forms, the fighters also 
differed. As was observed in early 1996 in a final UNPROFOR report: ‘This war gave employment to 
every type of fighter: the mercenary, the regular, the fanatic, the pressed man, the brutal sadist and the 
villager defending his home.’633 However, it was a long time before the international community came 
round to this way of thinking. The fact is that one of the deciding factors in the request for intervention 
in ex-Yugoslavia was always the lack of clarity on the nature of the conflict among the opinion and 
policy makers in the West.634

5. Intermezzo continued: the unknown Balkans 

  

‘The problem, I fear, is the Yugoslavs themselves. They are a perverse 
group of folks, near tribal in their behaviour, suspicious of each other 
(with usually sound reasons), friendly on the outside but very cynical 

                                                 

630 Cf. Tanner, Croatia, p. 278; Maas, Neighbor, p. 85. 
631 Cited in Westerman, Brug, p. 16. 
632 Loyd, War, p. 47. Cf. Rieff, Slaughterhouse, pp. 158-159. 
633 Headquarters UNPF, Force Commander’s End of Mission Report, 31/01/96, p. 7. 
634 Cf Weithmann, Brandhaard, p. 9. 
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within, ever ready for a war or a battle, proud of their warrior history, 
and completely incapable of coming to grips with the modern world 
…’635

In many respects the West thought of the Balkans as 'foreign' and 'different' within Europe, where 
assumptions that worked elsewhere did not apply. There were plenty of ideas about the Balkans, but 
understanding was another matter entirely. And many in South-east Europe itself agreed that this was 
also too much to expect. Westerners were not infrequently told: ‘You are incapable of understanding 
our fight’.

 

636

The - relatively - limited scope of this report, which focuses on the deployment of the Dutch 
Airmobile Brigade in Srebrenica, means that it is neither possible nor necessary to go into detail on the 
image of Yugoslavia that was created in the West.

 

637 This report will, however, cover those elements of 
the image created that were decisive for the question of whether it was possible and sensible for the 
West to intervene militarily in (the former) Yugoslavia. It will be evident that a large part of the 
argumentation surrounding the intervention issue was based on an overestimate of possible 
Yugoslavian resistance and on an overdose of unsatisfactory historical parallels. There was certainly no 
shortage of historical analogies in the intervention debates in the West. 'The less they understood the 
historical context, the more historical analogies they found', a Balkan expert sighed.638 ‘Anytime one 
attempts to grasp the meaning of this Balkan War, a historical phenomenon is invoked by journalists 
and agents of various governments,’ wrote the sociologist Stjepan Mestrovic in an introduction to a 
compilation in which the representation of the conflict had an important place.639

‘Former Yugoslavia is not Vietnam, not Lebanon, not Northern Ireland. The 
more appropriate analogy is Adolf Hitler and, more recently, Saddam Hussein 
(…) The crisis in the former Yugoslavia has epitomized the choice between the 
paths of Neville Chamberlain and Winston Churchill.’

 How true that was is 
instantly clear from the first contribution in the same collection: 

640

It is often unclear whether argumentation is based on insufficient knowledge of facts or that 
rationalizations were used pour besoin de la cause, dragged in to back up a policy that had already been 
determined. A further comment is that many contributions in, for example, correspondence columns, 
appeared to be intended less to contribute to a greater understanding of the actual situation in 
Yugoslavia than to inject a moral undertone into a domestic political debate.  

 

We will suffice here with a brief mention of the reasoning used and the arguments against them. 
The reader will encounter similar arguments now and again in the description of the decision-making 
surrounding the dispatch of Dutch troops. Otherwise we will devote attention here mainly to generally 
held views in the West. More nationally-determined conceptualizations were mentioned in the 
description of the attitudes of individual countries in the conflict. Particular attention will be paid here 
to discussions in the Dutch press, because one of our objectives is to illuminate the relationship 
between the media and policy. 

Knowledge of the Balkans in general and Yugoslavia in particular was scarce in the West. This 
may seem strange at first sight, in view of the pet status of the country during the Cold War, but it is 
not. During the two-sided battle from the end of World War II to the end of the 1980s, the intellectual 
energy of the West was oriented more to potential adversaries, specifically the Soviet Union and the 

                                                 

635 David Anderson in The Wall Street Journal, 21/02/91, cited in Mestrovic, Habits, p. 48. 
636 Hirs & Hellinga, Geit, p. 8; Westerman, Brug, p. 143. 
637 For a more extensive description of this, see the Naarden and Tromp appendices. 
638 Stevan K. Pavlowitch, ‘Who is 'Balkanizing' Whom’, p. 215. 
639 Stjepan G. Mestrovic, ‘Introduction’, idem (ed.), Genocide, p. 13. 
640 Philip J. Cohen, ‘Ending the war and securing peace in former Yugoslavia’, in: Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 43. 
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Warsaw Pact, than to non-aligned Yugoslavia. Stevan K. Pavlowitch, affiliated with the University of 
Southampton for the history of the Balkans, wrote that western knowledge of Yugoslavia was at a 
lamentable level: ‘The West did not understand Yugoslavia better than it understood Armenia or 
Georgia, Afghanistan or Cambodia, Somalia or Angola, but Yugoslavia was nearer.’641 In the eyes of 
many in the West, it had always seemed that the study of the 'foreign' country Yugoslavia was the realm 
of eccentrics.642 Knowledge of Yugoslavia was also impeded by the lack of freedom of expression in 
Yugoslavia itself and the fact that for many years research data had to be forced into either a Marxist or 
a nationalist frame of interpretation.643

In the entire western world, the study of Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s went into 
crisis because of the end of the Cold War, and it did not emerge for years afterwards.

 This was actually a general problem of Eastern Europe experts. 

644

Whereas academic knowledge of Eastern Europe in the Netherlands was not particularly great, 
knowledge of Yugoslavia was nearly non-existent.

 This lack of 
knowledge served only to create more room for poorly founded views. 

645 Among the few experts that could be consulted in 
the Netherlands when the conflicts in Yugoslavia exploded in the summer of 1991 was Z. Dittrich, a 
professor emeritus, who had held the chair of Eastern European history at the University of Utrecht 
for twenty years. He characterized the Serbs as ‘a people who take offence very easily’, who had 
liberated themselves unaided from Turks and Germans, which had made them ‘not easy to negotiate or 
make treaties with’.646

The Dutch press and the Yugoslavian conflict  

  

Anyone interested in finding out about and interpreting the developments in Yugoslavia therefore had 
to resort to the media. It is necessary to make a distinction in the media reporting on Yugoslavia 
between the audiovisual and the written press. The television depended mainly on pictures. A further 
problem with television was that TV crews were generally restricted in how long they could operate in 
the region because of considerations of cost and conflicting priorities, whereas some newspaper 
correspondents worked there for years on end. In addition, for example, the Dutch public service 
(NOS) news sent different reporters each time. This form of parachute journalism damaged the 
continuity of the reporting, and the level of knowledge on which it was based even more. 

The Dutch reporting was therefore performed mainly by journalists of the printed media.647

The larger newspapers in the Netherlands had their own correspondents on the ground. For 
instance, Othon Zimmermann, whose background was in Slavonic studies, had been reporting 
intensively on the region in the Algemeen Dagblad prior to the outbreak of the conflict. Raymond van 
den Boogaard reported on the war from Zagreb and elsewhere in Croatia for the NRC Handelsblad. He 
was previously stationed in Moscow. He regularly submitted reports on hostilities. For the same 
newspaper, Theo Engelen was closely involved in the reporting as correspondent in Ljubljana and Peter 
Michielsen provided many opinion-forming articles. De Volkskrant had a contract with Ulrike Rudberg, 
who provided contributions from Belgrade. Marianne Boissevain and André Roelofs reported for this 

 In 
the printed media in the Netherlands, but to a certain extent also on radio and television, there were 
separate information flows, and they often all went their own way: the reports from the correspondents 
on the ground, the parliamentary journalism in The Hague, the editorial teams and the contributions in 
the correspondence columns.  

                                                 

641 Stevan K. Pavlowitch, ‘Who is 'Balkanizing' Whom’, p. 215; cf. Ivan Banac, ‘The Fearful Asymmetry’, p. 143. 
642 Allcock, Yugoslavia, p. 5. 
643 Cf. Willem Vermeer, ‘Albanians and Serbs in Yugoslavia’, in: Van den Heuvel & Siccama (eds.), Disintegration, pp. 101-
102. 
644 D.P. K. wrote in 1996 that this crisis ‘has now continued for so long that it might more properly be termed a malaise 
than a crisis’, ‘From the editor’, Slavic Review, 55(1996)4 , p. 725. 
645 Cf. Van den Heuvel, Leven, pp. 8 and 144. 
646 Bert Bukman, ‘Bang voor de buitenwereld’ (‘Afraid of the outside world’), HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91, p.17. 
647 Cf. Karskens, Pleisters, p. 259. See also Scholten and Wieten appendices. 
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newspaper from Ljubljana from the start of the conflict, while Ewoud Nysingh also reported from 
Belgrade for a time. For Trouw, Nicole Lucas took charge of reporting on Yugoslavia from Belgrade. 
For the same newspaper, Henk Hirs departed in the autumn for the former Yugoslavia, where he 
provided reports from various cities. These correspondents generally offered a balanced picture of the 
local situation and the complex relationships between the parties in the conflict. However, it was 
difficult to convey this picture effectively, not only to the readership, but also among their peers in the 
Netherlands.648 The rule that applied here was that whoever was closest to the printing press had the 
greatest influence on what appeared in the newspaper.649 For Raymond van den Boogaard, who 
reported in turn on the wars in Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia for NRC Handelsblad this was the most 
bitter lesson that he learned from the conflicts: 'The historical picture of that war will not be painted by 
reporters like me, but by remote observers, who will take a simplified version of the facts and mix it 
with moral views to construct what the structure of the conflict was and possibly even who was right or 
wrong.'650 He noted 'with disgust' that 'even at my own newspaper' editors urged adopting a position 
and gave credence to the horror stories that emerged from the combatants' propaganda machines, 
suggesting that by not adopting a position he was 'on the wrong side' in this war.651

The conflict in Yugoslavia was not entirely unexpected, neither for the Dutch press nor for 
Dutch politicians. There were reports in the first half of 1991 on Slovenia's and Croatia's plans to 
secede, and on Krajina's pursuit of autonomy. The outbreak of war between Serbia and Croatia was 
anticipated.

 

652 As in politics, the dominant note in the press was 'Hopefully, this turns out all right.' On 
the day before the Croatian declaration of independence, Raymond van den Boogaard reported from 
Zagreb that, in anticipation of events that he felt would have unpredictable consequences, there was an 
'almost uncanny calm'.653

Between the outbreak of the conflicts in Yugoslavia in the summer of 1991 and their 
(provisional) cessation in late 1995, more than one hundred Dutch journalists, photographers and 
camera crew would visit the fronts, which made the Yugoslavian conflict 'the best attended war ever' by 
Dutch journalism.

 

654 However, it proved difficult for the Dutch correspondents to break through 
established news patterns. Interesting items were often not used by their masters in the Netherlands 
because they usually wanted to hear the news from CNN, the BBC or major foreign press agencies 
first.655 On the other hand, journalists of other nationalities also experienced this phenomenon. BBC 
correspondent Martin Bell wrote that he likewise ran up against reactions from the BBC newsroom such 
as: 'Are you sure about this ambush? It's not on the wires yet.'656

Furthermore, the Dutch reporting on the conflict was faced with considerable budgetary 
constraints. Editorial teams did not have the money for long-term war-risk insurance or security 
arrangements such as armour-plated vehicles and bulletproof vests.

  

657 In Germany too, newspapers not 
always insured their journalists, and there was no money for expensive armour-plated cars.658

                                                 

648 See e.g. interviews W. Breedveld, 11/10/00; G. Eickhof, 18/01/00; M. Kranenburg, 13/09/00; W. Lust, 19/07/00. 

 

649 Interview M. Kranenburg, 13/09/00. Investigation has shown that in Britain there was also a wide gulf between the 
reports from Croatia and Bosnia and editorial policy, with the latter having the upper hand, Simms, Hour, p. 301. 
650 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Lessen van de oorlog op de Balkan', Van Es & Sampiemon & Starink (eds.), Redacteuren, p. 
217. 
651 Ibid. 
652 See e.g. Rik Kuethe, 'Van oude partizanen, de dingen die voorbijgaan' (‘From old partisans, the things that pass’), Elsevier, 
22/03/91, pp. 38-39; Igor Znidarsic, 'Passeport Slovenija' (‘Passport Slovenija’), HP/De Tijd, 29/03/91, pp. 38-42; Harry 
Lensink, 'De geschiedenis als verdeelmes' (‘History as carving knife’), HP/De Tijd, 12/04/91, pp. 18-19; Hugo Camps, 
'“Joegoslavië is science-fiction, meneer”’ (‘“Yugoslavia is science-fiction, my good man”’), Elsevier, 08/06/91, pp. 38-41. 
653 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Stilte voor de storm in Joegoslavië' (‘Calm before the storm in Yugoslavia’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 24/06/91. 
654Karskens, Pleisters, p. 255. Cf. ibid., p. 271. 
655 Cf. the remarks made by Harald Doornbos, reporter for Zuid Oost Pers and Radio 1 in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 260. 
656 Bell, Way, p. 29. 
657 See e.g. Karskens, Pleisters, pp. 257, 265, 269 and 283. 
658 Richter, Journalisten, pp. 133 and 149. 
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Freelancers were certainly unable to pay the high insurance premiums.659 Editorial staff often used 
these independents to 'spare' their own people.660 And freelancers especially were under greater 
pressure to produce sensational reports than correspondents in regular employment.661

It was certainly dangerous for journalists in the war areas. Of the 65 journalists around the 
world who were to die while performing their work in 1991, eighteen died in Slovenia and Croatia. 
Serbs in Croatia were often unpredictable at best, at worst, the word 'press' on a car windscreen, which 
afforded a degree of protection to the occupants in many wars, was sufficient reason for them to start 
shooting.

 

662 German and Austrian journalists were the favourite target.663 In May 1992, the Dutch 
Association of Journalists (NVJ) advised its members not to travel to Bosnia, and those who were 
already there were advised to seek shelter for the time being, because, according to the NVJ, the parties 
in the conflict shot at 'everything that moved'. The danger was enhanced even more because 
combatants would pose as journalists. By that time, 24 journalists had already lost their lives in the war 
in Yugoslavia in the course of their work.664 In August 1993, the Dutch Association of Journalists 
(NVJ) withdrew their travel and war-risk insurance for Yugoslavia. After that it was only possible to 
arrange insurance with the same company for ten thousand guilders a week.665 At the end of 1993 there 
were no Dutch photographers working in Bosnia because of the dangers.666 In due course, it became 
possible for NVJ members to hire one of the two bulletproof vests that the association had at its 
disposal, or to borrow a vest from the Army Information Officer of Dutch Transport Company in 
Central Bosnia, whose stock was also limited, however.667

The view on the conflict also added to this lack of enthusiasm. Dick Verkijk, not the most easily 
scared of Dutch journalists, called the Yugoslavian war 'the most pointless in history. Started over 
nothing and leading to nothing.' First, according to him, there were invented incidents that were blazed 
about by the Yugoslavian media especially; the invented incidents provoked real incidents; and the real 
incidents led to escalation. According to him, it was 'not a civil war at all'. Serbian and Croatian citizens 
fled the disputed area, not out of fear of each other, but of the war-like actions of 'fanatics'.

 When, on top of that, Dutch journalists 
discovered that real news from the front was used only after editorial staff had confirmed it from other 
sources, the enthusiasm for exposing themselves to risky situations declined rapidly.  

668 He 
considered the risks for journalists to be (too) great. In the Croatian war there was literally no boundary 
to be drawn: 'Before you know it you are in the "other" area; there are countless enclaves of one party 
or the other. No party takes risks: they shoot at everything that seems slightly out of the ordinary.' 
Fronts were seldom cordoned off, so that a journalist could easily wander into the line of fire. 'I have 
always been prepared to give something for a good cause', said Verkijk. 'But here? In Yugoslavia? This 
war is a poor cause, not worth dying for.'669

The majority of the reports from correspondents therefore consisted of news coming from 
public relations officials in the capital cities of the various (former) republics, and descriptions of the 
atmosphere. The approximately seven hundred foreign correspondents who were accredited in Zagreb 
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during the war in Croatia based their reporting largely on Croatian sources.670 Furthermore, the 
Yugoslavian Centre for Eurovision was based in Zagreb, so that for a long time reports from Serbia 
were able to reach the rest of Europe only indirectly. A British colleague criticized the risk-avoiding 
work ethic of many journalists. In his view, they all too easily assumed that a visit to the front would 
not yield any new points of view, whereas discussions with authorities would.671 In his opinion, this 
attitude was further encouraged by the editorial offices at home, who preferred to read reports 
containing the familiar names of the most important leaders from well-known places, rather than items 
that they could mockingly dismiss as local colour stories: better to have an item from Sarajevo than one 
about Gornji Vakuf, for example.672

Image forming: peoples with a penchant for war 

  

The war in Yugoslavia was represented within the context of the Balkans. The Balkans was an elastic 
concept. During the Cold War, when Yugoslavia's singular position in the international field of 
influence was valued by the West, the country was not counted as part of the Balkans, and the term 
itself had fallen somewhat into disuse, but came back into use immediately after disturbances broke out 
in the early 1990s.673 War and violence apparently have to be understood within a Balkan context: 
'Along with the themes of fragmentation and confusion, violence has become a component of the 
definition of the term “Balkan”.’674

For many, the Balkans was seen as a peripheral and underdeveloped area:
 

675 'The Balkans is like 
a poorhouse, Europe's back yard, that has only marginal significance in international politics.'676 Even 
Maria Todorova, who carried out an extensive study into the negative representation of the Balkan 
areas, described Yugoslavia as 'a corner of Europe'.677

But this image had a reverse side. Especially those who advocated a more active position on the 
part of the West argued that Yugoslavia, and particularly Croatia and Bosnia, were in 'the heart of 
Europe',

 

678 'in the middle of Europe, in a country where two years ago millions of Western Europeans 
still lazed around half naked next to the sea'.679 From the point of view of a country such as Austria, ex-
Yugoslavia was, of course, 'close to home': 'Bosnia is (...) not "somewhere over there". It is "here".'680 
Journalists and others repeatedly emphasized that a mere thousand or so kilometres from the 
Netherlands, France, etc., or two hours by plane, wholesale slaughter of people was taking place.681

As is the case with so many regions, both a positive and a negative image existed of the Balkans, 
inside and outside the region. The two images would alternate in time depending on the current 
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circumstances. Milo Anstadt, who in 1993 wrote one of the few Dutch language books on (the start of) 
the Yugoslavian conflict, summed up the two images as follows 'that the majority of Yugoslavs can be 
amiable, hospitable, sociable and forthcoming, but also extremely intolerant, bigoted, stubborn and 
malicious'.682

For instance, in times of hope and expectation it was written that the Balkans were 'the ideal 
place for bringing about an integration of races and cultures from Europe, Asia and Africa.'

 

683 Some 
would say that this observation was particularly applicable to Bosnia-Hercegovina, 'a special place, 
known for the tolerant, civilized interaction of its many ethnic groups. It was a miniature of the 
multinational Yugoslav state, except that its melting pot really worked.'684

Many Europeans also knew Yugoslavia as a pleasant holiday destination.
 

685 This applied 
especially to Germans, who, with three million a year, accounted for one third of the flow of foreign 
tourists to Yugoslavia.686 It applied likewise to the Netherlands, which saw approximately half a million 
tourists a year depart for Yugoslavia in the second half of the 1980s.687 Before 1991, for example, sixty 
per cent of foreign tourists to the Macedonian Lake Ohrid were from the Netherlands.688

It was an experience that could also be of importance for policy makers. The Netherlands 
Junior Minister of Justice, Aad Kosto, accepted on behalf of the Netherlands three thousand Displaced 
Persons from Yugoslavia in August 1992 after seeing a news picture of a Bosnian orphan who was 
wounded when the bus she was travelling on was fired on by a sniper, with the words: 'When I saw that 
child in that bus, I thought: this is unacceptable. It shocked me. Yugoslavia is so close, you have been 
there on holiday, you have touched the people there, then this happens there. I therefore think that 
some of those people should be offered shelter here.'

  

689

Unlike the Western Europeans, there was no holiday-experience for most of the American 
public. They saw Yugoslavia as far away, not only geographically but also mentally. For them, 
Yugoslavia meant only a basketball or water polo team that could beat the superpowers Russia or 
America in the Olympic Games once every four years.

 

690

'a gay peninsula filled with sprightly people who ate peppered foods, drank 
strong liquors, wore flamboyant clothes, loved and murdered easily and had a 
splendid talent for starting wars. Less imaginative westerners looked down on 

 But a mixture of respect and fear for the 
Balkans was not absent among the elite there, as can be seen in the words from 1950 of the American 
journalist C.L. Sulzberger. He said that the area was: 

                                                 

682 Anstadt, Servië, p. 128; Milo Anstadt, 'We moeten de mythe van de Servische schuld doorprikken' (‘We have to puncture 
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684R. Gutman, 'Q and A. Why are Yugoslavia's people fighting each other?', Newsday, 12/07/92. See also Gutman, Witness, 
pp. xviii-xix. Elsewhere, Gutman calls Bosnia-Hercegovina an 'ethnic tinderbox', ibid., p. 4, and a 'powder keg republic', 
ibid., p. 7. 
685 For the lack of understanding and the shock of the civil war for Yugoslavia's former holidaymakers, see e.g. Bert 
Bukman, 'Bang voor de buitenwereld', HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91; Daan Dijksman, 'Waanzin', HP/De Tijd, 04/09/92, p. 7. 
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12(1992)(5 September) p. 12. 
686 Oschlies, 'Ursachen', p. 10. 
687 TK, 1987-1988, 20 564, nos. 1-2, p. 17. 
688 Van den Heuvel, Leven, p. 166. 
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690 Cf. Maas, Neighbor, p. 106. 
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them with secret envy, sniffing at their royalty, scoffing at their pretensions, and 
fearing their savage terrorists.'691

It should be clear that, in a time of crisis and violence, the positive image of the Balkans, which was 
characterized by romantic ideas of the passion, the hospitality and the authenticity of the population 
and the rustic life in the region, hardly rang true. In so far as the positive image still left memories, it 
was in the form of the pain and lack of understanding felt by former holidaymakers, volunteers in the 
construction of infrastructure works and admirers of the system of worker self-government in 
Yugoslavia, because black storm clouds had gathered above the sunny places they loved so much. From 
1990, the black side of the Balkans dominated the representation of Yugoslavia. The images that arose 
from this were hardly contradicted by knowledge of discordant facts. 

 

A counterpart of the romantic image was the idea of the Balkans as an area where irrationality 
was dominant,692 which was a notion that gained in acceptance during the conflict when many 
Yugoslavs and immigrants from Yugoslavia themselves declared to Westerners that their fellow 
countrymen had gone collectively mad.693

'It is difficult to explain, but this war is not rational. There is no rationality at all 
about ethnic conflict. It is gut; it is hatred; it's not for any common set of values 
or purposes; it just goes on. And that kind of warfare is most difficult to halt.'

 Irrationality was also raised as an argument by policy makers 
who felt little inclined to intervene. For instance, the American Acting Secretary of State Eagleburger 
said the following in September 1992 on the war in Bosnia: 

694

The author, Wayne Bert, who described American policy on the war in Bosnia, pointed to the paradox 
that those who used irrationality as an argument not to resort to military intervention, still spent many 
years attempting to solve the conflict through diplomacy: 'Isn't force the preferred method of influence 
when confronting forces that will not listen to reason ...?'

 

695

Other authors felt they knew exactly where the border between rationality and emotion, 
civilization and barbarism, lay. Long before Samuel Huntington's ideas on a clash of civilizations became 
popular in some quarters in the 1990s, there was a view in the West that a boundary existed between 
what was called the civilized West Roman, Catholic, former Hapsburg northwestern part of Yugoslavia 
on the one hand, and what was called the less civilized Byzantine, Christian Orthodox or Islamic and 
former Ottoman southeast of Yugoslavia on the other.

 

696 It was an idea that was gladly reinforced by 
Slovenians and Croats because they found themselves on the 'European-civilized' side of the border as 
opposed to the darker Balkan side.697

                                                 

691 Cited in Kaplan, Ghosts, p. xviii. 

 There is a certain irony in the two republics that around 1990 

692 See e.g. Lendvai, 'Hass', p. 4; Bart Rijs, ‘Vrijheid of de dood' (‘Freedom or death’), HP/De Tijd, 16/08/91, p. 24. For a 
powerful example from a later period, see Olaf Tempelman, 'Servisch irrationalisme. Spookrijders op de westerse snelweg' 
(‘Serbian irrationalism. ghost-drivers on the Western freeway’), de Volkskrant, 02/04/99. 
693 See e.g. Levinsohn, Belgrade, pp. 26-27, 89; Bart Rijs, 'Vrijheid of de dood', HP/De Tijd, 16/08/91, p. 25; Bert Bukman, 
'Bang voor de buitenwereld', HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91, p. 17; Bart Rijs, 'Adagio voor de dood’ (‘Adagio for death’)', HP/De 
Tijd, 26/06/92, p. 43; P. de Moor, 'Aleksandar Tisma', De Groene Amsterdammer, 13/10/93. 
694 Cited in Bert, Superpower, p. 102. 
695 Bert, Superpower, p. 102. 
696 Allcock, Yugoslavia, p. 13. See e.g. R.C. Longworth, 'Ancient hatreds heat Yugoslav cauldron', Chicago Tribune, 27/06/91; 
Willem Wansink, 'Dood aan de Donau’ (‘Death by the Danube’), Elsevier, 10/08/91, p. 28; Bert Bukman, 'Bang voor de 
buitenwereld', HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91, p. 16. In Germany this notion figured particularly strongly in the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, see Mira Beham, 'Die Medien als Brandstifter', in: Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, pp. 123-124; Henri Beunders, 'Aloude 
Duitse gevoelens tegen de Serviërs' (‘Centuries-old German feelings against the Serbs’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/91. A later 
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Handelsblad, 30/10/99. 
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appealed most powerfully for the right to self-determination being so willing to subordinate themselves 
to the larger entity of Europe. The political top and church leaders of Croatia again presented their 
country to the West, as the Croatian nationalists had done in the nineteenth century, as the bastion 
against the Islam and Orthodoxy.698

Image forming: centuries of violence 

 

'O smallest among peoples! rough rock-throne 

Of Freedom! Warriors beating back the swarm 

Of Turkish Islam for five hundred years, 

Great Tzernagora! never since thine own 

Black ridges drew the cloud and brake the storm 

Has breathed a race of mightier mountaineers.'699

Multi-ethnic and multinational empires have been collapsing in the Balkans and its direct surroundings 
since the nineteenth century. Ethnic cleansing had taken place repeatedly then and during the processes 
of nation forming that were to follow. The nineteenth century British statesman Benjamin Disraeli had 
already described the nationalist uprisings in the Balkans as a 'throwback to barbarism'.

 

700

It was incorrectly concluded from over a century of ethnic tensions in the Balkans that an age-
long hatred existed there between groups of the population. 'The war we are now witnessing did not 
start this summer', commented Peter Michielsen at the end of September 1991 in NRC Handelsblad: 

 The Serbs 
wreaked havoc in Kosovo during the Balkan wars. During World War I, Turkey violently disposed of 
one and a half million Armenians. Turks and Greeks drove each other from their own territory. During 
World War II, Pavelic and his followers attempted to cleanse Croatia. At the end of the World War II, 
the ethnic Germans were driven out en masse from Sudetenland, Silesia and Vojvodina. On Cyprus, a 
division was made between Greeks and Turks, which was still in place at the end of the twentieth 
century. If the twentieth century was indeed 'the century of expulsions' (Günther Grass), then it was 
certainly true for Central and Eastern Europe.  

'the war has actually been going on for hundreds of years. The postwar peace - 
which was imposed by Tito - was an intermezzo: an exception rather than the 
rule. A Serbian saying has it that a gram of power weighs more than a kilo of 
brains, and this is the philosophy that, by and large, has always determined the 
actions of the leaders in Belgrade (and Zagreb). That Western politicians 
consider that they can settle the account presented by seven hundred years of 
history by stationing the odd peacekeeping force here and there and sitting 
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10/07/91; Hayden, 'Use', pp. 215-216; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, pp. 54, 61-63 and 67 ; Russell, Prejudice, pp. 156-157; Voet, Hotel, 
p. 138; Zimmermann, Origins, p. 72. 
698 Dusan T. Batakovic, 'Collective and Human Rights: Opposing Views from Former Yugoslavia', in: Baehr & Baudet & 
Werdmöller (eds.), Tights, p. 72; Smith, Story, p. 18; Cardinal Kuharic to Fietelaars, see ABZ, DEU/ARA/00408, Fietelaars 
410 to Van den Broek, 07/11/91. 
699 Lord Tennyson, Montenegro. 
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around the table under the flag of decent principles, is, certainly in the longer 
term, an illusion.'701

Some even considered that the feuds underlying the conflict were thousands of years old.

  

702

This view of history played an important role in the Yugoslavian conflict, both in the region 
itself and in the views of outsiders. During his press conference in Belgrade on 4 August 1991, the 
Dutch Minister Van den Broek already remarked that the European troika was finding it extremely 
difficult to accept that it appeared impossible to focus attention on the future in discussions with 
Yugoslavia's leaders; discussions always seemed to have to go back to the past.

 

703 We are like cat and 
dog, we can never live together, according to the Bosnian-Serb nationalist Karadzic.704 The West 
proved to be very susceptible to this idea that was disseminated so vigorously by the nationalists in 
Yugoslavia themselves.705 Some therefore considered war in this region to be 'a regularly recurring 
natural phenomenon'.706

This view was a powerful argument for not having to intervene.
 

707 The American president 
Bush avoided deploying American soldiers with the comment that Bosnia was about 'a blood feud' and 
'a complex, convoluted conflict that grows out of age-old animosities'.708 His Secretary of State, 
Lawrence Eagleburger, did the same in August 1992 at the Conference of London when he referred to 
the conflict as having 'ancient and complicated roots'.709 America's Chief of Staff Colin Powell stated 
that 'a thousand-year-old hornet's nest' existed in the former Yugoslavia, and 'an ethnic tangle with 
roots reaching back a thousand years', where it would be better not to sacrifice the lives of American 
soldiers.710

Clinton, who at the time of his inauguration as president had said that the war in Bosnia was the 
consequence of Serbian aggression, was to say a number of weeks later: 'The hatred between all these 
three groups [Croats, Muslims and Serbs] (...) is almost unbelievable. It's almost terrifying, and it's 
centuries old. That really is a problem from hell.'

 

711

                                                 

701 Peter Michielsen, 'Joegoslavië vecht tot boedel is verdeeld' (‘Yugoslavia fights on until the estate is divided’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 26/09/91. For other expressions of the conviction of age-long ethnic tensions, see for example Richard 
Schifter, Assistant Secretary of State, Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, in United States Senate, 
Subcommittee on European Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Relations, Strife, p. 83; Blaine Harden, 'Yugoslav Regions 
Assert Independence', The Washington Post, 26/06/91; R.C. Longworth, 'Ancient hatreds heat Yugoslav cauldron', Chicago 
Tribune, 27/06/91; Nicole Lucas, 'Joegoslavië is niet meer' (‘Yugoslavia is no more’), Trouw, 26/06/91; idem, 'Serviërs en 
Kroaten koesteren oud zeer' (‘Serbs and Croats nurse old wounds’), Trouw, 11/07/91; idem, 'Een onmogelijke missie' (‘An 
impossible mission’), Trouw, 03/08/91. See also the remark made by Hylke Tromp: 'We are dealing in the Balkans with 
conflicts that are hundreds of years old, which have never been solved and never will be unless a world policeman takes 
action.' in: Max Arian & Joke van Kampen, 'Te wapen' (‘Call to arms’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 05/08/92, p. 4. 

 In a television broadcast in early 1995, Clinton and 
his vice-president even seemed to be trying to outdo each other in the historical nature of the conflict 

702 See e.g. Snow, Peacekeeping, p. 8. 
703 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03287. EU/GBVB/Trojka, voorbereiding en verslaglegging bezoeken Trojka aan Joegoslavië, 
July/August 1991, Fietelaars 253 to Van den Broek, 05/08/91. 
704 Russell, Prejudice, p. 266; Garrison Walters, 'The Future of History in the Balkans', Thomas & Friman (eds.), Conflict, p. 43; 
Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 73. 
705 See e.g. Magas, Destruction, p. 58 ; Susan L. Woodward, 'Bosnia and Herzegovina: How Not to End Civil War', in: Walter 
& Snyder (eds.), Wars, p. 110 n. 7. See also Garrison Walters, 'The Future of History in the Balkans', Thomas & Friman 
(eds.), Conflict, p. 43. 
706 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Lessen van de oorlog op de Balkan’, Van Es & Sampiemon & Starink (eds.), Redacteuren, p. 
215. 
707 Russell, Prejudice, p. 266. 
708 Cited in Gutman, Witness, p. xxxi. 
709 Gutman, Witness, p. xxxii. 
710 Powell & Persico, Journey, pp. 281 and 544. 
711 Cited in Bert, Superpower, p. 105. 



104 

 

in Bosnia. After Vice-President Al Gore had said that the people there had already been fighting each 
other for five hundred years, Clinton said that it was probably more like a thousand years.712

The most recent crises, from the 1990s, were seen as an 'anachronistic tribal war',
  

713 one link in 
a long chain of tribal conflicts.714 According to Mestrovic, 'tribalism' was probably the term most 
commonly used by Western journalists, diplomats and politicians to refer to the conflicts in (the 
former) Yugoslavia in the 1990s.715 The reference to tribal relations carried an implied connotation of a 
reference by the civilized world to the world of savages.716

The view that the Balkans had been the scene of an age-long bitter ethnic conflict, however, 
was not correct.

 

717 Bart Tromp rightly commented that the ethnic differences were only a century 
old.718

There had been conflict for some time between Serbs and Muslims. Serbian peasants in the 
Ottoman empire were dominated by Muslim landowners, but the domination did not yet have a bloody 
aspect. In the early nineteenth century the frictions became more clearly visible. Around 1830 and 
shortly after 1860, the Serbs drove Muslims out of their central area, which they had managed to wrest 
from the Ottomans, and in so doing boosted an outflow that had already started in 1804.

 Until the first Yugoslavia there was little conflict. The medieval empires of Croats, Serbs and 
Bosnians did not fall because they fought each other, but because of internal differences and because 
the Hapsburg and Ottoman empires swallowed them up. Croats and Serbs then lived largely separately: 
the first group in the Hapsburg empire; the second in the Ottoman empire. In so far as Serbs were 
living in Croatian areas, it was mainly in Slavonia and Krajina, where they took upon themselves the 
defence of Hapsburg empire, and consequently also of the Croats, against the Turks. Only at the end of 
the nineteenth century would Serbs and Croats in Croatia be set against each other by a Hungarian 
divide-and-rule policy. Finally, many Slovenians and Croats, including Josip Broz 'Tito', fought in the 
Austrian-Hungarian army against Serbian forces in World War I. But many Serbian units also fought on 
the Hapsburg side against Serbs in that war.  

719

Croats and Serbs first came up against each other in real life-and-death combat in World War 
II, but it has to be borne in mind that the conditions for this outburst of violence were created mainly 
by the foreign powers - Germany, Italy, Hungary and Bulgaria, which had pushed aside Yugoslavian 
state authority in April 1941. And during the Pavelic regime the Muslims were reputed to be the cream 
of his Ustashe state. All things considered, the differences between the peoples of Yugoslavia were not 
age-old and the region that was later to become Yugoslavia was actually fairly peaceful in comparison 
with Western Europe. 

 Between 
1875 and 1878 Serbian peasants rose up against the Ottoman regime and at the same time against the 
Islamic upper class in Bosnian society. However, during the first Yugoslavia the Muslims generally 
chose the Serb side again.  

Some commentators felt that, in terms of long-term or violent conflicts, the West had little right 
to speak. '[W]hat about the English and French, who fought more or less continuously from 1066 to 
1815?', remarked Warren Zimmermann, American ambassador in Belgrade at the time of the outbreak 
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of the Yugoslavian conflict.720 ‘Not to mention France during the French Revolution or Germany since 
1870’.721 'Considering the record for violence of the members of the European community in this 
century and the fact that one of them developed the art of ethnic cleansing to its perhaps ultimate 
degree of technical efficiency, the association of the Balkans with extreme violence is ironical at best', 
the Balkan expert Robert Hayden remarked.722 Minister Van den Broek probably got closest to the 
truth at the opening of the Yugoslavia Conference on 7 September 1991 under the auspices of the 
European Community, when he said with diplomatic courtesy: 'The Yugoslav lands are an age-old 
battleground for imperial ambitions, religious beliefs, political allegiances and ethnic identities. From 
this angle, Yugoslav history resembles a microcosm of European history.'723

There were opinion and policy makers in the West who placed the emphasis not so much on 
(non-existent) age-long ethnic conflicts, but on the frequency and scale of violence in general, on the 
'horror' and the 'barbarity' of the Balkans: 'Dreadful things have always happened in the Balkans, simply 
because the Balkans are the Balkans.'

 

724 The idea of a long tradition of violence in the Balkans had its 
supporters in Yugoslavia itself. For instance, the Croatian writer Dubravka Ugresic wrote of the 'culture 
of sticks, clubs and knives'.725 In his younger years, the nationalist Serbian writer Dobrica Cosic devoted 
much attention to the cult of the slaughter knife among Serbs.726 And the British Yugoslavia expert 
John B. Allcock observed that it was not insignificant that the novel in which Vuk Draskovic 
proclaimed himself leader of Serbian nationalism bore the title Noz, which means: The knife.727

Allcock considers the issue of violence in Yugoslavia to be one of the greatest obstacles to 
understanding the region, and anyone wishing to discuss the subject enters a territory 'where angels fear 
to tread'.

  

728 Pervasive violence in the Balkans was a central theme of the book Balkan Ghosts by the 
American Robert D. Kaplan, the text of which was completed shortly before the outbreak of the 
conflict in Yugoslavia, and which was intended as a travel guide.729 However, the book gained an extra 
dimension because it is said to have made President Clinton cautious about a military intervention in 
favour of the Bosnian Muslims in 1993. The question remains as to whether this actually was the case. 
As will become clear later, Clinton would not have needed such a book. Kaplan himself was later also 
to question this assertion. He writes correctly that there is little in the book about Bosnia. Only a 
quarter of the book or thereabouts, approximately 75 pages, is about Yugoslavia. Romania is given far 
more attention. If policy makers were to base their decisions on such a flimsy basis, it would be cause 
for great concern, Kaplan thought. He is probably right when he writes that Clinton was only looking 
for an excuse and may have found it in his book, which would actually disappoint Kaplan, who 
happened to be in favour of military intervention.730

In January 2001, Clinton sent a letter to Kaplan in which he wrote that he had read more into 
the book than it actually contained.

  

731

                                                 

720 Zimmermann, US, p. 1. 

 Nevertheless the book was indeed characterized by the black 
sides of Yugoslavian history. There is a constant undercurrent of killing and acts of revenge. The blood 
drips from the pages. The diversity of murders in Yugoslavia appears to be unlimited: with hammers, 
with nails, with clubs, with axes; by throwing a child in the air and catching it on a knife; by tying 
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someone to a burning tree trunk;732 with sulphuric acid; and through vampirism.733 Rapes were also 
committed in abundance in Yugoslavian history.734 In brief, the book appears to foreshadow the war 
porn that was soon to follow. Everything that was bad, appeared to have its origins in the Balkans: 
terrorism, the fanaticism of Iranian Fundamentalists and National Socialism.735 Serbs, Croats and others 
in the Balkans had a closed, tribal character.736 They were prisoners of their own bloodthirsty history, 
which they repeated endlessly.737 Yugoslavia awaited only the lighting of a new fuse.738

In an attempt to explain the violent nature of the Balkans, reference is made to the repressive 
character of the Ottoman empire and the cruel punishments imposed by the Ottoman rulers, such as 
beheading and what was known as impaling - running people through with stakes. A notorious example 
is the tower of skulls in Nis, which the Turks built after beheading the defeated Serbs there in 1809. 
There is also a reference to the glamorization of violence through the acceptance of the social banditry 
practiced by the Serbian Hajduks, which was new life breathed into by the Cetniks and partisans of 
World War II.  

 

Montenegro and Krajina kept their traditions of violence alive through social and cultural 
circumstances. In Montenegro, where the hostility between the clans was even greater than that shown 
to the Turks, it became customary in the nineteenth century to cut off the noses of defeated enemies. 
'A constant undercurrent of war was as much a part of the Krajina as a low pressure area was to the 
Azores', Volkskrant correspondent Frank Westerman wrote.739 Even before the outbreak of the conflict 
in Croatia, Raymond van den Boogaard wrote about the belligerent attitude of the Serbs there, which 
was supposed to be linked to their history of resistance against the Turks.740 Anstadt, who generally 
cannot be accused of Serbia-bashing, considers that the Serbs' 'blackguardly past' in the Krajina still rears 
its ugly head in times of crisis. At the same time, in view of the warlike traditions of the Montenegrins, 
he says it is 'almost a miracle' that they urged the Bosnian Serbs to cease hostilities during the war in 
Bosnia.741

Anyone looking at the history of Yugoslavia and its national predecessors could find an 
abundance of traditions and incidents that would confirm the violent nature of the societies there. For 
instance, there were the traditions of vendetta and political attacks, such as the regicide in Serbia in 
1903,

  

742 of course, Gavrilo Princip's attack on Franz Ferdinand, the attack on Radic, and many others 
during the First Yugoslavia.743

Various books, with a more or less literary slant, contributed to the image of the Balkans in the 
West as a traditionally violent society. For Bosnia in particular, the author and winner of the Nobel 
Prize for literature, Ivo Andric, recorded the culture of violence in his novels and stories, and his books 
were often referred to as 'a literary blueprint of the passions that plunge the Balkans, and the rest of the 
world, into madness every few generations, sometimes more often than that'.
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 Another source of 
inspiration was Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, the weighty tome about Yugoslavia written in 1941 by the 
British Rebecca West, who wrote the following about World War I, for example: 'Millions of people 
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were delivered to the powers of darkness, and nowhere were those powers more cruel than in Serbia.'745 
And there were also the youthful memories of the former communist and dissident Milovan Djilas of 
the Montenegrin village where he was born, which the English edition's cover blurb says 'was 
nourished by blood'.746 Djilas wrote about what he says was an age-old and perhaps even inborn hatred 
felt by Montenegrins towards the 'Turks' (read: Muslims), partly because of their alleged wrongful 
possession of sacred Serbian land since the Battle of Kosovo (the "Field of Blackbirds") in 1389.747 He 
provides a bloody account of a slaughter of unarmed Muslims in Montenegro after a murder that took 
place shortly after World War I, which was erroneously blamed on Muslims. There was a clear pattern 
in this slaughter that was to prove prone to repetition seventy years later : 'Faithful to the traditions of 
their forefathers, the mob murdered only men older than ten - or fifteen or eighteen, according to the 
killers' mercy. Approximately three-hundred and fifty people were slaughtered, all in a dreadful way. In 
the midst of looting and arson there were also incidences of rape, until then unheard of among the 
Montenegrins.’748

'One of our villagers, Sekula, went from body to body and severed the Achilles 
tendons. That is what was done to bullocks in the village after they had been 
felled with an axe, to prevent them standing up if they came to life again. Some 
of the people who searched the pockets of the dead found blood-soaked lumps 
of sugar, which they ate. Babies were taken from the arms of mothers and 
sisters and slaughtered before their eyes. The murderers later justified their 
behaviour by saying that they would not have cut their throats but only shot 
them had their mothers and sisters not been there. The beards of the Muslim 
clerics were ripped off and crosses were carved in their foreheads (...) A group 
attacked an isolated Muslim farm. They came across the farmer while he was 
skinning a lamb. They wanted to shoot him and set fire to the house, but the 
skinning of the lamb gave them the idea of hanging the farmer by his heels 
from the same plum tree. A practiced butcher split open the farmer's head with 
an axe, but very carefully, so that he did not touch the torso. He then cut open 
the chest. The heart was still beating. The butcher removed it with his hand and 
threw it to a dog. It was later said that the dog did not touch the heart because 
even a dog would not eat Turkish flesh.'

  

749

Beyond a number of minor reprimands, the government left the perpetrators alone. 

 

The step from an age-old culture of violence to a nature of violence was not so large for some 
authors. The use of violence seemed to be genetically determined, and so 'Balkan Man' appeared on the 
scene, cursed with a barbaric disposition. It was an idea that was given credence not only outside the 
Balkans, but also inside. The moderate Bosnian Muslim Zulfikarpasic, for example, based his prediction 
of a bloody conflict in Bosnia in the early 1990s on the notion that some nationalities faint at the sight 
of blood, 'but we in the Balkans become delirious, we become intoxicated'.750

The idea that the population of the Balkans was predisposed to violence was first given a 
pseudo-scientific explanation within Yugoslavia itself by the founder of modern Serbian geography, 
Jovan Cvijic (1865-1927). Cvijic drew a distinction between various ethnic types in Yugoslavia, one of 
which was the violent Dinaric people, who were mountain peasants that he held responsible for an 
ancient tradition of violence in Serbian and Montenegrin history.  
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Dinko Tomasic, a Croatian sociologist and United States émigré, propagated this view in a 
somewhat modified form in the late 1940s and early 1950s. He considered Dinaric behaviour to be a 
social characteristic of the peoples from the Balkans and around the Urals, which originated in the 
personality traits of power-crazed and rapacious cattlemen-cum-fighters and had not changed through 
the centuries since the arrival of Genghis Khan.  

At the start of the 1990s, another sociologist of Croatian origin in the United States, Stjepan G. 
Mestrovic, resurrected Tomasic's ideas from their obscurity. He was supported in this by Slaven Letica, 
a sociologist from Zagreb, who was also an adviser to the Croatian president Tudjman.751 They 
described Dinaric behaviour as barbaric, violent, power hungry, emotionally unbalanced, intolerant, 
suspicious, deceitful, patriarchal, authoritarian and prepared for self-sacrifice. Because the Dinaric type 
was identified, albeit not exclusively, but still predominantly, with Serbs and Montenegrins, as opposed 
to Croats and Slovenians,752 their book appeared to be a veiled attempt to create a distinction between 
more civilized Croats and Slovenians on the one hand and emotionally unbalanced Serbs and 
Montenegrins on the other. In any case, they felt that Tomasic's publications explained why the Serbs 
attempted to conquer territory from the Croats, violated human rights in Kosovo, and continued to 
cling to Communism while the rest of Eastern Europe had abandoned it.753 That they did not base their 
case on empiricism, they hardly considered to be a shortcoming.754 As long as there was some 
'insinuating evidence'.755

In popularized form, similar ideas are also encountered from other late twentieth century 
writers on Yugoslavia. Blagojevic and Demirovic, for example, write that it cannot be denied that the 
southern Slavic war habits were still typified by extreme cruelty.

  

756 They blamed this on the constant 
presence of foreign armies and brigandry that led to a patriarchal-heroic culture, which became almost 
second nature to the southern Slavs.757

However, there is no real evidence for the existence of Balkan Man, born for violence, any 
more than for the corresponding existence of Lebanon Man because a civil war was raging in that 
country, or for Tutsi Man because the Tutsis carried out the mass extermination of Hutus. Internal 
conflicts lead to unexpected outbursts of violence. Between 1861 and 1865, the Americans also 
surprised themselves with the degree of violence they appeared capable of in a civil war.

 

758 More 
Americans lost their lives in that war than in any foreign war that they fought.759

'Perhaps it is like this: Balkan Man lives inside the heads of the people in the 
Balkans. He is not in their blood or genes. If he is to live on he must be 
recreated from generation to generation, and, because this has always happened, 
it seems that he has crept into the nature of the Balkan peoples.'

 After a long quest for 
Balkan Man, the Dutch journalist Frank Westerman possibly came closest to his essence: 

760

The epic tales that glorify the heroic acts, the self-sacrifice and the bloody violence have probably been 
the most important vehicle from generation to generation for this Balkan mutation. 

 

Just as with assertions of age-long conflicts in the Balkans, assertions of endemic violence in the 
Balkans beg the question of how much the situation there differed from that in the West. After two 
world wars, with tens of millions of dead and the extermination of six million Jews, a series of colonial 
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wars, after the Vietnam War with three million dead, and after the 'clean' Gulf War, it is difficult to 
raise the 'different-ness' of the Balkans with respect to the use of violence.761 As the British journalist 
Anthony Loyd confronted his readers: 'Is dropping fire from aircraft on to civilians in Dresden more 
acceptable than cutting their throats with a knife in Bosnia? Apparently so.'762

'the cruel virtue of limiting the carnage each soldier could accomplish. Is a 
soldier who slits another person's throat more barbaric than a soldier who 
pushes a button that launches a missile that kills one thousand people? I suspect 
not. In the pecking order of barbarism, Bosnia's war could be topped.'

 The American reporter 
Peter Maass even expressed a preference for the Bosnian low-tech war. It had:  

763

The historian Mark Mazower has pointed out that the discussion of the violence in the Balkans relates 
not so much to a difference in the scale of violence between the West and the Balkans, as to disgust in 
the West about what it views as the cruel forms assumed by the violence in Southeastern Europe. That 
would also explain why the Nazis distanced themselves from certain violent acts in the Balkans during 
World War II.

 

764 And it is why the Italian writer Curzio Malaparte was shocked when Ante Pavelic 
showed him a basket full of human eyes.765 And it is also why Irwin Shaw was appalled in 1964 on 
seeing a war memorial just over the border between Italy and Slovenia that realistically depicted a 
partisan running through a German, who is lying at his feet, with a bayonet. There were war memorials 
throughout Europe, he wrote, 'quietly elegiac or absurdly triumphant, but this one (...) is savagely 
unique, and perhaps tells us more of the character of the people than they would really wish us to 
know'.766

The humanitarian indignation of the West about cruelty in the Balkans dates back to the middle 
of the nineteenth century, when such punishments as beheading were being abolished, public 
executions discouraged and collective punishment declared taboo in Western Europe, while there was 
an uninterrupted view from the King of Montenegro's palace of Turkish heads drying on poles in the 
sun.

 

767 This divergence of opinions was further reinforced at the end of the twentieth century when the 
West, at least in the PR sphere, aspired to clean wars, which it had to be possible to see at any hour of 
the day, even if children were present, on television in people's living rooms. The wars in Yugoslavia 
transgressed the parental guidance rating of television viewers in the West. This shock was all the more 
severe because never before had there been a war, not even the 'CNN war' in the Gulf, that had played 
itself out before the eye of the camera as much as the war in Bosnia.768 Originally, the parties under 
attack both in the Croatian and Bosnian wars imposed hardly any restrictions on journalists. Camera 
crews stood with their lenses right on top of acts of war.769 The Western television viewer was treated 
to 'prime time horror'.770

Allcock also suggests that the cause of the difference between the West and the Balkans is 
probably mainly that the West has discouraged the 'display' of violence and that violence is applied 
more professionally and has passed into official hands. The official monopoly on violence has been put 
into practice less in the Balkans than in the West.

  

771
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constantly threatened autonomy - remained border regions for a long time. Society remained, as it were, 
militarized. This was so during World War II to an extreme extent and remained so after 1945 through 
the development of the doctrines of the popular and territorial defence. The obvious presence of the 
military in the communist hierarchy showed that the social differentiation between the section of 
society that may legitimately make use of violence and the section that may not was not well developed 
in Yugoslavia. Military values and military expertise were therefore widespread in Yugoslavian society. 
They were highly regarded and there was no clear distinction between the military and political elites. 
Allcock's vision is also supported by the view that, in Yugoslavia at the end of the twentieth century, 
the civic culture of the large cities had not yet gained the upper hand over the culture of the 
countryside, where a combination of peasant and military values and traditions were held in high 
esteem.772

Vendetta, which is often put forward as an example of revenge, wilfulness and lack of personal 
emotional control, is likewise a consequence of the imperfectly developed state system. It would 
disappear the more the state took over the monopoly on violence; it would reappear in times of 
declining state authority. In the meantime, vendetta had become a structured social process. It worked 
to a fixed code; there was no question of wilfulness, it was more of a social obligation.

 

773

Allcock also points out that the question often asked in the West about the conflicts in 
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, 'How can they do such a thing to their neighbours?' can therefore be answered 
in part by saying 'Their neighbours would be precisely who they would do it to'. There was a tradition 
in the Balkans, where people lived on boundary lines and where vendetta was an established custom, to 
single out the next-door neighbours for action. It has been estimated that in 1989 it was not safe for 
17,000 Albanians in Kosovo to set foot outside the door, because of the risk of being involved in a 
vendetta.

 

774

Finally, there was also the revenge against foreign oppressors, which was particularly highly 
regarded through the esteem in which the social banditry of, for example, the Hajduks was held, and 
which lived on in folklore and provided role models for the use of violence. The glamorization of 
partisan heroes was an extension of this tradition: 'In this respect, Communism enshrined violence, 
rather than ending it.'

  

775 There was good reason for various paramilitary leaders to hark back to the 
older role models by referring to themselves as Vojvoda or Cetnik. In the early 1990s, once the enemy 
images in which Serbs and Croats saw each other as Cetniks and Ustashi had become established, the 
frozen images from the civil strife during World War II served both as role models and a justification 
for extreme violence.776

However, there is evidence that not everyone in Serbia and Montenegro in the early 1990s was 
affected by the glamorization of the military tradition in Serbian literature, in that in the summer of 
1991 many thousands of Serbian and Montenegrin young people and reservists dodged military service 
and even fled the country, and mothers organized protest meetings to demand their sons' release from 
the JNA.

 

777

Like the myth of age-old ethnic conflicts, the reputation of endemic violence in the region 
worked to the advantage of the nationalists in Yugoslavia who were trying to prevent intervention by 
the West. From the top to the bottom, the cry of war appeared to fulfil this function for the Bosnian-
Serb politicians and soldiers. For instance, the Belgian journalist Dirk Draulans recorded the following 
from the mouth of a Bosnian-Serb commander: 'No one can defeat us (...) because of all the peoples in 
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the world we love war the most.'778A Bosnian-Serb official said to the American journalist David Rieff: 
'Wait until the coffins start coming back from Bosnia'. 'You are not a strong nation any more. You 
cannot stand the idea of your children dying. But we Serbs can look at death. We are not afraid. That is 
why we will beat you even if you come to help these Turks you love so much.'779

The Western media accepted too easily the assertions of the nationalists in Yugoslavia that the 
bloody history of the past explained everything. Because no violence had broken out in Europe for 
decades, it did appear that the roots of the extreme violence that were starting to sprout in Yugoslavia 
must lie in the distant past, in memories and historical analogies.

 

780 The adjective therefore used to 
describe the cruelty that took place in the former Yugoslavia was often 'medieval'.781 With this inflated 
view of history, the media helped accentuate the ethnic nature of the conflicts and they had no regard 
for the fact that the background to the disputes was so much more varied and could be interpreted in 
so many other ways.782

Not only did the media help legitimize the conflict in this way, they also offered a justification 
for not intervening.

 

783 According to the senior American diplomat Richard Holbrooke, this fallacy of 
age-long tribal conflict between Serbs, Croats and Muslims largely determined the Washington 
government's policy on the conflict until the mid 1990s.784 The same applied to the notion that cruelty 
was part of the natural state of the Balkan people.785 The idea that the governments and population in 
the Balkans were more primitive and more violent than those in the West discouraged many a 
government from involving its 'boys and girls' in an attempt to bring the conflict in the former 
Yugoslavia under control.786 If the violence had already persisted for centuries, one also had to wonder 
how long the conflict would last this time. The American military expert and political scientist Edward 
Luttwak was of the opinion that the international community would be well advised to abandon the 
former Yugoslavian areas to their fate, in view of the fact that the level of civilization of the population 
groups fighting in Bosnia was so low that they could well continue massacring each other for a 
century.787

However, Holbrooke himself demonstrated that such a representation does not necessarily have 
to infer remaining aloof, when he wrote the following about a quarrel between Tudjman and 
Izetbegovic: 'An aspect of the Balkan character was revealed anew: once enraged, these leaders needed 
outside supervision to stop them from self-destruction.'

  

788 For some commanders of the UN forces on 
the ground, the tradition of violence actually offered the argument that force could be used because 
that was precisely the language that people understood in the Balkans.789

Views on multi-ethnicity 

 

The assumed inevitability of ethnic conflict was also not accepted by everyone in the West. We have 
already seen that this applied to a large proportion of senior civil servants in the Netherlands Ministry 
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of Foreign Affairs after Van Walsum unleashed the discussion on Yugoslavia's internal borders. 
Perhaps the Dutch who lived in the era of 'pillarization' of their own society could have understood 
something of the situation where Muslims and Serbs lived both alongside and in opposition to each 
other. And perhaps the Dutch from the colonial East Indies, where society was divided into 
Europeans, Indonesians, and Chinese, with Indo-Europeans as a sort of in-between category, could 
have understood something about strict separation. But not the Dutch from the post-pillarization 
Netherlands, where the multicultural society had been raised to the highest political importance, and 
where the white culture was still sufficiently dominant to create the expectation that it would eventually 
overrun or overwhelm all other cultures on Dutch soil.790

As the Dutch Minister Van den Broek said in the Dutch Lower House on 21 November 1991, a 
political solution was being sought for Yugoslavia that also introduced in the Balkans the notion that, 
as such, multinational states are an idea of the current time. In other words, different ethnic factions 
living together within one national unit (...) should be considered part of the normal, civilized practice 
of the current time.'

  

791 What applied to Yugoslavia as a whole, and at that time to Croatia in particular, 
also applied later specifically to Bosnia-Hercegovina. On 21 October 1994, the European Affairs 
Department of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs was able to proudly note: 'The Bosnian 
government's endeavour to maintain Bosnia-Hercegovina as a single multicultural national unit has 
always enjoyed the warm support of the Netherlands.'792

There was great intransigence regarding ethnic separation, especially among American opinion 
and policy makers. There were a number of reasons for this. If the process of ethnic homogenization 
was not halted, it would be imitated in the rest of Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union.

 

793 Many also 
thought that a compromise would seriously erode the standards and values that the West attempted to 
uphold. In this sense, the process could even represent a moral undermining of Western Europe.794 
Americans could say this all the easier because they could all too easily equate the multi-ethnicity of 
their own society, 'the most successful multiethnic country in the world',795 which had been created 
through immigration, with the multi-ethnicity that either existed or must be preserved or created in 
Yugoslavia, and in particular in Bosnia.796 As Senator Joseph R. Biden of Delaware presented to his 
audience early in 1991: 'They [the United States] have more people with greater ethnic diversity than 
you have in the country of Yugoslavia, and they live very, very well. There is some magic about 
America that seems to be missing in other parts of the world...'797 'Lord of Mercy', sighed Clinton to 
journalists, 'there's 150 different racial and ethnic groups in Los Angeles County...'798 If this attitude was 
not enough to lead to military intervention, then at least it would lead to sympathy for the Bosnian 
government, which was assumed to be a supporter of a multi-ethnic society.799 Warren Zimmermann, 
American ambassador in Belgrade at the outbreak of the Yugoslavian conflict, considered that, with the 
exception of Japan, all states in the world were multi-ethnic. 'History does not favour the nation-state 
concept (...) If stability cannot be constructed on a multinational principle, (...) then the twenty-first 
century will be an unstable time for us all.'800

What was at least as fatal as the overaccentuation of ethnic differences to the West's assessment 
of the conflict in Yugoslavia was the lack of attention to internal differences within the ethnic groups. 
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For instance, the Serbs were a far less homogeneous group than the leaders in Belgrade liked to 
pretend. History has shown that one quarter of the Hapsburg army that invaded Serbia in 1914 
consisted of Serbs from Krajina.801

Image forming and intervention: the Balkans as the powder keg of Europe 

 The enormous problems that arose in 1991 with the turnout of 
conscripts in Serbia for the 'brotherly assistance' to their fellow-sufferers in Croatia were typical. This 
was precisely the reason that the political effect of the West's weak and poorly monitored sanctions on 
Serbia on account of the Bosnian Serbs' behaviour could be so significant, because Milosevic realized 
that the willingness in Serbia to suffer for the brothers on the other side of the Drina was not great. 

In addition to the fear of the violence that was considered possible within Yugoslavia, there was fear in 
the West of an international escalation resulting from conflicts there. The idea that the Balkans was the 
powder keg or the hotbed of Europe goes back as far as the nineteenth century.802 A simplistic 
historical account has it that World War I was ushered in by the shot fired in Sarajevo by Gavrilo 
Princip on 28 June 1914, which killed Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the crown prince of Austria-
Hungary, and which according to the historical image was heard throughout the world. As the 
American journalist John Gunther, who was popular at the time, wrote in his Inside America: 'It is an 
intolerable affront to human and political nature that these wretched and unhappy little countries in the 
Balkan peninsula can, and do, have quarrels that cause world wars.'803 Some people considered that 
almost eighty years later Sarajevo could again play its nation-destroying role.804 'Everything came back 
to the surface and personally I saw the ghost of August 1914 rise again', wrote Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Roland Dumas with a sense of drama.805

The comparison between Sarajevo in 1914 and Sarajevo in 1991/1992 was rather meaningless, 
however. Europe was not 'a tinderbox awaiting a light' as it was in 1914.

 

806 In 1914 it was not so much 
that the Balkans was the powder keg, but that a fuse was placed there by two powerful alliances, on the 
one hand France, Great Britain and Russia, and on the other Germany, Austria-Hungary and, in theory, 
Italy. The powder keg itself existed primarily in Western Europe. Alliances that would facilitate an 
escalation and chain reactions, such as in 1914, did not exist in 1991. In 1914 war was not excluded as a 
means by the great powers; in the early 1990s they actually went to great lengths to avoid being drawn 
in.807

The powder keg argument could be used for various political objectives: non-intervention to 
avoid giving the powder keg a chance to explode, containment, or, conversely, intervention, to avoid a 
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world conflagration.808 It was, for example, the argument that Van Eekelen used for dispatching a 
WEU peacekeeping force.809

Many mentioned the fear that the war in the former Yugoslavia would spread from Croatia and 
Bosnia to, for example, Kosovo and Macedonia, and then move on by involving, for example, Albania 
and Greece, and then would spread throughout the Balkans.

 

810 This argument weighed heavily with 
Van den Broek: 'Those who have read the history of the Balkans know how unpredictable the area is. 
How it can escalate.'811

There were also fears that the balkanization of Yugoslavia would be imitated elsewhere, for 
example in the (former) Soviet Union. Van den Broek, for example, was an adherent of this view: 'This 
conflict has within it the danger of a risky escalation. My thoughts turn to such places as the Moldovas, 
the Nagorno-Karabakhs, the Ossetias and the Abkhazias. Coming events cast their shadows if we 
accept what is happening in Yugoslavia. And we will just have to wait how the situation develops 
between Russia and the Ukraine regarding Crimea.'

 

812

The late twentieth-century counterpart of the powder keg was the 'hornets' nest', a much used 
metaphor in the media for the conflict-torn (former) Yugoslavia, which implied that the West would be 
better to stay outside, unless they wanted to be stung.

 

813 The hornets' nest metaphor was also used 
among policy makers. For instance, back in July 1991, the Eastern Europe Department of the 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs asked whether the countries of the European Community 
would 'venture deeper into this hornets' nest', should the conflict in Yugoslavia escalate further.814

                                                 

808 Cf. Caroline de Gruyter, 'Wachten op een Churchill' (‘Waiting for a Churchill’), Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 32. 

 

809 TV, Nederland 3, NOS Laat, 16/09/91, 10.30 p.m. 
810 See for example Van Eekelen, Security, pp. 141-142; Major, Autobiography, p. 535; Moore, 'Aspects', pp. 38-42; Voorhoeve 
in: Huib Goudriaan, ''Toekijken werkt als boemerang'' (‘Looking on will rebound like a boomerang’), Trouw, 17/11/92; 
Manfred Wörner in: Herbert Kremp, ''Wir müssen den grossen Balkankrieg verhindern'', Die Welt, 25/01/93; R. Gutman, 'Q 
and A. Why are Yugoslavia's people fighting each other?', Newsday, 12/07/99; Warren Christopher, cited in: Gutman, 
Witness, p. xxxviii; Caroline de Gruyter, ‘De Turken komen’, Elsevier, 01/02/92, p. 32-33; Hans Van den Broek in: Leonoor 
Meijer, 'Joegoslavië gruwelijke voorbode' (‘Yugoslavia a terrible omen’), Trouw, 12/06/92 en in: Leonard Ornstein, 'Minister 
Van den Broek: 'Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg'' (‘Minister Van den Broek: “I’d say start with a shot 
across the bow”’), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, p. 10; Caroline de Gruyter, 'Smeulend vuur in Kosovo' (‘Smouldering fire in 
Kosovo’), Elsevier, 18/07/92, p. 31; Auke Kok & Bart Rijs, 'Oorlog of vrede' (‘War or peace’), HP/De Tijd, 11/09/92, pp. 22 
and 24; Frans van Deijl and Auke Kok, 'Mission impossible', HP/De Tijd, 21/08/93, p. 16; B. Rijs, 'Meneer de president' 
(‘Mister President’), HP/De Tijd, 05/02/93, pp. 14-20; W.F. van Eekelen in: 'Europese veiligheid in een veranderende 
wereld. Speech given at the general meeting on 28 October 1992 in Soesterberg', Carré, 16(1993)1, p. 11; M. van den Doel 
in: Michiel Zonneveld, ‘Actie in Joegoslavië kan jaren duren’ (‘Action in Yugoslavia could take years’), Het Parool, 10/06/92; 
Bart Tromp, 'Derde Balkanoorlog is in voorbereiding' (‘Third Balkan War in the making’), Het Parool, 01/08/92. 
811 Interview Van den Broek, 15/11/99. 
812 Leonard Ornstein, 'Minister Van den Broek: “Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg”’, Vrij Nederland, 
31/10/92, p. 10. 
813 Anstadt, Scheuren, p. 136; Nicole Lucas, 'Joegoslavië is niet meer', ('Yugoslavia is no more')Trouw, 26/06/91; idem, 
'Serviërs en Kroaten koesteren oud zeer', Trouw, 11/07/91; Z.R. Dittrich in: Steven de Vogel, 'Zeven argumenten om 
Joegoslavië heel te houden' (‘Seven arguments for keeping Yugoslavia together’), Vrij Nederland, 13/07/91, p. 7; Peter 
Michilesen, 'Bosnië meegesleurd in kolkend conflict' (‘Bosnia dragged into fermenting conflict’), NRC Handelsblad, 
16/07/91; Meijers, 'Joegoslavië', pp. 157, 158 and 160; Bob van den Bos, 'Strategische keuzen in ons buitenlands beleid' 
(‘Strategic choices in our foreign policy’), Idee, 14(1993)(September) p. 11; Frans van Deijl & Auke Kok, 'Mission 
impossible', HP/De Tijd, 21/08/93, p. 18; Willem Wansink, 'Kruitvat Sarajevo' ('Powderkeg Sarajevo'), Elsevier, 27/06/92, p. 
37; retired serviceman J. Scholten in EV, 'Militair ingrijpen. Was het de moeite waard? (‘Military intervention: Was it worth 
it?’), Vrij Nederland, 15/08/92, p. 10; Colonel A.W. van Koeveringe (retd.) in: Remco Meijer, 'Een harde job' (‘A tough job’), 
Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 32. Weisglas in: Jan van der Ven, 'Ingrijpen in Servië voor CDA al reëel' (‘Intervention in Serbia a 
realistic prospect for CDA’), Het Parool, 15/06/92; the Chairman of the General Federation of Military Personnel B. Snoep 
in: Marcel van Lingen, 'Bonden lakoniek over actie Joegoslavië', Het Parool, 06/06/92; Bart Tromp, 'Derde Balkanoorloog is 
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Non-intervention, however, could lead to recriminations framed in other historical analogies. In 
discussions on whether or not to intervene in Yugoslavia, comparisons were repeatedly drawn with the 
aloofness of the West at the time of Nazi Germany's expansionism: with the appeasement of Munich in 
1938, the unwillingness to die for Gdansk815 and the Western non-intervention policy during the 
Spanish civil war.816

Image forming and intervention: the misconceptions surrounding the partisan conflict 

 

Likewise, the quagmire was a regularly recurring metaphor for the situation in Bosnia.817

One of the historical analogies that cropped up frequently in the intervention debate at the end 
of the twentieth century was concerned with assertions about the difficulties that German troops were 
said to have had in Yugoslavia half a century earlier during World War II because of the strength of the 
partisan resistance. It was not only an argument pour besoin de la cause. Genuine supporters of 
intervention also felt shaken by the argument that Tito's partisans in the hilly and wooded territory had 
succeeded in restraining twenty German divisions.

 It was most 
commonly used by those who feared that by supplying troops the West would sink into a guerrilla war. 

818

Some even went further than the number of twenty divisions. The Belgian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs W. Claes said on Dutch television in December 1992: 'If you consider that during World War II 
more than forty German divisions, armed to the teeth, were powerless to control the area, then one has 
to think twice [before resorting to military intervention].'

  

819 And Lieutenant Colonel M. van den Doel, 
who was affiliated with the Clingendael institute for international relations for security and defence 
issues, even thought that the Germans had lost six divisions in trying to overrun Serbia from Croatia.820

The comparison did not hold true. It led both to underestimating the West's own strength and 
overestimating the danger to be feared from the Serbian side. To start with, the historical 'facts' are 
flawed. In the first place, as stated in the 'Previous history' section of this report, the Germans had 
easily crushed the Yugoslavian army in 1941. Secondly, the German military force in Yugoslavia during 
World War II was not as large as some assumed. If all units had been at full strength, at some point 
they would have had 36,000 men in Serbia and Croatia together, 16,000 men plus a few Bulgarian and 
Croatian divisions in Bosnia, and 12,000 in Albania. Including Croatian and other units, the number of 
troops did not exceed one hundred thousand.

 

821

                                                 

815 See for example Cohen, War, p. 136; Weithmann, Brandhaard, p. 7; 'Bosnië een tweede 'München'' (‘Bosnia a second 
Munich’), CD/Actueel, 13(1993) (15 May) p. 11; Van den Broek in: Theo Brinkel, 'Europa mag nooit op geweten hebben dat 
moslims van kaart worden geveegd' (‘Europe must never have the decimation of the Muslims on its conscience’), 
CD/Actueel, 29/01/94, p. 13; American senator Pat Moynihan, cited in G.F. Will, 'How Can We Help End Bosnia's War?', 
Newsday, 11/08/92; Sharp, Balkans, p. 19. 

 Until the summer of 1943 there were only four, low 
quality, German divisions in Yugoslavia. Two reserve divisions were added in August of that year. 
When, one month later, the Italians withdrew from the war, the Germans doubled their military force 
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817 E.g. Rick Kuethe, 'De oorlog als moeras' (‘The war as quagmire’), Elsevier, 22/08/92, pp. 34-35; Hans Righart, 'Het 
Bosnische moeras' (‘The Bosnian quagmire’), HP/De Tijd, 16/04/93, p. 15; J.H. Sampiemon, 'In Bihac klinkt echo van 1914' 
(‘The echo of 1914 sounds In Bihac’) , NRC Handelsblad, 24/11/94; Tromp, Verraad, pp. 39 (12/08/92) and 63 and 65 
(31/03/93). 
818 See for example R. Gutman, 'Q and A. Why are Yugoslavia's people fighting each other?', Newsday, 12/07/92, De Kok: 
'Hitler had many divisions there, he could never really keep control of the situation.', Radio 1, IKON, De andere wereld van 
zondagmorgen, 10/05/92, 9.30 a.m.; Dr Paul Hoekink: 'Demokratie kun je niet afdwingen met militair ingrijpen’ (‘You can’t 
enforce democracy with military intervention.’), Tribune 29(1993)2 p. 14; General C. de Jager (retd.) in: Remco Meijer, 'Een 
harde job', Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 33; the Chairman of the General Federation of Military Personnel B. Snoep in: Marcel van 
Lingen, 'Bonden lakoniek over actie Joegoslavië', Het Parool, 06/06/00. 
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in Yugoslavia to thirteen divisions.822 They were either second-rate divisions or divisions that used 
Yugoslavia as a recuperation area after engagements on the Eastern front.823 Only the 1. Gebirgs Division 
rose above the low level. Nevertheless, the German second-rate troops managed to make things very 
hard for the partisans.824

Furthermore, the comparison as such was inaccurate. In the early 1990s a military force would 
have had to control a much smaller area than the Germans in World War II in Yugoslavia. 
Furthermore, if it had been deployed against the Serbs, such an intervention force could have relied on 
the sympathy of the Croats and Muslims. As a troop separation force, an international unit in the early 
1990s would also have had a moral advantage over the German occupying force in World War II. It is 
remarkable how little the moral advantage of the peacekeeping force in the early 1990s was weighed 
against the national-socialist and fascist military presence half a century earlier.

  

825 As if the United 
Nations is equivalent to Hitler's Germany and Mussolini's Italy. Almost half a century after World War 
II, the Western troops, albeit with all their limitations, could also have made more use of the airspace 
than the Germans could have done.826 Bosnia-Hercegovina in the 1990s was also much more accessible 
than half a century earlier, so that the area had become less suitable for guerrilla-type operations. This 
was even more so for the areas in Croatia. Something else that many overlooked was that what was 
referred to as the success of the partisan fighting was a myth that had been nourished by Western 
politicians from the early 1950s to justify extending large credits to the communist Tito.827

Finally, the morale of the Serbian troops was generally low and could certainly not stand 
comparison with that of Tito's partisans. They had few internal difficulties as long as they were able to 
shell cities such as Vukovar, Dubrovnik and Sarajevo, but as soon as they were confronted with a 
resolute and mobile opponent, their resistance easily caved in, both in Croatia and Bosnia.

 

828

A large error of judgment in the West was that many saw the paramilitaries as (potential) 
guerrillas.

 Because 
the Bosnian-Serb army was dependent on its fire power, guerrilla-operations were less appropriate than 
for the Cetniks and partisans in World War II.  

829 Their effectiveness was limited, however. They behaved faint-heartedly by usually only 
operating under the cover of the regular troops and they were often undisciplined and drunk.830 There 
was no truth in the idea that a guerrilla war was in progress in Yugoslavia similar to the World War II 
partisan conflict. The Bosnian Serbs mainly made use of artillery, either to prepare for ethnic cleansing, 
or shelling for the purpose of creating terror. The paramilitary factions were not conducting a guerrilla 
conflict, but they mishandled, murdered and plundered in areas that were shot to a pulp or surrounded, 
against an often defenceless population, with consequently extremely modest losses among the 
paramilitaries. A UN military observer pointed out to journalist David Rieff that the paramilitaries' 
extensive weaponry, including entire sets of knives, may have appeared impressive at first sight, but was 
ineffective in a military sense: '(...) such gear was for killing civilians, not enemy soldiers. If (...) the 
Serbs had believed that they were going to face people who could effectively shoot back, they would 
have carried more ammunition and fewer weapons(...).'831

                                                 

822Lampe, Yugoslavia, p. 216; Tromp, Verraad, p. 208. 

 This is consistent with a report written in 

823Almond, War, p. 140. 
824 See also Tromp, Verraad, p. 208. 
825 An exception is Strobe Talbott, 'America Abroad. Why Bosnia Is Not Vietnam', Time, 24/08/92, p. 49. 
826 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, 'Niet ingrijpen is ook partij kiezen' (‘Non-intervention is also taking sides’), Het Parool, 
05/01/93. 
827 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, pp. 154-155. 
828 Allcock, Yugoslavia, p. 408; Russell, Prejudice, p. 284. Cf. Tromp, 'Conflict', p. 38. 
829 See e.g. the reference to the Serbian paramilitaries in Croatia as guerrillas in 'Van den Broek paste nog snel toespraak aan' 
(‘Van den Broek amended speech at last minute’), NRC Handelsblad, 02/09/91; 'Lord Carrington krijgt leiding van 
vredesconferentie' (‘Lord Carrington to chair peace conference’), NRC Handelsblad, 04/09/91. 
830 Cf. Philip J. Cohen, 'Ending the war and securing peace in former Yugoslavia', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p.  
33; Zimmermann, Origins, p. 214. 
831 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 157. 
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August 1992 to the American Senate Foreign Relations Committee, in which the Bosnian-Serb soldiers 
were described as 'a force of essentially cowardly attackers'.832

The often-made remark that all Yugoslavs were trained in territorial and civil defence and were 
therefore formidable opponents, capable of engaging in a heavy guerrilla conflict, calls for a number of 
comments. The territorial and civil defences were myths created by Yugoslavia after 1968 in the hope 
of deterring a Soviet invasion like the one in Czechoslovakia. In reality, the territorial and civil defence 
were makeshift solutions that were necessary because Yugoslavia's economic weakness prevented it 
building up conventional armed forces to the required level.

 The paramilitaries may well have 
operated with the help of local radical Serbs and their militias, but they did not operate for long periods 
in a territory where they would depend on the support of the population like fish in water - according 
to the Maoist guerrilla doctrine. On the contrary, the so-called guerrillas in the former Yugoslavia at the 
end of the twentieth century actually drove the population out of the territory through ethnic cleansing.  

833

And the regular army behaved in just as 'cowardly' a way as the paramilitaries. It did little more 
than operate artillery at a safe distance while leaving the dirty work to the irregulars. One of the few 
reports from the ECMM (the European monitoring mission) to contain policy advice referred in so 
many words to the cowardly nature of the JNA. A report leaked to the press proved that the ECMM 
considered that the federal army must be made to understand that ships could not shell cities with 
impunity and that gunners ran the risk of being hit themselves if they fired on hospitals. In the 
Netherlands, Bart Tromp, who fully supported this analysis, repeatedly stated that the martial 
reputation of the Serbs was incompatible with the known facts about the shelling. He also stated that 
the Serbian aggression of the 1990s shrivelled to 'the ranting of a drunk', as soon as the Serbs were 
confronted with trained and well-armed soldiers.

 

834

Tromp correctly remarks that those who referred to the strength of the partisan resistance in 
World War II overlooked the current power relationships. Tromp challenged people such as Kissinger, 
who spoke of 35 German divisions in Yugoslavia during World War II, to explain to him how it could 
be, half a year after the start of the war, that the shabby government troops in Bosnia had still not been 
overpowered by opponents who were far better armed 'and were reputed to be the heirs of the 
partisans'.

  

835

In the United States, any reference to possible guerrilla warfare evoked alarming visions of the 
lost war in Vietnam. The general conviction in the United States was that American ground forces 
would never again be put in such a hopeless situation as in the 1960s and 1970s in Vietnam.

 

836 
President Bush Sr. and his immediate advisers were said to be 'traumatized' by the thought of a new 
Vietnam.837 Bush's successor, Clinton, his Secretary of State Warren Christopher and the American 
army top were equally unwilling to become embroiled in a 'second Vietnam' through American 
participation in military intervention.838 'That the Balkans had the look and feel of a Vietnam-like 
quagmire did not help to stiffen spines in our government', Christopher said.839

                                                 

832 United States Senate, Cleansing, p. 29. 

 The Washington 
government's fear was also felt by a large part of the American population. When asked in January 1993 

833 Suilen, 'Interventie', p. 170. 
834 Tromp, Verraad, p. 38. See also ibid., pp. 25-26, 33 and 39. For a similar position see Sharp, Balkans, p. 7. 
835 Tromp, Verraad, p. 47 (30/09/92). 
836 See e.g. Bert, Superpower, p. xxiii; Callahan, Wars, p. 192; R. Howell, 'Outrage. At UN Pressure For Armed Reply', Newsday, 
07/08/92; Stjepan G. Mestrovic, 'Introduction', idem (ed.), Genocide, p. 13; Thompson, House, p.325. 
837 Zimmermann, 'US', p. 3; Zimmermann, Origins, p. 215. For the influence of the Vietnam trauma on the Bush policy on 
Bosnia, see also Bert, Superpower, pp. 107-123. See further the quote from Bush in Warren P. Strobel, 'The Media and U.S. 
Policies Toward Intervention. A Closer Look at the 'CNN Effect'', Crocker/Hampson with Aall (eds.), Chaos, p. 367: 'I do 
not want to see the United States bogged down in any way into some guerrilla warfare. We lived through that once.' For the 
influence of Vietnam on Eagleburger's Bosnia policy, see Zimmermann, Origins, p. 214. 
838 'Vance en Owen stuiten op verzet regering-Clinton’ (‘Vance and Owen encounter resistance from Clinton 
administration’), de Volkskrant, 03/02/93. 
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whether sending American troops to Bosnia would lead to a war more like the one in Vietnam or more 
like the Gulf War, 41 per cent said that Bosnia would turn into a Vietnam-like situation; 47 per cent 
opted for the analogy with the Gulf War and four per cent expected that a war in Bosnia would be 
unlike either of the earlier conflicts.840 But the parallel with the Vietnam war was drawn outside 
America too.841 This was a fear that was consciously exploited by the leaders in Belgrade and 
Karadzic.842

Here too, the comparison would not stand up. Unlike the Hanoi regime in the Vietnam war 
during the Cold War, Serbia could not count on the wholesale support of Russia or China. Milosevic's 
regime was virtually isolated internationally. Nationalism had strongly motivated the Vietcong, but the 
enthusiasm to fight for a Greater Serbia was, as we have seen, considerably less strong.

 

843

Finally there was concern among Americans for a situation resembling the one that followed 
the attack on American soldiers in Beirut in 1983, in which 241 marines died, after which domestic 
public opinion forced the American government to withdraw its troops. 

 

The Yugoslavian army was often described at the start of the war as the second or third largest 
in Europe. This was also a myth. A comparison with the armed forces in a number of European 
countries in 1990 proves that the JNA was closer to the tenth than the third or fourth place. The 
regular army (without the territorial defence) comprised 180,000 men. This was less than the armies in 
the Soviet Union, Turkey, East Germany, France, Italy, Poland, Great Britain, Spain or Czechoslovakia. 
In numbers of tanks it trailed the Soviet Union, West Germany, Czechoslovakia, Turkey, Poland, East 
Germany, Bulgaria, Romania and Greece. And as far as artillery is concerned, as many as thirteen 
countries were ahead of Yugoslavia. Much of the equipment was also long out-of-date.844

The Serbs as villains 

 

The media, which ever more often had to compete for the volatile attention of zapping viewers, 
listeners and readers, could often not afford to report subtle shades of meaning. According to them, 
their target group usually had a need for a clear division of roles between villains and heroes. It was 
indeed the question whether the West, that had just recovered from the well-defined split of the Cold 
War, was able to think in shades of meaning. If such a clear division of roles was actually necessary, the 
Serbs were the ones who appeared most to deserve the position of bête noire.  

To the United States especially, the Serbs regularly appealed to the fact that their country had 
fought on the same side as the Americans in both twentieth century World Wars, while the Croats had 
twice been on the 'wrong side' in the same conflicts.845 It was often raised both by Americans and by 
Serbs that Woodrow Wilson, more than anyone else in the world, had contributed to the creation of 
the first Yugoslavia.846

Many American politicians and officials who dealt with Yugoslavia judged the country by only 
one standard: was it still Communist or not? The Serbs were governed by former Communists of the 
old school, who had also once embraced Nationalism. In a world that, in 1991, still looked forward 

 It would do the Serbs no good. 

                                                 

840 Bert, Superpower, p. 88. 
841 Hans Leber, ''Laat ze de oorlog uitvechten'‘ (‘Let them fight out their war amongst themselves’), Twentsche Courant, 
05/08/92; Laurent Heere, ''Militaire actie in Bosnië onvermijdelijk'' (‘Military action in Bosnia unavoidable’), Rotterdams 
Dagblad, 06/08/92. 
842 Judah, Serbs, pp. 212-213 Ramet, Babel, p. 244; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 160; Koen Koch, 'Joegoslavië, Oost-Europa en de 
strategie van neo-containment' (‘Yugoslavia, Eastern Europe and the stragegy of neo-containment’), Gijs de Vries e.a., 
Continent, p. 124. 
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Strife, pp. 69 and 77. 
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positively to a future without history, the Serb leaders appeared hopelessly outdated.847 In the absence 
of a final break with Communism, for American policy makers the rulers in Belgrade remained the 
Communist 'them' as opposed to the anti-Communist and democratic 'us'.848 But someone such as 
Genscher also had the same view on the subject.849

The black-and-white picture of Communism versus democracy was the reason that recognition 
of the problem of ethnic differences took so long to come about in the United States.

  

850 Those 
Americans who had more of an eye for the mix of Communism and Nationalism practiced by 
Milosevic, did not judge his regime any the milder, however. For them, Milosevic combined the worst 
of two worlds: 'He is a Stalinist Bolshevik and he is an ardent nationalist.'851

As was evident in the description of Slovenia's and Croatia's PR campaigns, the Serbs with their 
superior artillery strength quickly bombarded their opponents into the role of underdogs. From the 
somewhat mystical and xenophobic view of being the 'eternal' victim of the Western lack of 
understanding, or, worse, Western conspiracies - involving the Vatican, Germany, 'the Fourth Empire', 
the United States - Serbs devoted relatively little energy to public relations beyond their own borders.

  

852 
The Serbs were so convinced of their own moral rectitude that they seldom found it necessary to tell 
the world of their 'truth'.853 A notable example is the pride with which the Chief of Staff of the JNA, 
Kadijevic, repeatedly mentions in his recollection of the collapse of Yugoslavia that he did not speak to 
foreign statesmen who wished to meet him.854 In 1989, Milosevic even kept the American ambassador 
Warren Zimmermann waiting for an interview for almost a year, because the message he brought from 
Washington was not agreeable to the Serbian statesman.855

Furthermore, as will become clear in the description of the war in Bosnia, the analogy of World 
War II was to contribute strongly to the demonizing of the Serbs on the one hand and the portrayal of 
Muslims as pure victims on the other. In the international press, however, comparisons were being 
drawn between Milosevic and Mussolini as early as the autumn of 1988, especially because of the way in 
which Milosevic pushed opponents aside and took over power in his antibureaucracy revolutions.

 

856 
The Dutch professor F.A.M. Alting von Geusau considered that Goebbels could have learned 
something from Milosevic with respect to 'the propaganda and provocation that dripped hatred' which 
he carried out from the time he took office.857

                                                 

847 Cf. Julian Borger, 'The Observer profile: Europe's last dinosaur', The Observer, 29/12/96. 

 As will be shown elsewhere in this report, at the time of 
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the conflict in (former) Yugoslavia, World War II often functioned as a frame of reference and 
benchmark, not only within Yugoslavia itself, but also in the West.858

What most defined the image in the West at the time, however, was the action of Serb soldiers, 
both of the JNA and irregulars. Unlike in opinion and policy making circles, accounts of the Serb 
dominated army and the Serbian paramilitaries by journalists on the spot made a disorganized, even 
chaotic, impression.

 

859 They wore 'a hotch-potch of uniforms: chubby grandfathers, smooth-faced 
teenagers, a handful of irregulars in Chetnik badges and shaggy hats, a real-life unit of Dad's Army'.860 
Dutch journalists also spoke of 'Serbs in all manner of fancy uniforms',861 in casually worn attire under 
which navels, chest hair and bellies were visible,862 about 'wild tattooed men with Kalashnikovs over 
their shoulders'.863 Journalists repeatedly endured mortal fear when drunken Bosnian-Serb soldiers 
played with their rifles and hand grenades in their presence.864 The home-made armoured vehicles and 
artillery vehicles also aroused the disbelief of journalists who knew only the regular weaponry and the 
vehicle fleet of the Royal Netherlands Army in the Veluwe.865

The first graphic accounts of Serbian atrocities appeared in Dutch newspapers towards the end 
of July 1991, concerning a Serbian attack on 26 July near Struga, a village in Banija with a population of 
four hundred, in which the region was almost entirely 'cleansed' of Croats. This was also the first time 
that the pattern of ethnic cleansing was clearly reported for Dutch newspaper readers: one and a half 
hours of shelling with 120 mm shells, after which Serbian paramilitaries marched into the village using 
Croats from neighbouring Zamaca as a shield. Three policemen who for this reason refused to fire on 
the Serbs were murdered by them, after two of them had their eyes poked out and they were undressed 
and beaten. After that a few more Croats were killed or abducted.

 

866

De Volkskrant on 2 August also made a first attempt at portraying the emptiness after an ethnic 
cleansing: with a photo of two dogs running through the deserted streets of the village Kostanjica after 
the local population had fled before Serbian paramilitaries.

  

867One day later Trouw made the first 
mention of the word 'rape' in connection with the war in Yugoslavia. At that time they were said to be 
the order of the day, without explicitly mentioning who the perpetrators were.868 For their part, 
Bosnian-Serbs claimed that concentration camps for Serbs had been set up at four sites in Croatia. 
Other than in De Volkskrant, no noticeable attention was paid to this issue.869

                                                 

858 Cf. Tromp, Verraad, pp. 15, 38. 
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862Bart Rijs, 'Vrijheid of de dood' ('Freedom or death'), HP/De Tijd, 16/08/91, p. 24. See also N. Lucas, 'Serviërs in Bosnië: 
kogels voor bier' (‘Serbs in Bosnia: bullets for beer’) , Trouw, 28/09/91 on Serbian and Montenegrin reservists: 'With their 
unkempt appearance - unshaved, vests half out of their trousers - and their clumsy behaviour'; 
863 Bart Rijs, 'De aanval' (‘The attack’), HP/De Tijd 23/08/91, p. 14. 
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The associations with World War II would certainly not leave Western newspaper readers and 
television viewers unmoved. The war in Croatia disrupted the 'never again' attitude towards war in 
Europe that had been cherished for almost half a century.870 The war in Bosnia would make clear that 
the notion of 'never again genocide' had become 'a sick joke'.871. Unlike the response to the genocide of 
the Jews in World War II, this time the West would not be able to say, as many commentators stressed, 
that they 'didn't know'.872

Croats: no angels themselves 

  

There was a general air of sympathy in the Dutch media for Slovenia's pursuit of independence, which 
was felt to be a response to Serbia's pursuit of hegemony, especially under Milosevic's leadership. Anet 
Bleich in De Volkskrant, however, questioned the declarations of independence of Slovenia and Croatia. 
She said that the governments of these areas would have been better advised to forge links with the 
Serbian opposition to Milosevic rather than using their energy 'in rehearsing their old national anthem 
and changing the flag'. In her opinion, if the two republics wanted so badly to belong to the civilized 
Europe, they should not resort to 'Wild East games of cowboys and Indians in the Balkans'. She 
foresaw that Bosnia would then shortly be hacked into three: 'One piece for Greater Croatia, one piece 
for Greater Serbia, and a corridor to Turkey for the Muslims'.873Bleich's article was one of a pair, in 
which Jan Luijten adopted the position that the peoples of Yugoslavia had the right, belatedly, to realize 
their nation states.874

Likewise, the correspondence columns of NRC Handelsblad two weeks later contained two 
contributions on the expediency of Croatia and Slovenia exercising their right of self-determination. P.J. 
van Krieken, deputy regional representative of the High Commissioner for Refugees in Stockholm, 
argued that attempts must be made to prevent the disintegration of Yugoslavia. If Europe were not to 
do so, it would forfeit its moral authority and would carry less weight in international law, and so be 
unable to pass judgement on wars of secession elsewhere in the world, such as in India or Africa.

 

875 In 
the other article, the emeritus professor of administrative law, S.W. Couwenberg, argued for a 
Yugoslavian confederation, as Croatia and Slovenia had proposed shortly beforehand. His argument 
was that Europe should not leave two republics that were on the road to becoming a liberal democracy 
and a market economy out in the cold in favour of a still Communist Serbia.876 According to an 
editorial in Trouw, in the conflict between 'the arrogant nationalism of the Serbs' and Croatia's and 
Slovenia's pursuit of independence, which the newspaper felt did not fit in with the general 
development of Europe, 'there was no clear line between good and evil'.877
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On the other hand, the emeritus professor of Eastern European history, Dittrich, already 
detected a good guys, bad guys pattern in the first weeks of the conflict. It irritated him. In his opinion, 
Slovenians and Croats made as much demagogic use of Nationalism as Milosevic. Dittrich understood 
the Serbs' fear of a repetition of the Croatian genocide of World War II. He was in favour of retaining 
the Yugoslavian unitary state. Slovenia might perhaps be able to leave. But: 'In the case of Croatia there 
are already squabbles about the border with Serbia, and I cannot even begin to imagine how in the 
name of God Bosnia is supposed to secede.'878

If these articles, which appeared shortly after the declarations of independence, showed a 
degree of caution with respect to Croatia, this was not set to change in the following months. In the 
first year of the conflict especially, much of the Western media, including in the Netherlands, associated 
Croats with Ante Pavelic's extreme nationalist Ustashe movement. Between 1941 and 1945 it was at the 
head of the Croatian puppet state that was tolerated by the Fascist powers, and in which many 
thousands of Serbs were put to the sword.

 He hoped that the EC and the United States would 
bring gentle pressure to bear to prevent a collapse of Yugoslavia. If such a thing were to happen, 
surrounding countries could become involved, and Dittrich thought that the only possibility left would 
be military intervention. 

879 It was a typical expression of the late twentieth century 
historical awareness, where today's deeds were judged within the framework of the moral indignation 
about events half a century earlier. Sometimes the two eras were linked together very simply, as in the 
1993 summer edition of Foreign Affairs: 'Today's victimized Croatians were yesterday's Fascist 
oppressors of the Serbs...'880

It was also observed in De Groene Amsterdammer that World War II was always being refought: 
'The distinction between "good guys" and "bad guys" is becoming ever more difficult to make in the 
former Yugoslavia. All things considered, there are only 'mad guys' left ...'

  

881

This association in particular stopped the Croats from being the perfect victims for the Western 
media.

 The Zagreb regime did not 
make it very difficult for its critics to make the connection with the Ustashe state by virtue of a number 
of hamfisted incidents, as described above.  

882 The British Financial Times of 17 July 1991 portrayed the Croatian 'problem', for example, as a 
question of insufficient denazification.883 Mestrovic is largely right, however, in saying that blaming the 
fifty year old Ustashe past on an entire people, while the Ustashe in Croatia were a small minority, and 
the same region contributed significantly to Tito's partisan movement, was at least as absurd as holding 
the French population at the end of the twentieth century responsible for collaborating with the World 
War II Vichy regime, or the Italians for the Fascism in their country half a century earlier.884 'It is 
interesting to contrast the Western media's attacks on the President of Croatia, Franjo Tudjman, with 
its relatively mild treatment of Mitterrand's Nazi collaboration. Tudjman was a partisan general who 
fought the Nazis, while Mitterrand collaborated with them.'885
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In the Netherlands, Willem Vermeer, a Slavist from Leiden, wrote that he saw little reason why 
Tudjman and his democratically elected government 'should be made to pay for genocide that was 
carried out half a century earlier by an irregular rabble that was kept in the saddle by two suspect 
occupation regimes'.886

New life was breathed into the association of Croatia with the Ustashe by the sympathies of 
right-wing extremists for Croatia's pursuit of independence.

 

887 This was the case in France with the 
Front Nationale. In Brussels, members of the Vlaams Blok took part in a demonstration of Croats on 
29 July 1991 to coincide with a meeting of EC ministers.888 In Great Britain, Branimir Glavas was 
portrayed in the press as 'a neo-Nazi killer'.889 And in the Netherlands the Ustashe past was raised 
through the interest displayed by a few dozen Dutch people for providing military support to the 
Croats. They responded to an advertisement on 2 November 1991 in De Telegraaf placed by the 
Nederlands Kroatische Werkgemeenschap movement, which was set up by the extreme right-winger, 
Douwe van de Bos. Their applications led to the deployment of the First Dutch Volunteer Unit in 
Croatia.890

An attempt was made from Belgrade to exploit the association of Croatia with the Ustashe 
regime of half a century earlier, for example by distributing English and French translations of passages 
from one of Tudjman's earlier publications on genocide and Jews in the West.

  

891 For the same reason, 
members of the Yugoslavian air force intelligence service planted bombs in August 1991 at the Jewish 
cemetery and the Jewish community centre in Zagreb within the framework of the secret operation 
'Opera Orientalis', which had the purpose of opposing the secession of Croatia.892
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head of the air force intelligence service, Colonel Slobodan Rakocevic, were put on trial for these 
incidents. As well as the attack in Zagreb, they were accused of plotting against the Serbian government 
and of fraud. The trial was mainly seen as an attempt by the JNA to rid itself of officers who were still 
strongly Communist and too weakly Serbian in their thinking. In spite of this stain on his reputation, 
Vasiljevic managed to make a comeback as an adviser to Geza Farkas, the head of KOS under 
Milosevic. President Vojislav Kostunica would finally dismiss him as a Milosevic confidant.893

The Serbian smear campaign against Croatia was not without success.
 

894 Ton Crijnen wrote in 
Trouw that anti-Semitism, nationalism and Catholicism in Croatia 'had gone hand in hand for 
centuries'.895 The London newspaper The Guardian saw in Tudjman's earlier anti-Semitic statements 
reason to caution against recognition of Croatia.896 Conversely, the chairman of the Jewish community 
in Zagreb, Nenad Porges, stated that although there were anti-Semitic feelings under the surface of 
Croatian society, the official authorities were not guilty of it. He also cautioned against the often heard 
misconception that Serbs stood up for the Jews in World War II. Serbia, he said, was Judenfrei sooner 
than Croatia.897

Much Western reporting mentioned Tudjman's hardly democratic character.
 

898 The Dutch 
media, for example, devoted ample attention to the nationalism of Tudjman and his followers, which 
had unnecessarily rubbed the Serbs in Croatia up the wrong way and roused their suspicions, and 
criticized the authoritarian nature of Tudjman's administration and his personality cult.899 They were 
therefore not very susceptible to the explanation of the differences between Croatia and Serbia 
expounded elsewhere as a conflict between democracy and Communist dictatorship.900 Furthermore, 
much of the Western media referred to the stifling nationalist climate and the link between nationalism 
and Catholicism in Croatia.901

The conflict between Serbs and Croats could not therefore be portrayed by the Western media 
simply as a conflict between good and evil.

 

902
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On the one hand this was because they adopted much Serb propaganda, but on the other hand also 
because correspondents in the region were as little inclined to create the impression of being pro 

894 See e.g. Robert D. Kaplan, 'Croatianism; the latest Balkan ugliness; Holocaust denial and revisionism', The New Republic, 
25/11/91; Teddy Preuss, 'Goebbels lives - in Zagreb', The Jerusalem Post', 06/12/91. 
895 Ton Crijnen, 'Kroaten zien katholieke kerk als dam tegen Servisch gevaar', Trouw, 04/07/91. 
896 Richard West, 'An Apologist for Hitler', The Guardian, 18/10/91. 
897 John Daniszewski, 'Today's Turbulence and Nitter Memories Disquiet Jews', The Associated Press, 27/07/91. 
898 See e.g. Russell, Prejudice, p. 181; Tromp-Vrkic, 'Kroatië, in het bijzonder' pp. 8-10 and 14. 
899 See e.g. Theo Engelen, 'President van Kroatië houdt nauwelijks grondgebied over' ('President of Croatia left with hardly 
any territory'), NRC Handelsblad, 22/06/91; Nicole Lucas, 'Joegoslavië is niet meer', ('Yugoslavia is no more')Trouw, 
26/06/91; idem, 'Spelers in drama van Joegoslavië ('Players in Yugoslavia drama'), Trouw, 03/07/91; idem, 'Franjo Tudjman. 
Nationalist ten koste van zijn volk' ('Nationalist at the expense of his people'), Trouw, 12/10/91; Raymond van den 
Boogaard, 'Echte feestvreugde wil niet uitbreken in Zagreb' ('Real party spirit won't take hold in Zagreb'), NRC Handelsblad, 
26/06/91; idem, 'In Kroatië neemt verzet tegen Tudjman toe' ('Resistance to Tudjman within Croatia on the rise'), ibid, 
05/12/91; Peter Michielsen, 'De wrok zoekt een uitweg' ('The resentment is looking for a way out'), ibid., 06/07/91; Anet 
Bleich, 'Franjo Tudjman is symbool van onafhankelijk Kroatië' ('Franjo Tudjman is symbol of independent Croatia'), de 
Volkskrant, 27/06/91; Piet de Moor, 'Milosevic en Tudjman moeten ophoepelen, alletwee. Het democratische gehalte van 
de regering in Kroatië', de Volkskrant, 27/07/91; Bert Lanting, 'Kroatische leider Tudjman neemt alle beslissingen zelf' 
('Croat leader Tudjman takes all the decisions himself'), Het Parool, 17/07/91; Lydia Luttenberger, 'The democratic forum, 
Rijeka', Palau & Kumar (eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, pp. 59 and 61; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, pp. 58-59. 
900 Cf. Nicole Lucas, 'Een onmogelijke missie', Trouw, 03/08/91. 
901 Arthur van Amerongen, 'Zwart Kroatië' ('Black Croatia'), De Groene Amsterdammer, 26/08/92, pp. 4-5; Dubravka Ugresic, 
'Het onverdraaglijk overleven in Yugoslavia' ('The unbearable survival in Yugoslavia'), Vrij Nederland, 12/09/92, pp. 22-24; 
idem, ''Goedenacht, Kroatische schrijvers, waar u zich ook bevindt!'' ('Goodnight Croatian writers wherever you are!'), Vrij 
Nederland, 20/02/93, pp. 26-28. 
902 Russell, Prejudice, p. 181. 



125 

 

Tudjman as pro Milosevic.903 In the German media, on the other hand, reports on the lack of 
democracy in Croatia were suppressed for some time because it was 'politically inconvenient'.904

In the reporting of the conflict between Serbs and Croats, the Dutch media were generally 
relatively impartial. As early as July, the NRC Handelsblad quoted a Croatian woman in Slavonia who 
was married to a Serb. 'There are two truths', she said. 'The Serbs provoke violence from the Croats or 
vice versa. Who should you believe?'

  

905 The journalists also appeared to be unsure. A number of weeks 
later Van den Boogaard wrote in NRC Handelsblad that, as the intensity of the engagements between 
Croats and Serbs increased, the full facts of the events became more difficult to ascertain.906 However, 
inequalities in power were observed: Croatian shotguns as against Serbian mortars.907

The reports in the Dutch press revealed that not only did the JNA support the local Serbian 
militias, but also sent paramilitaries into the area and assisted with weapons. Attention was also paid to 
ethnic cleansing, which was practiced by the Cetniks especially, with mention of atrocities such as the 
use of citizens as a shield, the poking out of eyes, the mutilation of bodies and acts of destruction. Van 
den Boogaard, for example, wrote background accounts, mainly from the mouths of Croatian 
Displaced Persons.

  

908 It also became clear how this furtherance of violence drove Croats and Serbs 
completely apart in Krajina and Slovenia, how old friendships were broken from one day to the next 
and changed into hatred and murder, while emphasizing their own ethnic symbols, such as Cetnik 
caps.909 Possessions of Croat-Serb couples especially were singled out.910

There was also a considerable degree of objectivity to be seen in the photographic material. For 
instance, NRC Handelsblad showed a photo of a passing car in the Croatian independence celebration, 
where not only is the Croatian flag to be seen waving out of the window, but also the driver's left hand 
holding a revolver.

  

911

It could be stated in general that the criticism of Croatia was concerned with the political system 
and the associations with the Ustashe past in particular. Reporting on current Croatian war crimes 
committed against Serbs was given little attention in the Western media for a long time.

 

912 This was 
only to change during the war in Bosnia. After returning to the Netherlands in the summer of 1992, 
Squadron Leader J. Brinkhof, who had served for six months as a UN observer in Bosnia and Croatia, 
complained that the reporting in the Dutch media 'had been taken for a ride by the Croatian 
propaganda machine'. According to him, the Croats and Muslims were 'just as bad' as the Serbs.913 It 
would take until the spring of 1993 before Croatian acts of war also became the subject of serious 
criticism. For instance, the following could be read in May 1993 in HP/DeTijd: 'The more or less intact 
image of barbaric Serbs and obliging Croats is long out-of-date (...) Like the Serbs, Croats now cut off 
food-aid transport to Muslim areas with the following objective: starving out and evicting the 
population.'914

                                                 

903 Russell, Prejudice, pp. 214-215. 

 

904 N. Lucas, 'De waarheid over 'Joegoslavië'' ('The truth about Yugoslavia'), Trouw, 09/03/93. 
905 Hans Steketee, 'Serviërs vluchtten voor 'terreur'' ('Serbs flee 'terror''), NRC Handelsblad, 05/07/91. 
906 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Hagelwit op missie' ('Snow white on mission'), NRC Handelsblad, 25/07/91. 
907 See e.g. Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Jachtgeweer helpt niet meer tegen mortiervuur' ('A hunting rifle is no use against 
mortar fire'), NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/91. See also idem, 'Kroatië zonder wapens en zonder hoop', ('Croatia without arms 
and without hope') NRC Handelsblad, 03/08/91. 
908 See e.g. Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Serviërs gebruikten mededorpelingen als schild', NRC Handelsblad, 30/07/91; idem, 
'Kroatië zonder wapens en zonder hoop', NRC Handelsblad, 03/08/91. 
909 See e.g. Hans Steketee, 'Serviërs vluchten voor 'terreur'', NRC Handelsblad, 05/07/91; Raymond van den Boogaard, 
'Jachtgeweer helpt niet meer tegen mortiervuur' ('A hunting rifle is no use against mortar fire'), NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/91; 
Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Serviërs gebruikten mededorpelingen als schild', NRC Handelsblad, 30/07/91. 
910 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Serviërs gebruikten mededorpelingen als schild', NRC Handelsblad, 30/07/91. 
911 Placed alongside 'Twee lijken in een straat met broden' ('Two bodies in a street with loaves'), NRC Handelsblad, 28/06/91. 
912 Caroline de Gruyter, 'In Kroatië is iedereen goed' ('Everyone is good in Croatia'), Elsevier, 08/08/92, p. 32. 
913 Eric Vrijsen, ''Een massale invasie is onbegonnen werk'' ('A massive invasion is a hopeless task'), Elsevier, 09/01/93. 
914 Henk Steenhuis, 'Philippe Morillon', HP/De Tijd, 21/05/93, p. 24. 
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General half-heartedness and the difficulty of identification 

The Western press's lack of a very clear position regarding the war in Croatia, which formed such a 
remarkable contrast to the later engagement in the war in Bosnia, also had to do with the initial lack of 
public interest and the time journalists needed to put the conflict into an understandable context. After 
three months among snipers and artillery duels in Croatia, the journalist Raymond van den Boogaard, 
for example, remarked that the topic of the war was not 'alive' in the Netherlands: 'Strange Balkan 
business, people would think, a squabble between neighbours that had got out of hand.'915 'Ignorance is 
the bane of journalists arriving in any crisis. It was to prove particularly acute in Yugoslavia, which drew 
hundreds of Balkan first-timers.' According to Alec Russell, Balkan correspondent of the British Daily 
Telegraph.916 However, the first months of the war in Croatia were covered mainly by correspondents 
who were old hands in the Balkans.917 Many journalists who dropped in on the war in Slovenia turned 
out to be just passing through. After the Slovenian war, for example, it took almost a year before the 
large American television networks returned to the region.918 In the second half of 1991 the serious 
American television programmes devoted hardly any air time to the war in Croatia.919 American 
newspapers with an orientation to international news, such as The New York Times and the Washington 
Post, still had a little more than one article a day on average on the conflict in Yugoslavia in this 
period.920 Throughout 1991, on the other hand, the major American weekly papers Time, Newsweek and 
U.S. News and World Report, had a total of only 31 articles on the country.921 In the words of an 
American media analyst, the reporting in the American media on Yugoslavia in 1991 and 1992 was 
'misinformed and superficial, when not biased and racist. It has tended to focus on the sensational 
rather than the substantive; it has concentrated on personalities rather than issues; and it has tended to 
recast what is essentially a Balkan affair in terms of American policy or the role of such international 
organizations as the EC, the UN and NATO.'922

In France too, the interest for the war in Croatia appeared to have been limited. In July 1991, Le 
Monde considered that Yugoslavia was only worth an opening article on two occasions, and after 10 
July, Le Figaro made no further comment on the crisis in Yugoslavia for weeks.

 

923

The lack of interest in the West for the war in Croatia was generally attributed to the confusing 
nature of the conflict. There was no question of a real declaration of war. While fighting was going on 
elsewhere in Croatia, people in Zagreb were sitting in pavement cafes in the summer of 1991.  

 

'Like a leaky tap, the fighting was now on, now off and by August it had settled 
into a cyclical pattern. The Serbs attacked a position; the EC issued a 
condemnation; the federal authorities called a ceasefire. After a few days of 
posturing at peace, the sequence started again with the next Serb assault. No 
one seemed sure if this routine counted as war or not and so journalists, 
politicians and the public continued to talk about the “Yugoslav crisis” just as 
we talk about currency crises or job crises...'924

                                                 

915 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Een oorlog zonder sympathie' ('A war without sympathy'), NRC Handelsblad, 26/10/91. 
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918Russell, Prejudice, p. 165. 
919 James J. Sadkovic, 'The response of the American media to Balkan neo-nationalisms', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, pp. 116-
119. 
920 James J. Sadkovic, 'The response of the American media to Balkan neo-nationalisms', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 121. 
921 James J. Sadkovic, 'The response of the American media to Balkan neo-nationalisms', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 123. 
922 James J. Sadkovic, 'The response of the American media to Balkan neo-nationalisms', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 123. 
923 Godfrey Hodgson, 'Discord in the European concert', The Independent, 03/08/91. 
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For many Westerners in major cities, for months after the start of the Croatian war, Balkan meant no 
more than the name of the restaurant on the corner. The beaches and islands of the Adriatic coast in 
Yugoslavia had been heard of, as had cevapcici and slivovitz and the Red Star Belgrade football club. It 
was a pleasant holiday country, but little was known of the ethnic distinctions and the history of the 
former Yugoslavia. Sarajevo as the event that sparked World War I, the partisan conflict in World War 
II, and Tito's independent position in the Cold War were the best kept collective memories.925

It was difficult to explain to the public what had happened in Croatia, especially after the Gulf 
War that had been so pleasingly easy to understand: 

 

'The fighting had five main theatres, in each of which the JNA had different 
war aims. On one front the fighting was about ethnic rivalry. On another it was 
about territorial aggression, a.k.a. Greater Serbia. On a third it was about tribal 
vendettas. On a fourth the fighting was spawned by the culture of violence. 
With commentators struggling to explain this maze, interpretations differed, 
and the big picture, that the JNA was running amok, was obscured.'926

Lack of understanding and despair led to resignation. Furthermore the complexity of the conflict took 
away the possibility of identifying with what was going on. 'It would appear that you have to be a 
German or an Austrian to believe in the conflict, as the Croatian propaganda tried to hammer home: 
democracy versus reactionary Communism', wrote Van den Boogaard after three months experience in 
Croatia. 

 

'The French, the British and the Dutch tend to distance themselves more. 
Rather too many lies were told about the course of the conflict and who started 
shooting, a little too much primitive propaganda intended to stir up hatred 
against Serbs, a few too many bodybuilders with extreme right-wing ideas 
arriving on the Croatian side from all over Europe to make their childhood 
dreams come true. No, the first war in Europe in decades had to make do 
without having meaning given to it, and without broad sympathy for one of the 
combatants.'927

The commentator Koen Koch in De Volkskrant also felt that the Yugoslavia fatigue that he had 
observed in December 1991 had to do with a lack of opportunity for identification. After all, who in 
the Netherlands felt attracted to the nationalism of Milosevic or Tudjman? He thought that a 
fundraising campaign run by the Red Cross and a few other aid organizations for humanitarian 
assistance to the victims of the conflict in Yugoslavia was late in getting under way and perfunctory.

 

928 
The proceeds were disappointing. Part of the reason, according to the Red Cross, was that the 
television companies were unwilling to give it sufficient attention. The NOS thought that it was also 
due to the public response to Yugoslavia.929

In late 1991, Elsbeth Etty and Peter Michielsen expressed their frustration in NRC Handelsblad 
about the lack of interest in the conflict in Yugoslavia, with the phrase 'War is being waged in the heart 
of Europe and we couldn't care less': 

 

                                                 

925 Cf. Mock (Hg.), Balkan-Dossier, p. 8. 
926 Russell, Prejudice, p. 221. 
927 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Een oorlog onder sympathie', NRC Handelsblad, 26/10/91. 
928 Koen Koch, 'Yugoslavia-moeheid' ('Yugoslavia fatigue'), de Volkskrant, 06/12/91. He was referring to the Yugoslavia 
campaign of Memisa, Mensen in Nood, the Netherlands Red Cross, the ecumenical aid foundation, the foundation for 
Displaced Persons and UNICEF in the Netherlands. 
929 'Ruzie over hulpactie' ('Quarrel about aid operation'), Trouw, 30/11/91; 'Ruzie omroepen en Rode Kruis fataal voor 
hulpactie Joegoslavië' ('Quarrel between broadcasters and Red Cross disastrous for aid to Yugoslavia'), de Volkskrant, 
06/12/91. 
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'The war in Yugoslavia has never been the topic of the day here: from the 
outset it was a war of which only a few could see the logic and the deeper 
historical motives, and where there is a lack of understanding and knowledge, 
indifference quickly follows. The war in Yugoslavia has no appeal. A war is 
being fought in Yugoslavia about land and influence, a nationalist war. We think 
this is outdated, backward, an anachronism (...) And so there never was a 
demonstration for peace in Yugoslavia in this country. For that matter, neither 
was there in any other country. If there was any kind of demonstration it was by 
Croats.'930

A demonstration of sympathy with the independence of Croatia was held in the Netherlands on 30 
June, but there were few participants, which according to the organizers was a consequence of the 
conflict in Slovenia that followed the declaration of independence.

 

931

On Saturday 13 July 1991 one hundred and fifty demonstrators in The Hague declared their 
support for a united and peaceful Yugoslavia. The meeting was organized by the confederation of 
Yugoslavian associations in the Netherlands. The turnout was disappointing and it was not all about 
Yugoslavian unity, as evidenced by the criticism directed at a reporter of De Volkskrant by one of the 
demonstrators: 'Serbs are portrayed as oppressors and Milosevic as a Bolshevik. Communism has given 
all the leaders, also those of Slovenia and Croatia, dirty hands. But the press heaps the blame on us.'

  

932

According to Raymond van den Boogaard, the 'civil war' that developed in early July in Croatia 
had little resemblance to the 'more or less orderly conflict' in Slovenia:  

 

'This is the conflict of the pistolleros led by minor Serbian politicians, of one 
village against the other, one half of the village against the other, of the 
assassins, the lumberjacks and the users of grandad's hunting rifle. And around 
that, the Yugoslavian army gathered along the border between Serbia and 
Croatia, the Croatian police units, the Croatian National Guard estimated at 
30,000 men, and the countless police reservists in all republics.'933

In his article, Van den Boogaard also mentioned Serbian 'terrorists', who the Croatian government said 
were supported by the JNA. And HP/De Tijd wrote at the beginning of September 1991: 

  

'What gradually came to be known as the Yugoslavian crises occupied a lot of 
newspaper space, but otherwise resulted in little more than the shrugging of 
shoulders. A shame about the beaches, though. There is a shortage in 
Yugoslavia of clear heroes and villains which we can identify with. (...) On 
television each evening you see men in camouflage firing at men in 
approximately the same clothing in battles over unheard-of pieces of the 
country (East Slavonia! West Srenj!).'934

This was reason for the HP/De Tijd editors not to include too much Yugoslavia in its pages, for fear 
that the reader would quickly skip over it because they found nothing to identify with.

  

935

                                                 

930 Elsbeth Etty & Peter Michielsen, 'Europese vredesactie is wat Joegoslavië nodig heeft' ('A European peace operation is 
what Yugoslavia needs'), NRC Handelsblad, 31/12/91. 

 The weekly 
mainly restricted itself to balanced atmosphere reports by Bart Rijs and, later, a number of more 
military-oriented articles by the freelance journalist Clifford C. Cremer. 

931 Voor vrij Croatia' ('for free Croatia'), de Volkskrant, 01/07/91. 
932 'De demonstranten zijn allen Joegoslaaf' ('The demonstrators are all Yugolavs'), de Volkskrant, 15/07/91. 
933 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Burgeroorlog nadert Zagreb' ('Civil war approaches Zagreb'), NRC Handelsblad, 06/07/91. 
934 Arno Kantelberg & Bart Rijs, 'Zonder helden of schurken' ('Neither heroes nor villains'), HP/De Tijd, 13/09/93, p. 8. 
935 Daan Dijksman, 'Een héél rare oorlog', HP/De Tijd 07/02/92, p. 7. 
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There was no lack of contributions on the conflict in Yugoslavia in the correspondence 
columns, even though they were not yet thick on the ground at the time of the war in Croatia, but the 
matter was seldom mentioned in the letters to the editor.936

A case in point was also that a book on the conflict in Yugoslavia did not yet prove to be 
commercially attractive for publishers in the Netherlands at the start of the war.

 No one knows whether this was the 
consequence of a conscious editorial policy or that there really were relatively few readers who felt the 
urge to write letters on Yugoslavia. 

937

'"Do you still read everything about Yugoslavia?.” 

 Arendo Joustra, 
writing in Elsevier recorded the following in September 1991: 

"Not for a long time. I turn the page if it is full of stories about Croatia, 
Slovenia and Macedonia." 

'A bit of chat concealed in the convolutions of a discussion in a bar. Bar talk, in 
other words. But the interest was hardly greater in the offices of the 
professional observers.' 

Joustra also attributed the lack of interest or engagement to the difficulty in identifying with the 
nationalist conviction of Croats, for example. 'The demonstrators at the embassy in The Hague are 
Croats, Serbs and the odd Yugoslavian. They are not Dutch sympathizers.' Others' nationalism was 
unable to arouse any ideological enthusiasm elsewhere, as the Spanish Civil War or the Cuban 
revolution had done earlier.938

Alongside the difficulty in identifying as a cause of the modest interest, Elsevier also cited the 
constant lurching between peace talks, ceasefire agreements and violations of these agreements. 
Seemingly futile details, 'news on the square millimetre', had to provide evidence for peace optimism, 
but the reader of that news quickly discovered that 'the typical Balkans choreography' consisted of one 
step forward, two steps back.  

 

'"All that fuss, I have stopped following it", the majority of people in the West 
eventually said. "They are choking on it, there in Yugoslavia." So much intrigue, 
so much deceit on a high level does not fit in with our view of the world.'939

Therefore, according to NRC Handelsblad correspondent Raymond van den Boogaard, the war in 
Yugoslavia was not a popular subject in the Netherlands until 1993. As early as 1991 he encountered 
acquaintances in the Netherlands who would say they had 'stopped reading about it' because it was 
complicated, insoluble and was always the same thing.

  

940

The war in Croatia was also difficult to illustrate. Toon Schmeink, deputy editor-in-chief of Het 
Parool, explained that for months the editorial team had been driven 'crazy' by the photo material: 'From 
the start of the war in Yugoslavia, the same sort of picture was offered almost every day: an older 

  

                                                 

936 For some notable exceptions see M. Wiegmans, 'Joegoslavië' ('Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 21/09/91; H. Neudecker, 
'Yugoslavia', NRC Handelsblad, 12-12-91; 'Volkenrechtelijk is ingrijpen in Kroatië uitgesloten', ('International law rules out 
intervening in Croatia') de Volkskrant, 10/08/91; I. van Wijngaarden, 'Vukovar', de Volkskrant, 24/10/91; Igor Znidarsic, 
'Nieuw taalgebruik nodig voor oorlog in Kroatië' ('New language needed for war in Croatia'), de Volkskrant, 23/11/91; 
Nikola Rasic, 'Kroatië' ('Croatia'), de Volkskrant, 09/12/91. 
937 Ugresic, Nationaliteit, p. 18. 
938 Arendo Joustra, 'De betrokkenheid ontbreekt' ('The commitment is missing'), Elsevier, 21/09/91, p. 41. 
939 'Jojo' ('Yo-yo'), Elsevier, 19/10/91, p. 49. 
940 Raymond van den Boogaard, 'Lessen van de oorlog op de Balkan’, Van Es & Sampiemon & Starink (eds.), Redacteuren, p. 
215. 
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woman in tears. You had to be happy if now and again you saw a young mother with a child in the 
shot.'941

6. The early intervention debate in the Netherlands 

 

Despite the resignation of a large part of the population, a split began to appear among the major 
Dutch quality newspapers at the end of June 1991 between NRC Handelsblad on the one hand and De 
Volkskrant on the other regarding the advisability of European involvement in the events in Yugoslavia. 
Trouw adopted a middle position in this matter. 

From the outset, NRC Handelsblad took a critical course with respect to the European 
Community's possibilities for doing something about Yugoslavia. An editorial four days before the 
declarations of independence stated that the Community lacked effective instruments 'and the CSCE 
had none whatsoever'. The EC budget had no room for support and the organization did not have a 
political-military arm. If the Slovenians were to separate cleanly, the EC would be seen to be wearing 
the emporer's clothes: its credibility as the centre for European crisis management would be seriously 
undermined.942 Shortly after the declarations of independence it was considered to be an outdated idea 
to deny Slovenia and Croatia the chance to leave Yugoslavia and to be admitted to Europe. Even 
without Serbian hegemonism, the 1918 solution was no longer adequate for Croatia and Slovenia.943 
Through the eagerness with which it threw itself into the matter, the EC was in danger of 'digging a 
hole for itself'. The community would be given the blame if no solution was found.944 In the defence of 
the unity of Yugoslavia, the Community found itself in 'the questionable company of senior officers 
and populist zealots who were mainly obsessed with the continuity of their own power'.945

According to Peter Michielsen, the breakup of Yugoslavia would lead to bloodshed in 
Yugoslavia against which the confrontation in Slovenia would be as nothing. The question, however 
was 'whether something can still be done to change that scenario'.

  

946 According to NRC Handelsblad 
columnist Paul Scheffer, the 'in more than one respect Orthodox Serbia' actually took little notice of 
outside pressure. And areas such as Croatia and Slovenia should not remain in a reactionary Yugoslavia 
as a result of Western European interference: 'where persuasion fails, we have to reconcile ourselves to 
a separation'. In that case, recognition was better than clinging to the unity of Yugoslavia, which 
Belgrade took as encouragement for the use of force. And if it came to violence, 'the brave EC troika 
would efficiently take to its heels'.947 According to the NRC Handelsblad editorial too, 'Persuasiveness, 
with the suspension of aid as an incentive' was 'the only means' at the EC's disposal. Furthermore, the 
contribution of the EC, namely the combination of unity and democracy, was equivalent to squaring 
the circle. And the Community's foreign policy was rendered 'lame' by the prevalence of national 
interests, as the actions of Genscher and Hurd demonstrated. As long as the EC encompassed many 
disparate views the troika would never be able to replace the large countries.948

Following Belgrade's decision to withdraw the JNA from Slovenia NRC Handelsblad hoped that 
the EC had learned that it could exert little influence on developments outside the community borders. 
According to the editorial in this newspaper, the combined effect of arguments of international law and 
financial-economic means of pressure failed to outbalance the 'historically accepted hatred and deeply-

  

                                                 

941 '' Een krant positioneert zich via de foto's'' ('A newspaper positions itself through the photos'), De Journalist, 22/05/92, p. 
17. 
942 'Joegoslavië' ('Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 21/06/91. 
943 'Afgewezen' ('Rejected'), NRC Handelsblad, 27/06/91. 
944 'Machtsvertoon' ('Show of strength'), editorial, NRC Handelsblad, 29/06/91. 
945J.H. Sampiemon, 'Europa in verdacht gezelschap', NRC Handelsblad, 04/07/91. 
946 Peter Michielsen, 'Breuk Joegoslavische federatie maakt van Balkan weer kruitvat' ('Rift in Yugoslav Federation turns the 
Balkans back into a powder keg'), NRC Handelsblad, 05/07/91. 
947 Paul Scheffer, 'De vraag van Tomas G. Masaryk' (The question of Tomas G. Masaryk'), NRC Handelsblad, 01/07/91. 
948 'Trojka en Twaalf' ('Troika and twelve'), NRC Handelsblad, 01/07/91. 
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rooted urge for emancipation' that existed in Yugoslavia.949 At the beginning of August, after the war in 
Croatia had become visible to the West in all its horror, NRC Handelsblad observed that 'four weeks 
after the first lightning action (...) the EC's widely publicized mediation attempts appeared to have 
delivered precious little'.950

Dick Verkijk in the professional journal of Dutch journalism used similar terms. He wrote that 
the conflict in Croatia had been caused by 'a collection of irresponsible politicians' who until recently 
had belonged to the Communist party and were only interested in maintaining their positions. He said 
that they had always learned that to compromise was equivalent to capitulatation and that nothing was 
worse than losing power. That was 'too much for ten ECs to compete with'.

 

951

The criticism directed from the outset at foreigh involvement in the Yugoslavian crisis, in 
particular from the EC, by NRC Handelsblad, had no place on the editor's desks at De Volkskrant. While 
Ulrike Rudberg from Belgrade was sending her balanced contributions, totally different ideas were 
apparently floating around the Wibautstraat office in Amsterdam. As early as 29 May 1991 they printed 
an article by Flora Lewis with the title 'CSCE must prevent civil war'. She observed that the Yugoslavs 
were heading for civil war as if hypnotized. She dismissed a Western response by saying 'let them fight 
it out among themselves: we only have to take care that the violence does not get out of hand'. Conflict 
in Yugoslavia would inevitably inflame old border disputes in neighbouring countries, would result in 
hundreds of thousands of Displaced Persons and break up international economic networks. She felt 
that the parties in Yugoslavia were not open to mediation at that time, although, under the aegis of the 
CSCE, a group of generally respected people could map out the differences and at the same time make 
clear that none of the parties could rely on the support of the rest of Europe. Furthermore, the CSCE 
should make it very clear that both the external and internal borders of Yugoslavia were inviolable.

 

952

The powerlessness of the CSCE was observed three weeks later in De Volkskrant when the 
CSCE ministers in Berlin stressed that the Yugoslavs would have to solve their problems themselves.

  

953 
Another week later an editorial nominated the European Community as a body to help the Yugoslavian 
republics conduct a dialogue that they did not appear to be able to do themselves. The instrument of 
economic and financial help could be used as a lever in this.954 On 3 July the newspaper observed that 
until then the international involvement had failed, but that was no reason not to continue to try to 
silence the weapons. The highest priority was to persuade the JNA to return to their barracks.955

At the end of July, when the fighting in Croatia exploded in all its intensity, André Roelofs 
criticized the failure to grant the Croatian authorities' repeated request to station ECMM people in 
Croatia too. The Brioni agreement opened the way for this. If the EC waited too long, only a rump of 
Croatia would remain and Europe could expect a conflict between Serbia and Croatia 'that could last 
for generations'. He admitted that it was possibly a little dangerous for civil observers. Then the 
moment would quickly arrive when the EC member states would have to be prepared 'at the request of 
the involved parties' to send a 'European “peacekeeping force”' to Yugoslavia.

  

956 After the conflict in 
Croatia had flared up further in the following days, De Volkskrant expressed the opinion that the EC 
could not avoid discussing the question of whether a peacekeeping force for Yugoslavia would have to 
be formed.957

                                                 

949 'Slovenië vrij' ('Slovenia free'), NRC Handelsblad, 19/07/91. 
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957 'Ten geleide - EG-troepen' ('An introduction - EC troops'), de Volkskrant, 31/07/91. 



132 

 

Another striking fact about the Dutch press was that while the Netherlands held the presidency 
of the European Community at the time, little interest was shown in the press for noises from over the 
borders.  

Among the Yugoslavian voices that were heard in the Netherlands was that of the Croatian 
writer Dubravka Ugresic, who visited the Netherlands in late September 1991 and went on to the 
United States, returning to Zagreb via the Netherlands in the summer of 1992. For some time she 
wrote as a United States based correspondent for NRC Handelsblad and would later also contribute to 
Dutch media.958 She wrote the following Dutch language publications during the Yugoslavian conflict: 
Nationaliteit: geen, (Nationality: none) part of which she wrote in Amsterdam in 1993 and De cultuur van 
leugens (The culture of lies) in 1995. In her publications she expressed her feeling of being rootless both 
inside and outside her native country through the sharpness of Croatian Catholic-nationalism and the 
Western lack of understanding for Yugoslavia, full as she was of nostalgia for 'Titoland', her 'poor 
Atlantis'959 or 'Yugo-Atlantis'.960

The Czech writer Milan Kundera had the opportunity at the end of July 1991 to argue in De 
Groene Amsterdammer for preserving Slovenia. The West must not make the mistake made by 
Chamberlain, who rejected the idea of intervention for an unknown and far away country at the time of 
the Munich Conference.

  

961

Prof.dr.ir. J.J.C. Voorhoeve, at the time director of Clingendael, was one of the first among 
Dutch opinion makers to advocate intervention. As early as 29 June 1991, while the fighting in Slovenia 
had just started, he urged the deployment of peacekeeping forces, which, if necessary, would have to 
press ahead against the will of the JNA. He regretted that international law still offered too few 
opportunities for intervention in humanitarian crises; possibly, however, the genocide treaty would 
provide a way out!

  

962 In October, Voorhoeve expressed the opinion that Yugoslavia came close to 'a 
situation (...) that no longer has an ethical justification'. In such a case, he felt that humanitarian 
intervention should be possible in principle. The problem nonetheless was that not a single 
international organization appeared to be properly equipped for the purpose. He therefore advocated 
either strengthening the UN, in particular the secretariat, or enhancing the CSCE into an effective crisis 
management body.963

The director of the Clingendael Institute for International Relations and the former chairman of 
the VVD parliamentary party would repeatedly urge far-reaching military intervention.

  

964 Unlike many 
interventionists, his argument was not simply emotional in nature. Neither was his starting point the 
possibility of a relatively small country such as the Netherlands becoming great in the field of human 
rights. His main point was an awareness of international responsibility for the course of events in the 
world.965

                                                 

958 Ugresic, Nationaliteit, pp. 9-10. See e.g. Dubravka Ugresic, 'Het onverdraaglijk overleven in Joegoslavië', Vrij Nederland, 
12/09/92, pp. 22-24; idem, ''Goedenacht, Kroatische schrijvers, waar u zich ook bevindt!'', Vrij Nederland, 20/02/93, pp. 26-
28. 

 It was the moralism of the Netherlands elevated to a worldwide level: from model country to 
model world. And because Voorhoeve did not entirely ignore the power relations: moralism with a 
dash of realism.  

959 Ugresic, Nationaliteit, pp. 18 and 20. 
960 Ugresic, Cultuur, p. 58. See also Ugresic, 'Confiscatie', p. 149. 
961 Milan Kundera, 'Redt Slovenië!' ('Save Slovenia!'), De Groene Amsterdammer, 31/07/91, p. 5. 
962 Wim Jansen/Johan ten Hove, 'De wereld kan wat doen' ('The world can do something'), Trouw, 29/06/91. 
963Bayer, 'Noodzaak', p. 6. 
964 See also Paul Scheffer, 'Weg naar de hel' ('The road to hell'), NRC Handelsblad, 04/09/95. 
965 See also the remarks of the then Clingendael worker Theo van den Doel in: Eric Vrijsen, 'Recept voor een ramp' ('Recipe 
for disaster'), Elsevier, 21/10/95, p. 36. 
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Voorhoeve's argument was preceded by an appeal by S. Rozemond, who wrote that even 
without the presence of a collective security system, 'it is impossible on the one hand to pursue pan-
European cultural and economic linkage and on the other to remain indifferent to acts of war'.966

Others were more cautious. Koen Koch, political scientist and columnist for De Volkskrant, 
thought it best to limit the physical area of the conflict and to deprive it of oxygen.

 

967 Brigadier General 
(retd.) J.C.A.C. (Koos) de Vogel, UNIFIL Head of Operations in Lebanon in 1980 and defence attaché 
in Belgrade between 1982 and 1986, warned in August 1991 that the dispatch of a peacekeeping force, 
which Van den Broek and Van Eekelen were discussing at the time, could not be realized from one day 
to the next, and certainly not in the absence of American command:968 'If not all parties and militias 
consent to your arrival, you will be hacked to pieces.' According to him the West should have no 
illusions about what it would mean to make peace in the border area between Croatia and Bosnia, 'with 
so many combatants and interests'. Within the framework of the territorial defence, the weapons were 
mostly 'in a shed behind the town hall', and the territory was inhospitable969 and the Serbs in Krajina 
had been expert in the execution of military exercises since the sixteenth century.970 He thought that 
negotiations were vastly preferable to any form of military intervention whatsoever.971

The Groningen based polemologist Hylke Tromp, who was married to the Croatian Nena 
Vrkic, was also one of the pessimists as far as Western involvement was concerned. In August 1991 he 
still thought that if EC mediation did not yield results, a military intervention by a Rapid Deployment Force 
would be 'virtually inevitable'.

 

972 For the time being he deemed mediation still possible, however, for 
example by a committee of wise men.973 Tromp's wife Vrkic also wanted to give such a committee 
another chance in early September, even though she started to fear that 'the deployment of military 
power is ultimately the only language that will still be understood in Yugoslavia'.974 Her husband also 
became increasingly convinced of this. The only way of still avoiding intervention with force was to 
threaten it, he wrote a few weeks later. And if that threat did not work, Europe would have to intervene 
with force without the permission of Milosevic and Tudjman.975An action of this sort would have to be 
large scale: 'You don't put out a fire with a cup of water.'976

In October 1991, Hylke Tromp saw no solution to the conflict emerging from the region itself. 
He pointed to the Yugoslavs' xenophobic attitude, which he said was largely attributable to a general 
human pattern of radicalization during a conflict. The authoritarian structure in Eastern Europe was a 
further guarantee of people passively following their leaders.

 

977

                                                 

966 S. Rozemond, 'Het dreigingsbeeld', Nederlandse defensie tegen een nieuwe achtergrond, p. 7, wrote this even before the outbreak of 
the war in Yugoslavia. 

 He thought that economic sanctions no 
longer made the slightest impression now that the conflict in Yugoslavia had escalated so far. However, 
he had doubts about military intervention: 

967 K. Koch, 'Het nieuwe dreigingsbeeld', Nederlandse defensie tegen een nieuwe achtergrond, p. 12, prior to the conflict in 
Yugoslavia 
968 J.C.A.C. de Vogel, 'Zo'n Europese vredesmacht staat niet zo gauw in het gelid' ('Such a European peace force is not 
inclined to fall in line'), Vrij Nederland, 31/08/91, pp. 26-27. 
969 'Instemming van alle partijen nodig' ('Assent of all parties needed'), NRC Handelsblad, 02/08/91. 
970 ''Pacificatie duurt al maanden'' ('Pacification has already taken months'), NRC Handelsblad, 02/08/91. 
971 Wio Joustra, ''Praatcultuur kan Joegoslavië redden, interventie niet'' ('The culture of talking can save Yugoslavia, 
intervention cannot'), de Volkskrant, 09/08/91. 
972 Hylke Tromp, 'Crisis Joegoslavië is vooral een machtsstrijd' ('The Yugoslavia crisis is mainly a power struggle'), NRC 
Handelsblad, 08/08/91. 
973 Hylke Tromp, 'EG-trojka had te weinig gezag. Alleen team van ervaren chirurgen kan Joegoslavië redden' ('EC troika had 
too little authority. Only a team of experienced surgeons can rescue Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 28/08/91. 
974 Nevenka Tromp-Vrkic, 'Steeds verder escaleert de Joegoslavische crisis' ('The Yugoslavia crisis escalates ever further'), 
NRC Handelsblad, 02/09/91. 
975 Hylke Tromp, 'EG moet vrede in Joegoslavië durven afdwingen' ('EC must have the courage to enforce peace in 
Yugoslavia'), de Volkskrant, 19/09/91. 
976 Haro Hielkema/Alder Schipper, 'De oorlog in huize Tromp' ('The war in the Tromp household'), Trouw, 28/09/91. 
977 Bert Bukman, 'Bang voor de buitenwereld', HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91, p.17. 
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'The only thing that still makes an impression, is threatening intervention. And 
then not with thirty thousand lightly armed people, something I refer to in 
private as the rifle club - no, you have to be able to present yourself with two 
hundred thousand men, with precision weapons; you must be able to use the 
Sixth Fleet as a threat. Only then will you be credible. But I am afraid that even 
that will no longer help. The problem is that we in Europe lack the structure for 
situations of this sort. We are empty-handed.'978

What did Europe actually do in the meantime? 

 

7. Further problems of the Dutch EC presidency surrounding the monitoring 
mission 

Prior to an additional meeting of the Political Comittee of the Twelve on 19 July, there was great 
foreign pressure on the Dutch presidency of the EC to resort to expanding the ECMM mandate to 
Croatian territory. Nonetheless, when on the eve of this meeting the Eastern Europe Department of 
the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs drew up an assessment of opportunities available to the 
EC for influencing the situation in Yugoslavia, the officials concerned did not put such an expansion at 
the top of the list. The department wondered how the Serbian irregular groups could be monitored, 
how the observers might operate in an area such as Slavonia where there was no suspension of 
hostilities and how expansion of the mandate could be realized while Belgrade opposed it. According to 
the department, other opportunities for the EC to contain the conflict were as follows: the recognition 
of Croatia and Slovenia; the suspension of financial aid; sanctions; and suspending the EC effort, such 
as withdrawing from the monitoring mission. The EC could also raise the subject of measures in a 
CSCE context or in the UN.  

The department felt little for the first option, the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia. The Serbs 
in Croatia would then rise up, after which the Serbs in Bosnia-Hercegovina would possibly join in. Civil 
war could subsequently break out in Bosnia, which - apparently through the involvement of Muslims - 
would be given a religious twist, according to the department. The Eastern Europe Department 
rejected military intervention: 'Yugoslavia is a great hornets' nest. Military supervision in mountainous 
and therefore difficult to monitor territory does not seem realistic. The inflamed passions of the local 
population and the extent to which they are armed justify the fear that military intervention could 
involve many victims.'979

During the 19 July EC Comité Politique meeting (which discussed matters in advance of the 
Council of Ministers) it was decided to change the name of the ad hoc group for the monitoring 
mission to the 'ad hoc group on Yugoslavia'. From now on this group would be able to discuss all 
aspects of the relations between the EC or its member states and Yugoslavia. At its next meeting it 
would also have to consider the expansion of the activities of the ECMM to Croatia and possibly 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, where likewise difficulties were expected by the Comité Politique, which was itself 
unable to decide on extending the terms of reference of the monitoring mission.

 

980 In response to this 
outcome the Dutch embassy in Belgrade advised The Hague against the dispatch of monitors to 
Bosnia. The ethnic problem was even greater there and the ECMM should not get involved in this 
'mess'.981

                                                 

978 Bert Bukman, 'Bang voor de buitenwereld', HP/De Tijd, 18/10/91, p.18. 

 

979 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03283. EU/GBVB/extra CoPo 1991, memo from DEU/OE, 'Joegoslavië/scenario's en 
beleidsmogelijkheden' for Extra CoPo, The Hague 19/07/91, 18/07/91. 
980 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03283. EU/GBVB/extra CoPo 1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade embassy, 22/07/91, celer 080; ibid., 
DDI-DEU, 03288, Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for the Dutch contribution. 
Minutes of sessions July-December 1991, COREU of the Dutch EC presidency, 19/07/91, cpe/pres/hag 405. 
981 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03309. Hasselman 232 to Van den Broek, 23/07/91. 
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Another outcome of the deliberation of the Comité Politique of 19 July was that four days later, 
on 23 July 1991, the Dutch ambassador in Paris, Henry Wijnaendts, left for Yugoslavia with the 
mandate from the Comité Politique of the Twelve to ask the federal authorities and the republics how 
they viewed the negotiations on the future of the country and to suggest what he thought the role of 
the EC could be.982 Wijnaendts was Van den Broek's star player. He had already acted in awkward 
situations as the minister's diplomatic troubleshooter.983 He rapidly came to the conviction that the greatest 
danger in Yugoslavia came from the conflict between the Serbs and the Croats and that the assistance 
of the Europeans was indispensable in bringing about a solution.984

Also after the meeting of the Comité Politique of 19 July, the German government continued to 
urge the Dutch presidency of the EC to expand the ECMM task to Croatia. This lured Van Walsum to 
respond in like kind. The Dutch Director-General of Political Affairs asked his German colleague 
Chrobog by telephone on 23 July if Germany could arrange for the WEU or the CSCE to take the lead 
in a peacekeeping operation, in view of the fact that it was chairman of both. In so doing Van Walsum 
overlooked a memo of a few days earlier from the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security 
Affairs (DAV) of his own ministry, which stated that NATO and WEU troops were little suited to 
peacekeeping duties. Anyway, such a deployment would possibly lead to objections from the Soviet 
Union, the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs thought. The memo said that 
these troops were suited to peace-enforcing. According to the directorate, however, a scenario in which 
there would be (an element of) peace-enforcement in Yugoslavia was not likely.

 

985

Chrobog told Van Walsum that a WEU action was undesirable in view of the fact that the 
CSCE even found the EC too exclusive a gathering, not to mention the even smaller WEU. Chrobog 
considered action by the CSCE unfeasible. Van Walsum then gave Chrobog notice that from now on 
Bonn should give more careful consideration before pressing for monitoring tasks in Croatia, where, 
according to Van Walsum, the observers could accomplish little without military support.

 

986

However, the Dutch Director-General's intervention by telephone made little impression on the 
German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. One day later Genscher repeated the German request for 
expanding the ECMM to Croatia in a letter to Van den Broek.

 It would 
not be the last time that the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs would play such a 'prank' on their 
counterparts in Bonn. 

987

Minister Genscher would increasingly irritate his Dutch counterpart Van den Broek with tête-à-
têtes of this sort.

 On the same day, 24 July, Genscher 
took the initiative for a meeting with his counterparts from France and Luxemburg, Dumas and Poos, 
during the Bayreuther Festspiele, to prepare for the meeting of the EC Ministers of Foreign Affairs that 
was to take place in Brussels in five days time. Under Genscher's leadership they agreed on a request to 
Van den Broek as EC president to invite not only the Yugoslavian premier Markovic and his Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Loncar to this EPC meeting on 29 July as planned, but also representatives of all the 
republics. The purpose was to reach agreement at the meeting on the expansion of the ECMM 
mandate to Croatia.  

988

                                                 

982 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03283. EU/GBVB/extra CoPo 1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade embassy, 22/07/91, celer 080. 

 The following day the Netherlands lodged an objection in the Comité Politique to 
Bonn's proposal. As a compromise it was therefore decided to invite the entire Yugoslavian presidium. 

983 See e.g. Philip Freriks, 'Henry Wijnaendts is diplomaat voor moeilijke klussen' ('Henry Wijnaendts is a diplomat for 
difficult assignments'), de Volkskrant, 13/09/91. 
984 Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 67. 
985 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03283. EU/GBVB/extra CoPo 1991, memo from DAV/PN/CG, 'Een mogelijke rol voor de WEU 
m.b.t. peace-keeping in Joegoslavië'', undated, probably 17 or 18/07/91. 
986 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03309. Memorandum from DGPZ to DAV, 23/07/91, no. 173/91. 
987 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03308. Genscher to Van den Broek, undated, appendix to K.J. Citron to Van den Broek, 24/07/91; 
Zeitler, Rolle, p. 130; 'EG wil nu ook waarnemers in Kroatië' ('EC now wants observers in Croatia too'), de Volkskrant, 
25/07/91; 'Mandaat waarnemers in Joegoslavië wordt mogelijk uitgebreid' ('Mandate for observers in Yugoslavia may be 
extended'), NRC Handelsblad, 25/07/91. 
988 Interview H. van den Broek, 02/12/99. 
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This compromise fell through, however, because the Netherlands addressed the invitation to the 
presidium and not to the individual members. Furthermore, Ambassador Fietelaars in Belgrade 
implemented his instruction rather flexibly by handing the invitation to the Macedonian presidium 
member Tupurkovski, who he happened to meet on his way to a meeting of the presidium. As a 
consequence, only Tupurkovski himself and the Bosnian member of the presidium turned up at the 
EPC meeting. The representatives of Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, and Slovenia stayed at home. 
Genscher was furious at Van den Broek, because his attempt to act as Croatia's protector had been 
thwarted by the way in which the Dutch authorities had implemented the Comité Politique decision.989

On 24 July Dumas also made a proposal for deployment of a WEU military force for 
peacekeeping in Croatia. However, on the same day in the French Ministerial Council, French president 
Mitterrand declared opposition to a peacekeeping force of this kind. Only a continuation of the 
dialogue between the Yugoslavian republics was acceptable to him.

 

990

It is not clear how sincere Dumas's proposal was. After all, it was not only the French head of 
state who had objections to a WEU peacekeeping force. It must have been known in Paris that it was a 
virtual certainty that the United Kingdom would not participate in such a peacekeeping force, firstly 
because the British government felt little for engaging the WEU for fear that they would harm the 
Atlantic cooperation, secondly because the British Minister Hurd made no secret of the fact that he 
expected little good to come of involvement in an internal conflict. Dumas must also have been aware 
that if Serbia already objected to the deployment of monitors on Croatian territory, it would certainly 
resist the stationing of a WEU peacekeeping force that above all had Germany, which Belgrade so 
mistrusted, in its chair.

 Nevertheless, Dumas persisted in 
developing the idea and presented the proposal to send soldiers along with a group of three to four 
hundred observers at the EPC meeting of 29 July in Brussels.  

991 Not unexpectedly, the proposal stranded on 29 July. Dumas's colleagues 
called an intervention force premature, and Genscher pointed out that assent could not be expected 
from all parties in the conflict.992

At the EPC meeting of 29 July, the EC ministers declared that the internal borders of 
Yugoslavia were just as important as the international borders, which was the final shunning of Van 
Walsum's COREU of 13 July. Otherwise the other EC ministers were prepared to extend the ECMM 
to Croatia on the condition of an effective ceasefire. On two important points, the matter of the 
internal borders and the expansion of the ECMM mandate to Croatia, EC President the Netherlands 
therefore was isolated. The request from the government of Bosnia-Hercegovina to station monitors 
there also was kept in the portfolio. For the time being the EC wanted to concentrate on the problems 
in Croatia, although the German government warned that it was Bosnia where it expected the greatest 
problems.

 

993

When later, at the meeting of the ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia , the German 
representative proposed that EC diplomats in Belgrade repeatedly visit Bosnia-Hercegovina and 
Macedonia to demonstrate their concern for these two moderate republics specifically, it met with 
objections from Greece.  

 

Greece adopted an individual position within the EC with respect to Yugoslavia.994

                                                 

989 Genscher, Erinnerungen, pp. 942-944; Libal, Limits, pp. 27-28; Zeitler, Rolle, pp. 296-297; J.L. Heldring, 'De kop van Jut' 
(The scapegoat), NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/91. 

 The Greek 
government took pride on its historically good relations with Serbia. Both countries had freed 

990 Favier & Martin-Rolland, Décennie, p. 189. 
991 Cf. Jakobsen, 'Multilateralism', p. 374. 
992 Favier/Martin-Rolland, Décennie, p. 190. 
993 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03309. COREU of the EC presidency, 22/07/91, cpe/pres/hag 414; idem, no. 00405, 
Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Croatia 1990-1991, COREU of the Secretariat, 29/07/91, cpe/sec 636; Wijnaendts, Kroniek, 
p. 70; Interview M. Hennis, 09/03/99. 
994 For a summary of the Greek position with respect to the wars in ex-Yugoslavia, see Prodromos Yannas, 'Greece's 
Policies in the Post-Cold War Balkans', Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), Crises, pp. 153-168. And further: Frans van Hasselt, 
'Grieken van EG meest pro-Servië' ('Within the EC the Greeks are the most pro-Serbia'), NRC Handelsblad, 04/11/91; Jan van 
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themselves from the same oppressor, the Ottoman empire, and their populations adhered 
predominantly to the Orthodox faith. Milosevic's regime hoped in the 1990s to make use of these links 
to avoid international isolation. Conversely, the government in Athens took pride in their relationship 
with Milosevic and in the following years they were eager to play the role of mediator with the Serbian 
leadership in Belgrade.995

With a view to its own Macedonian area in the north of the country the government in Athens 
had more to fear than other EC and NATO states for an escalation of the war in Macedonia. 
Furthermore, the Greek government feared territorial claims from an independent Macedonia on the 
north of Greece. Therefore Greece was to raise many objections, especially against the name 
'Macedonia', which appeared to underscore the territorial claims. 

 Greece therefore had less of a tendency than other EC countries to denounce 
the Milosevic regime and Serbian misdeeds. Furthermore, the country itself would suffer more than 
other EC member states under sanctions imposed on the former Yugoslavia. Athens therefore 
preferred a diplomatic solution to the conflicts at times when other countries were advocating military 
action. It would not participate in such action itself and later it would look on with sorrow that Turkish 
F-16s and ground forces were deployed in connection with the war in Bosnia.  

In this early phase of the conflict, the Greek government feared that visits by EC diplomats to 
Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia, as proposed by Bonn, would actually provide an impetus for the 
pursuit of independence in those republics. It was decided to allow each country the freedom to 
determine what to do on this point, as long as they informed the other EC partners on the visits and 
findings of their own diplomats.996

Partly to provide better guarantees of the safety of the observers, at the European Political 
Cooperation (EPC) meeting of 29 July Van den Broek raised for discussion the possibility of mixed 
patrols of the JNA and Croats, with possible ECMM participation, following the example of Angola. 
The minister failed to see why that would not be possible if both parties were actually aiming for 
negotiations on the future of Yugoslavia.  

. 

At the same time it was a makeshift solution. The EC had no means for sending soldiers, and 
Germany, that as chairman still had not convened the WEU on the Yugoslavian issue, did not appear 
to be prepared to deploy the union for protecting the monitors. Furthermore, Van den Broek expected, 
deployment of the WEU would provoke much discussion on the acceptability of risks and the nature 
of the weaponry, so that it would take too long before the monitors could actually be protected.997 
Nothing came of this idea from Van den Broek. Germany and Belgium objected to the role that Van 
den Broek had in mind for the JNA in the mixed patrols.998

                                                                                                                                                                  

der Putten, 'Athene steunt Serviërs uit vrees voor aanspraken Macedonië' ('Athens supports Serbs for fear of claims from 
Macedonia'), de Volkskrant, 05/12/91; ABZ, 999,241, Vijverberg 58 to Kooijmans, 05/04/93. 

 

995 See also interview T. Miller, 18/06/00. 
996 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for the Dutch 
contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade embassy, 27/08/91, celer 107. 
997 Radio 2, AVRO, Radio news, 28/07/91, 13.02 hours; Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 01/08/91, 23.05 hours; 'Nieuw 
EG-plan voor Joegoslavië' ('New EC plan for Yugoslavia'), Trouw, 29/07/91; Ulrike Rudberg, 'EG presenteert vredesplan 
voor strijd in Kroatië' ('EC presents peace plan for struggle in Croatia'), de Volkskrant, 29/07/91; 'Van den Broek doet 
nieuw vredesvoorstel' ('Van den Broek presents new peace proposal'), NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/91. The idea of such mixed 
patrols was proposed by Van der Togt (Eastern Europe department) in departmental consultation. According to 
Hazewinkel, Van der Togt was only joking, but the joke was to be taken seriously by the Directorate for Atlantic 
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998 Genscher, Erinnerungen, p. 943. 
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The failure of the fourth troika mission and Van den Broek's disillusionment 

On 2 August, four days after the EPC meeting, the EC troika departed for Yugoslavia for the fourth 
time since the declarations of independence, at the request of the federal government. It became clear 
during the visit that the request had come from Markovic and Loncar in particular. Minister of Defence 
Kadijevic proved to have completely different views, namely ones identical to those of Milosevic. They 
both had little regard for the EC's involvement with Yugoslavia.  

The main goal of the troika's visit, in accordance with the decision of 29 July, was to discuss the 
possibility of expanding the duties of the EC observers to Croatia, which required the assent of all 
parties, and therefore of Kadijevic and Milosevic especially. The fact is that the EC ministers set an 
effective ceasefire as a condition for expansion of the mandate to Croatia. Van den Broek still also 
wanted to discuss the possibility of mixed patrols of Croatia, the JNA and representatives of Croatian 
Serbs.999 Before the event, Van den Broek deemed the chance of effecting a ceasefire and of getting the 
parties back around the negotiating table small. On 1 August he said on the radio: 'I fear that the 
history of Yugoslavia also teaches us that these [solutions] will not be easily found, whatever the 
circumstances. (...) Ultimately we are dealing with something that has deep historical roots and that is 
not likely to change permanently in response to a single salutory word from Brussels or from The 
Hague.' Van den Broek understood from contacts with Wijnaendts that the Serbian leadership 'would 
fend off, if not obstruct, any form of interference from the European side.'1000

Similar evidence of diplomatic modesty could be heard when Van den Broek rejected a 
suggestion for military intervention in Yugoslavia put forward by the Luxemburger Poos on the same 1 
August. The television pictures of the areas in Croatia mainly inhabited by Serbs left an impression on 
Van den Broek of 'a state of desperation (...), such that it is also difficult to see how it can be alleviated 
in the short term.'

 By putting his own 
influence into perspective in this way, Van den Broek apparently sought to temper excessive 
expectations. 

1001

One day later, Van den Broek stated that he was taking account of the fact that a WEU 
peacekeeping force could be necessary at any moment, which would emphatically not be intended to 
enforce or impose peace, but at the same time he called the idea of such a peacekeeping force 
premature:

  

1002 'I am not ready for that yet,' the Dutch minister said,1003 in which he enjoyed the support 
of the the government parties PvdA (Labour) and CDA (Christian Democrats), which did not wish to 
see troops dispatched in the absence of a sustainable truce.1004

The Secretary-General of the WEU, Van Eekelen, who thought that it would be possible to 
assemble a WEU buffer force of several thousand within one or two weeks, was also not 'straining at 
the leash to jump into that (Yugoslavian) hornets' nest', as long as the EC did not request it,

 

1005 and the 
political will was also absent elsewhere: 'The level of violence is still too low and public opinion is 
insufficiently mobilized for that.'1006

Van den Broek's aspirations prior to the fourth troika mission may have been modest, but he 
was nevertheless badly affected by its failure. According to Van den Broek, Serbia was mainly to blame, 
having thrown up a blockade against the EC proposals although they were acceptable to the other five 

 

                                                 

999 For reports see ABZ, DEU/ARA/03287. EU/GBVB/Troika, preparation and reporting of Troika visits to Yugoslavia, 
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1001 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 01/08/91, 23.05 hours. 
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republics and the federal presidium. On Saturday evening 3 August, while the troika discussions were 
still in progress, Milosevic, in a statement that was 'bursting with insults',1007 announced that he rejected 
all the troika's suggestions. According to the Serbian head of state, representatives of the EC were 
welcome as politicians, diplomats, businessmen or tourists, but not in the form of a peacekeeping force 
or observers.1008

The following day the Serbian discussion partners, with the exception of Kadijevic, failed to 
appear. For Van den Broek, the possibility of a peacekeeping force was provisionally off the agenda 
now that Serbia even objected to unarmed civilian observers. It was clear to the troika that little could 
be accomplished as long as the Serbian territorial aspirations in Croatia remained unsatisfied.

  

1009 While 
EC politics appeared to be in a deadlock, Van den Broek considered the step to the Security Council 
still too great at that time: 'For that, I think, you have to consider an unhoped-for much more serious 
situation of large scale violence, civil war, and the threat of violence.'1010 There first have to be 
'circumstances like those in Irak with the Kurds'.1011

At the end of the troika's visit, Van den Broek made no secret of his disappointment to the 
members of the presidium and the presidents of the republics present. Under the circumstances, he 
said, further efforts by outsiders would be useless. He announced that he would make it abundantly 
clear in his contacts with the press which party the troika thought had obstructed an agreement.

 

1012

At the concluding press conference in the early afternoon of 4 August at the federal palace in 
Belgrade, Van den Broek appeared to the representatives of the press who were present to be weary 
and shaken. 'The mission has failed. Europe can do little more for Yugoslavia', was his message to the 
media.

 

1013 He blamed the failure of the troika mission on one of the parties, but did not want to say 
which party he meant. On his return that evening to Schiphol, where he still gave an exhausted and 
disheartened impression,1014 he blamed the Serbs explicitly. 'The outside world should know where the 
obstruction is.'1015 He said he sympathized with a people who had leaders like Milosevic. Van den Broek 
was 'undiplomatically bitter', according to The New York Times.1016 The way in which Van den Broek 
aired his disappointment was deemed to be unprofessional. 'The frustration was all too understandable 
- a minister is only human - but the way it was expressed at Schiphol was unwise.'1017 The Volkskrant 
even used the term 'defeatism'.1018

                                                 

1007 'Van den Broek verbitterd en somber na mislukking EG-trojka. 'Servië saboteert vredesmissie'' ('Van den Broek bitter 
and gloomy after EC troika failure. Serbia sabotages peace mission'), Trouw 05/08/91. 
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Van den Broek admitted for the first time after the mission that the federal authorities no 
longer had much relevance, and in any case had no control over the JNA.1019 It was the Croatian and 
Slovenian discussion partners especially who had contributed to these convictions. Tudjman 
commented to the troika that every decision taken by Markovic that was not to the liking of the Serbian 
leadership would not be carried out.1020 Half a day later, the Slovenian Prime Minister, Peterle, said that 
Markovic 'had no credibility or support for his action nor real power'.1021 Markovic also had absolutely 
no influence on the Minister of Defence Kadijevic, who described Loncar to the troika as 'only 25 per 
cent of the problem'; the other 75 per cent was formed by the leaders of Serbia.1022

According to the Dutch ambassador, Fietelaars, an evaluation of the Yugoslav relations as the 
troika encountered them, led to the conclusion: 

  

'that the actual power relations were much less complicated than the complex 
institutional structure of this country might lead you to believe. This has to do 
with a life-and-death power struggle between the (actually single-headed) 
communist leadership of the expansive-nationalist republic Serbia (which has 
absorbed Montenegro in all but name) and the neodemocratic leaders, not to be 
confused with democrats, of two equally nationalist, but less expansionist 
republics, Croatia and Slovenia.'1023

According to Fietelaars, the JNA had decided to carry out 'the hard work' for the Greater-Serbian 
aspirations. As long as not as many Serbs as possible in areas outside Serbia were brought together 
under the protection of the JNA, it would not consent to the arrival of foreign busybodies. 

 

Under these circumstances, it was even more inconvenient that the EC was still unable to 
decide between maintaining the unity of Yugoslavia on the one hand, and assuring the right to self-
determination on the other. According to Markovic this, as he called it, European fickleness, was the 
main cause of the failure of the troika mission.1024

On the Serbian side, there was a completely different explanation for the troika fiasco: Dutch 
pigheadedness. This was an easy reproach to make, of course, and it was often levelled at the Dutch in 
international consultation, but this made the reproach no less justified. Van den Broek, who was more 
or less taken by surprise by the outbreak of the major crisis in Yugoslavia a few days before the start of 
the Dutch EC presidency, had immediately set to work fervently to bring about solutions, as various 
other members of government and his officials observed at the time.

 

1025 The Dutch Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, more than most of his colleagues, was fearful that if the West failed to take action, the conflict 
would have repercussions outside Yugoslavia. He therefore thought that 'there was no time to lose'.1026 
However, Van den Broek quickly noticed that the Yugoslavia problem was less susceptible to a rapid 
solution than in all optimism had originally been thought.1027

The confrontation with the Balkans certainly did not leave Van den Broek unaffected. As early 
as July 1991 he had formed an extremely negative image of Yugoslavia and its citizens in general, and of 
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Milosevic in particular. At one point during the negotiations on the Brioni agreement, the Slovenian 
president, Kucan, said that the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs had stormed out of the room 
muttering the words 'What a people! What a country!'1028 According to Van den Broek, Milosevic was 
the major villain.1029

It quickly became apparent that Van den Broek's fervour was not linked to a deep 
understanding of the issue. The risk of blind activism was not far away. 'Hectic, haphazard, confused 
and inconsistent' is how the liberal Süddeutsche Zeitung described the activity of the EC after one week.

 

1030

Neither could everyone at his own ministry understand Van den Broek's fervour. At the 
Eastern Europe Directorate there was a view that Tudjman was scarcely more respectable than 
Milosevic. Officials therefore wondered what the point was of EC involvement in the conflict: 'What 
on earth are we to do with this? Do we need to get involved in it? To be drawn in? This activist 
nonsense? I do understand that the minister is on that track, but I had major reservations. Is it possible 
for us to grasp the situation anyway? Should we want to?'

  

1031

After a few weeks of involvement, Van den Broek had already perceived that agreements with 
the leaders in the former Yugoslavia had little value, and that, in his own words, 'in that regard the 
Balkans are a law unto themselves'.

 

1032 More than a year later he would remark: 'With respect to 
Yugoslavia, agreements no longer give me any pleasure. I am only pleased about agreements that are 
complied with. (...) I have learned to live with the great lie. Saying yes and then doing no. I have always 
had difficulty with that.'1033

The Dutch Minister Van den Broek was certainly not the only Western statesman to feel 
frustrated in the 1990s by a series of broken promises from leaders in the former Yugoslavia. Lubbers 
also referred to an initial underestimate on the side of the Dutch of 'the capacity of politicians and 
peoples there to manipulate (...) a climate in which you reach agreement and that is that - yes, life just 
isn't that simple there (...) And then you get that muddle.'

  

1034

The mediator Lord Carrington once let slip that he had never met such two-faced and 
unreliable people as in the former Yugoslavia.

  

1035 His successor Owen did not fare any better: 'The 
most striking thing - which everyone who has ever taken part in the negotiations on the modern 
Yugoslavia will notice - is the astonishing capacity that all people on all levels appear to have: the 
capacity to lie. It almost defies belief. How many truces have been violated. They just keep signing 
treaties without the slightest intention of respecting them. In the former Yugoslavia our views on 
honour are unheard of, it is part of their culture.'1036

The British Prime Minister, John Major, also quickly perceived that 'an “agreement” with states 
of the former Yugoslavia is one of history's less useful pieces of paper'.

  

1037

Although there was a tendency to consider this form of insincerity as a sort of Balkan 
characteristic, too little attention was given to the fact that parts of Yugoslavia were in a state of war 
and that truces served as an 'opportunity to stock up on additional ammunition'.

  

1038
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also seen in Yugoslavia as a phenomenon that had to do with the war. For example, according to the 
Yugoslav newspaper Borba, the parties in the region followed the principle 'agree today, and wriggle out 
of it tomorrow!'1039

The Dutch weekly Elsevier quoted an official of the Ministry of the Interior in Zagreb regarding 
a ceasefire agreement: 'No one believes it. This agreement is for the benefit of the Europeans, because 
we are keen to have their support. Not for ourselves.'

  

1040

The Dutch polemicist Hylke Tromp, on the other hand, considered that failing to honour 
agreements was part of the local culture.

  

1041 His opinion was supported by the nationalist Serbian writer 
Dobrica Cosic, who was soon to be president of Yugoslavia: 'The lie is a part of our patriotism and a 
confirmation of our innate intelligence.'1042

If that was true, there was only one possibility for doing something about it, and that is to 
attach sanctions to the breaking of agreements. Van den Broek's personal experiences quickly 
convinced him that the only way of making sure that agreements made would also be complied with 
was to threaten with the use of force. Otherwise, in his opinion, with people like Milosevic the 
international community could 'fairly quickly forget' it.

  

1043

Van den Broek was therefore at the end of his diplomatic tether on 4 August: promises were 
worth little and if he could not threaten with force, he knew he would be treated with contempt by 
Milosevic. On the one hand it was impossible to make binding agreements with the Yugoslav parties. 
On the other hand, Van den Broek wanted to bring the European presidency to a successful 
conclusion, backed up by consensus. These two desires were hardly compatible, and that led to Van 
den Broek's personal frustration with the Yugoslavia dossier.

 

1044 He is said even to have briefly 
considered resigning.1045

In his speech to the conference with the Dutch ambassadors on 27 August 1991, Van den 
Broek sighed that in recent months he had often wondered 'how Jan Fietelaars had gathered all his 
contacts, because I have often had the feeling of being surrounded by nothing other than horse thieves 
and brigands'.

 

1046

Van den Broek had got his teeth stuck into the Yugoslavia issue and it would not let him go. 
Even after the end of the Netherlands presidency of the EC, the Yugoslavia issue continued to have 'a 
top priority' for the minister . 'He had sunk his teeth into the Yugoslavia file.'

 

1047 David Owen, who was 
later to become EC mediator in the Yugoslav conflict, sensed in Van den Broek 'signs of trauma' as a 
consequence of his failed approach to the issue during the EC presidency. After that, Owen said, he 
behaved like a 'hawk', which fell on deaf ears among his opposite numbers in other countries.1048 For 
his part, Van den Broek was to criticize Owen for his 'strategy of capitulation'.1049

Shortly after his resignation as Minister of Foreign Affairs in late 1992, Van den Broek called 
the inability to bring an end to the conflict in (former) Yugoslavia the low point of his period of 
office.

 

1050
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present the case for intervention.1051 As his successor P.H. Kooijmans put it: 'In comparison, I was 
rather tame.'1052

It was a little ironic, in view of the frequent friction Van den Broek experienced during the 
Dutch EC presidency with the political leaders in Bonn, that the Serbs saw Van den Broek only as 
second-fiddle to Kohl and Genscher, who were pursuing the speedy recognition of Croatia.

 

1053 When a 
Dutch reporter left Serbia in the autumn of 1991, someone said to him: 'Genscher grosses Schwein, 
Van den Broek kleines Schwein.' When some time later he drove into Croatia, he was to hear: 
'Genscher Freund, Van den Broek grosses Schwein.'1054 Dutch citizens in Yugoslavia were no longer 
patted on the back to enthusiastic shouts of 'Kroif', referring to the ex-football player Johan Cruijff, but 
were given a hostile greeting with references to Van den Broek.1055

Otherwise, Minister Van den Broek's frustration with the difficulty of moving others in the 
European Community to a more active position was shared by the rest of the government: 'From the 
outset there was an element of irritation and a degree of impatience regarding the lack of deftness on 
the part of the international community, including the European Union, in turning the words that had 
been spoken into proud deeds.' In this respect, there was no difference of opinion the government 
between the coalition partners CDA and PvdA.

 His name was pronounced by Serbs 
as Bruka: which means disgrace. 

1056

What now? 

 

On 6 August, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the Twelve attended a special meeting of the EPC in 
The Hague at the request of the German Minister Genscher, to discuss the results, or rather the lack of 
them, of the troika mission. After Van den Broek had given his account of the visit, various ministers 
emphasized that, in their eyes, the troika had not failed and could still play a role.1057 This was comfort 
that Van den Broek sorely needed at that time. It was added, however, that other international 
organizations should be involved in the solution of the conflict to step up the pressure on Yugoslavia. 
The Security Council would be requested to prepare for involvement. At the proposal of Dumas, the 
Permanent WEU Council was to be convened for an initial exchange of views on a peacekeeping force, 
although the British Minister Hurd immediately urged restraint.1058

Both initiatives were torpedoed almost immediately by the United States and the Soviet Union. 
Later the same day, the Soviet government warned the EC not to intervene militarily in Yugoslavia, 
because this would mean that the community would not only come into conflict with powers within 
Yugoslavia, but also outside, which could lead to a European war.

 

1059 Washington stated its opposition 
to engaging the Security Council, because it did not want the Soviet Union to concern itself with the 
matter.1060 The very next day in London the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the WEU rejected any 
notion of a peacekeeping force.1061
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On 6 August, the EC ministers also demanded a study into the possibilities for economic and 
financial sanctions against those parties in Yugoslavia that resisted the establishment of a ceasefire. This 
was a clear reference to Serbia. It had therefore taken little more than a month before the EC appeared 
to be prepared to exchange its neutral attitude towards the conflict for selective policy. However, such 
an attitude could lead to problems as long as the EC still hoped to mediate. 

At the previous EPC meeting on 29 July, the EC ministers had stated that they would stand by 
to provide substantial support to the federal presidium and the leaders of the constituent republics in 
negotiations on the political future of Yugoslavia, with recommendations on legal, economic and 
financial matters. However, the point of departure then was still that the Yugoslavs themselves should 
find a concrete solution to their problems. The EC was prepared to formulate the principles with which 
such a solution should comply, but not to draw up a blueprint.1062 After the troika's visit had created the 
impression that the parties could achieve little with their own resources, the EC ministers stated, on a 
British proposal,1063

The EC ministers were aware that a mediating role at a conference and simultaneous 
application of sanctions against one or more of the parties at the negotiating table were mutually 
incompatible. However, the German government thought that pressure would have to be brought to 
bear on Serbia in order to get negotiations moving at all. If it did not happen, the Serbian authorities 
would continue to present the world with faits accomplis, as evidenced by the intensification of the 
conflict in Croatia at the end of July. Furthermore, it would become increasingly difficult to interest 
Slovenia in a comprehensive arrangement for Yugoslavia, after the announcement on 18 July that the 
JNA would withdraw from that area.

 on 6 August that they were prepared to organize a round table conference on 
Yugoslavia. 

1064

As a compromise, the Twelve decided to have the European Commission carry out a study into 
the possibility of selective sanctions. The Commission ultimately did not produce a report, because it 
considered that there were no opportunities for such sanctions. Van den Broek did not regret this. He 
saw (as yet) 'little point' in drawing a distinction between 'good guys' and 'bad guys'.

  

1065 In this, Van den 
Broek adopted a different position from that of Van Eenennaam, who from the outset was in favour of 
the international isolation of the 'bad guy' in Yugoslavia.1066

Furthermore, Genscher asked again on 6 August for 'understanding' for Germany's desire for 
speedy recognition of the independence of Croatia and Slovenia, albeit stressing that Germany wished 
to negotiate on this point only in line with the rest of the EC.

 

1067 Hurd immediately stated his 
opposition. He thought that such recognition would accelerate the disintegration of Yugoslavia and 
encourage similar processes elsewhere in Europe. Van den Broek supported his British opposite 
number and stressed that the EC must speak with a single voice on the subject. He refused to reopen 
the discussion on this subject.1068 Genscher had only raised this subject, however, for the purpose of 
forcing Serbia to cooperate.1069
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ibid., ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232. EC/Yugoslavia September-October 1991, minutes of interdepartmental consultation dated 
08/10/91. See also ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for 
Dutch contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade , 27/08/91, celer 107. 
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Van den Broek and the other troika members could derive some comfort from the remarks of 
the other ministers that they had not failed in their mission, but there was no denying that at the 
meeting of 6 August, the major countries, Germany, France and the United Kingdom, started to 
concern themselves more emphatically with the direction.1070

The Russian factor 

 

The United States also appeared in the wings for a while. After the troika had failed to move Milosevic 
and Kadijevic to consent to the expansion of the ECMM mandate to Croatia, the American 
government decided to make an indirect attempt by requesting Moscow to exert pressure on Belgrade 
to agree.1071

Russia was traditionally considered to be an ally of the Serbs. One of the first foundations of 
the political sympathy was laid in the war between Russia and Turkey (1828-1829), when Russia 
managed to achieve greater autonomy for Serbia. After that, prominent Russians supported the idea of 
Pan-Slavism, in which the shared creed of Orthodox Christianity could serve as cement. On the eve of 
World War I, Russia threw in its lot with that of Serbia. When the government of Austria-Hungary, 
encouraged by Berlin, made presumptuous demands on Serbia, Russian troops mobilized, setting off a 
chain reaction that resulted in World War I.  

 It was a first sign that Washington had realized that it needed the Russian government in a 
solution to the Yugoslav crisis, after the American government a short time previously had opposed 
engaging the Security Council in view of the Soviet Union's representation on it.  

Nevertheless, the past Russian and Serbian links were less strong than was believed at the end 
of the twentieth century.1072 There was more affection in Serbia for Russia than vice versa.1073 For 
instance, in 1878, Russia adopted more of a pro-Bulgarian than a pro-Serbian position at the Congress 
of Berlin and the earlier discussions in San Stefano.1074 In 1908, much against Belgrade's will, Russia 
consented to the annexation of Bosnia by Austria-Hungary, in the expectation of gaining Austrian 
support for opening the Bosporus and the Dardanelles for Russian warships.1075 During both Balkan 
wars, too, Serbia enjoyed no support from Russia.1076

At the end of World War II there was something of a renewal of the 'special relations'. In 1944 
the Serbian Orthodox Church welcomed the Red Army at the liberation of Belgrade as 'our brothers 
and sisters from the distant Slavic country of Russia'. This 'profound brotherhood' indicated 'that 
nothing was more beautiful than mother Russia'.

 During the interbellum period, Yugoslavia 
maintained no official relations with the Communist rulers in Moscow. There was still even a Tsarist 
embassy in Belgrade until 1939.  

1077 Patriarch Gavrilo repeated this tribute more than 
two years later at the International Pan-Slavic World Congress in Belgrade.1078

In 1948 relations between Russia and Serbia deteriorated again because of the split between 
Stalin and Tito. After the invasion by Warsaw Pact troops in Czechoslovakia in 1968, relations between 
Moscow and Belgrade escalated. This was relaxed again only in 1988 thanks to Gorbachov's visit to 
Yugoslavia, when he solemnly swore that the Soviet Union would never intervene militarily in the 
country. The Soviet leader otherwise took the opportunity to express his great admiration for the 
developments in Slovenia, which illustrated the remaining gulf between the reform-minded regime of 
Gorbachov and the regime of Milosevic. 

  

                                                 

1070 Cf. 'Parijs en Bonn geven niet op' ('Paris and Bonn are not giving up'), Trouw, 06/08/91. 
1071 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief Stg Geheime Codes. Bentinck 803 to Van den Broek, 14/08/91, Stg Confi., Van den Broek circ 
448 to Moscow and Washington embassies, 13/08/91, Stg Confi. 
1072 Naarden appendix, 2001, pp. 39-40. 
1073 Blagojevic & Demirovic, Bloedverwanten, pp. 50-51; Interview Carl Bildt, 13/12/00; Sremac, War, pp. 54 and 70. 
1074 Libal, Serben, p. 115. 
1075 Libal, Serben, p. 116. 
1076 Libal, Serben, p. 116-117. 
1077 Mønnesland, Land, p. 273. 
1078 Mønnesland, Land, p. 273. 
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The Soviet Union originally had as little idea as the West about what to do with the Yugoslavia 
issue, even though the collapse of Yugoslavia had been the most rehearsed scenario of the Warsaw Pact 
for years, as was also the case with NATO.1079 An anonymous government official in Moscow said the 
following a few days after the declarations of independence of Croatia and Slovenia: 'Ironically enough 
this is a crisis - the collapse of Yugoslavia with a few republics turning capitalist and separating - about 
which we have been deliberating and making plans for three or four decades.' At the time of the Cold 
War the thinking was in terms of intervention, both in the Soviet Union and the West. But now it was 
difficult even for Moscow to put together a statement on the crisis. It could do little other than to stand 
behind the CSCE declarations.1080

By early July 1991, Gorbachov had come to the conclusion that the eventual disintegration of 
Yugoslavia was inevitable in view of the German support for the independence of Croatia and 
Slovenia.

  

1081 In the following weeks, Gorbachov found an ally in the American president Bush senior, 
who was no less anxious about the collapse of the Soviet Union than the Soviet leader himself. Both 
agreed that in the short term Yugoslavia should remain as a unit to prevent Soviet republics grasping 
the development in the southern Slavic federation as a precedent.1082

When the coup against Gorbachov took place in Moscow in mid August, it came as no surprise 
to the JNA command. They had maintained contact with the perpetrators of the coup for months, and 
in the spring there was even talk of the possibility of simultaneous coups in the Soviet Union and 
Yugoslavia.

 

1083 As soon as news of the coup in Moscow broke, the regime in Belgrade expressed its 
sympathy for the perpetrators. This yielded Milosevic the abiding disfavour of Russian President Boris 
Jeltsin's circle, who, to Gorbastjov's cost, had emerged from the attempted coup as the great saviour of 
reform-minded Russia .1084 Neither did Milosevic improve matters later by occasionally treating the 
Russian leaders with contempt.1085 In the meantime, the failure of the coup in Moscow spelled the end 
of the JNA's expectation that the Yugoslav army could carry out a coup, directed towards restoration of 
a federal state, by analogy with and with the support of their comrades in Moscow.1086

After the coup in Moscow, the leaders there managed not to develop a clear policy on 
Yugoslavia for half a year. Because they were dependent on Western support, they mainly echoed the 
sentiments of Washington and the Western Europe capitals.

 

1087 However, from the spring of 1992, 
increasing criticism was to be directed by the Russian opposition to their own government's 
accommodating policy on the former Yugoslavia. The pro-Serb position of the nationalist opposition 
to Jeltsin was, however, mainly motivated by feelings of frustration with Russian powerlessness in 
carrying out aspirations outside their own borders now that the gross national product had gone into 
free-fall. Furthermore, the Russian opposition was able to play the domestic political card that, if Jeltsin 
should go too far in making overtures to the Western position, he could be accused of being a traitor to 
the Serbian brothers.1088 Meanwhile there were various contacts between nationalist Russians and Serbs, 
including on arms supplies and Russian mercenaries and volunteers. In exchange for this, Serbs were to 
send money to the Russian nationalists, for example via Cyprus. It is unknown to what extent official 
Russian bodies were aware of these arms supplies, but it is unlikely that they did not know.1089

                                                 

1079 Richard H. Ullman, 'The Wars in Yugoslavia and the International System after the Cold War', idem (ed.), World, p. 12. 

  

1080 Michael Parks, 'News analysis. Moscow caught flat-footed by crisis', Los Angeles Times, 29/06/91. 
1081 Andrei Edemskii, 'Russian Perspectives', Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 30. 
1082 Thomas Halverson, 'American Perspectives', Danchev/Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 5; Andrei Edemskii, 'Russian 
Perspectives', ibid., p. 31. 
1083 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 119-120. 
1084 Doder/Brandson, Milosevic, p. 71; Glenny, Balkans, p. 637; Hoppe. 'Moskau', p. 269; Stojanovic, Fall, p. 176. 
1085 Interview Carl Bildt, 13/12/00. 
1086 See e.g. M. Vasic, 'The Yugoslav Army and the Post-Yugoslav Armies', Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, pp. 126-127. 
1087 Paul A. Goble, 'Dangerous Liaisons: Moscow, the Former Yugoslavia, and the West', Ullman (ed.), World, p. 190. 
1088 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Vos 245 to Kooijmans, 21/04/93. 
1089 See e.g. Bata, Auslandskontakte, pp. 378-380; Ramet, Babel, pp. 254-255; confidential interview (5). 
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From the summer of 1992, the Russian government would discover that a position that 
diverged somewhat from the West would both take the wind out of the sails of the domestic 
opposition and offer a chance to gain a place of its own in international politics.1090 The United States' 
engagement of Russia in the Yugoslav conflict in the years to follow was therefore also mainly 
motivated by the need to support Jeltsin, more than by the hope that Moscow could exercise any real 
influence on the Serbs' authority.1091

Reproaches for foot-dragging in The Hague, Croatian escalation 

 

The criticism directed by other countries towards Van den Broek after the last unsuccessful troika 
mission was not echoed in the Netherlands itself. Dutch politicians still had the tendency to protect 
their Minister against Genscher, whom the VVD member Blaauw accused of following the 'Greater-
German line'.1092

In the first one and a half months after the declarations of independence of Croatia and 
Slovenia, the Dutch Ministerial Council was not strongly involved in the development of the conflict 
and the formulation of the European response. This did not mean that the government did not support 
Minister Van den Broek. There was understanding for the fact that he, and, to a somewhat lesser 
extent, Prime Minister Lubbers ('I am somewhat of a doer')

 

1093, adopted a strong position because of 
the European presidency. There was a feeling in the Ministerial Council from an early stage that the 
international community should not allow events in the disintegrating Yugoslavia to run their own 
course.1094

In the Ministerial Council of 15 August, satisfaction was expressed that, in spite of the 
obstruction suffered by the Netherlands as EC president from the pro-Croatian and Slovenian action 
of the German government, it had succeeded in preventing 'premature' recognition, among other 
things by pointing out that this would cause a chain reaction - for example, with respect to the Baltic 
states.

 

1095

The following day it became clear in The Hague how slight the chance of deploying a 
peacekeeping force in Yugoslavia was. On 16 August the Dutch ambassador in Washington, Bentinck, 
reported that the American government was not prepared to supply troops for peacekeeping or 
peacemaking that would be necessary at the end of the hostilities in Yugoslavia . The American 
authorities held out the prospect only of logistics support. Bentinck's informant in the State 
Department even suggested that the EC would be well advised to delay the negotiations on the 
Yugoslav issue, which he felt were no less complicated than those of Cyprus or Northern Ireland, until 
economic problems forced Milosevic to make way for more moderate leaders. The senior official of the 

 Despite the difficulties encountered, a preference remained for a prominent EC role now that 
the supremacy of the United States and the Soviet Union was under discussion. Although the 
deployment of a peacekeeping force appeared to have little chance in view of the attitude of the Serbian 
and German authorities and the fact that a proposal to that effect in the Security Council would 
probably meet with a Russian veto, it was deemed desirable for the three Western European countries 
in the Security Council - Belgium, France and Great Britain - to urge the Council to prepare for 
possible UN intervention. 

                                                 

1090 Paul A. Goble, 'Dangerous Liaisons: Moscow, the Former Yugoslavia, and the West', Ullman (ed.), World, pp. 190-191. 
1091 See also Thomas Halverson, 'American Perspectives', Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 2; Bert Lanting, 'Ook 
Rusland mist greep op Serviërs' ('Russia also has no hold on the Serbs'), de Volkskrant, 19/07/95. See also interview Th. 
Stoltenberg, 22/09/00. 
1092 Wio Joustra. Verdeelde EG laat Yugoslavia aan lot over. Kritiek op Van den Broek wordt in eigen land niet gedeeld' 
('Divided EC abandons Yugoslavia to its fate. Criticism of Van den Broek not shared in his own country'), de Volkskrant, 
08/08/91. 
1093 Willem Breedveld, 'Ik ben nu eenmaal een doenerig type' ('I am something of a doer myself'), Trouw, 26/10/91. 
1094 See e.g. interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
1095 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 15/08/91, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
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State Department advised against stationing monitors in Bosnia-Hercegovina without Serbia's permission, 
because he thought that Milosevic would not hesitate to eliminate a few observers in order to influence 
public opinion in Western Europe.1096 One week earlier, an anonymous State Department informant 
made a statement to the press that the American restraint was partly determined by pessimism about 
the state of affairs in Yugoslavia: 'There is a feeling that the Yugoslavs are determined to cut each other 
down in droves, whatever we do or say.'1097 At the end of August, the aloofness of the American 
government, despite the increasing pressure of public opinion and Congress, was repeated both 
publicly and in a discussion with Bentinck. The opportunity was taken to scrap plans of the Principal 
Assistant to the Secretary of State Ralph Johnson, who was responsible for policy on Yugoslavia at the 
State Department, and National Security Council official Hutchings, to come to the Netherlands to 
discuss Yugoslavia.1098

On 20 August 1991, Van den Broek informed Parliament by letter of the state of affairs with 
respect to Yugoslavia.

 

1099

After the failure of the troika mission, the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs appeared to 
have lost some of its momentum. The Hague emphasized that there must be an effective ceasefire 
before the start of the envisaged Yugoslavia Conference. Meanwhile, Minister Van den Broek left for a 
delayed, short holiday in his own country. Van den Broek and the head of the Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs (DAV), Van Eenennaam, were pressed from the German, French, 
Irish and Spanish capitals not to lay too much emphasis on this condition and to make haste with 
getting the conference under way.

 The minister stated that provisionally only the EC could play a mediating role 
through a conference, although he said that he was now convinced of the great degree of difficulty of 
the terms of reference. The CSCE was hindered by consensus decision making and therefore the 
necessity for the assent of Yugoslavia. There was (as yet) no role for the UN because it was an internal 
conflict . The minister acknowledged the danger that 'premature' recognition of the independence of 
Slovenia and Croatia could entail for the other republics, which would not be pleased with the resulting 
Serbian domination. Van den Broek continued that he was taking account of the possible precedent of 
the solution to the conflict in Yugoslavia for other Central and Eastern European states.  

1100

Not only foreign ministers and diplomats, but also the press started to question the 
Netherlands' conduct of the presidency. 'This has been the summer which the Dutch, in whose lap the 
international management of the Yugoslav crisis has fallen, will prefer to forget', wrote David Hearst in 
The Guardian on 16 August.

  

1101 Around this time, the message got through to Van Walsum. Doing 
something was better than doing nothing, he thought at the time, even if waiting and seeing (as 
recommended by the Eastern Europe Department) was objectively the better option.1102

Meanwhile, the intensity of the war in Croatia only increased. On 22 August Tudjman 
announced that Croatia would take all necessary measures to protect its territory. He threatened all-out 
war if the JNA, which the Croatian government now referred to as an occupation army, had not 
withdrawn from Croatia by 1 September.

 

1103

                                                 

1096 Bentinck 815 to Van den Broek, 16/08/91, Stg Confi. 

 A number of days later, Croatian armed forces started to 
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1099 TK, 1990-191, 22 181 no. 3. 
1100 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek, box 7 (1991). Yugo-chairman, message from Dumas to Van den Broek, 
12/08/91; ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for Dutch 
contribution. Minutes of sessions July-December 1991, memorandum of DAV head to Van den Broek, 13/08/91, DAV-
160.91; ABZ, DEU/ARA/00081. DEU; reporting via COREUS regarding the points of view of the EPC on Yugoslavia, 
June-September 1991, appendix to J.A. López Jorrin to Van den Broek, 14/08/91; 'Spanje wil initiatieven' (Spain wants 
initiatives), NRC Handelsblad, 15/08/91. 
1101 David Hearst, 'Europe: A Weak Way to War', The Guardian, 16/08/91. 
1102 Both, Indifference, p. 113. 
1103 See also Raymond van den Boogaard, ''Onze operaties zullen radicaler worden'' ('Our operations will become more 
radical'), NRC Handelsblad, 26/08/91. 
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besiege the JNA barracks on Croatian territory and to cut off the oil transport through a pipeline from 
Rijeka to Serbian territory. 

It appeared difficult to convince the Croatian authorities of the idea that they could not bring 
about an outside intervention with an escalation of the conflict. Washington went to great pains to 
implore the leaders in Zagreb to continue to occupy the 'moral high ground' and requested the 
Netherlands to dissuade Tudjman and his followers that a Western intervention was imminent.1104 At 
the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs there was little sympathy for Tudjman, whose Greater-
Croatian aspirations appeared to the Dutch officials to differ little from Milosevic's Greater-Serbian 
ambitions.1105 Van den Broek himself talked of Tudjman in terms of 'that awkward customer'1106 and 
felt that 'some of the so-called repressed, and the Croats in particular, also made things very difficult for 
us from time to time'.1107

The German government, on the other hand, continued to consider Tudjman, right or wrong, as 
their protégé.

  

1108 Bonn also had more regard for the escalation of the JNA's violence in the second half 
of August. On 24 August Genscher told the Yugoslav ambassador in Bonn, Boris Frlec, that if the 
federal armed forces persisted with their actions, the German government would seriously 'review' the 
recognition of Croatia and Slovenia within their existing borders, and would urge a similar review by 
the EC. At the end of the interview, this German government position was also made public.1109 It was 
an unmistakeable signal from the government in Bonn, which in the preceding weeks had still 
expressed the EC position to both the Slovenian government and the Bosnian vice-president Ejup 
Ganic, and had urged cooperation in the creation of a confederate Yugoslavia.1110 But it remained a 
signal mainly intended for domestic consumption, that Genscher felt was necessary in view of the 
public indignation in Germany about the JNA's action.1111

8. Dutch energy against the background of the Bonn-Paris axis 

 

For Bonn, the escalation of the violence in Croatia was also a reason to request a meeting of the EPC 
Ministerial Council on 27 August in Brussels. Meanwhile, the EC had already decided to provide a 
chairman to lead the meetings of the Yugoslavia conference. A ceasefire was indeed no longer a 
condition for calling a conference. The principles underlying such a conference were as follows: 
eschewing the use of force, only peaceful changes of borders, firm guarantees for the rights of national 
minorities, respect for human rights and the law in general, political pluralism and a market 
economy.1112

In the car on the way to the meeting in Brussels, Van den Broek asked Van Walsum what the 
presidency could still propose to the ministers of the other member states after the repeated ceasefire 
violations. The tête-à-tête in the car led to a draft for a 'hard anti-Serbian statement' from the Council, 
in which Serbia was warned that it was making a serious mistake if it thought it could present the EC 
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with military faits accomplis in Croatia.1113

However, Van den Broek was overtaken in this initiative by Genscher and Dumas. Genscher, 
who was seriously concerned about the crack that the Yugoslavia issue threatened to cause in the 
traditional EC Bonn-Paris axis, had prior consultation with his French opposite number. The two 
ministers had come up with a formula for bridging the French-German differences. All Yugoslav 
parties, without exception, would have to take part in the conference: both the federal government, 
which Paris wanted, and the presidents of all six republics, which Bonn wanted.  

 This statement offered the possibility of a conference on the 
future of Yugoslavia, from which Serbia and Montenegro would be excluded if Belgrade did not agree 
to the conference and with a ceasefire to be verified by monitors, before 1 September.  

Furthermore, Dumas had Genscher's ear for the idea of attaching an arbitration committee to 
the conference under the chairmanship of the president of the French Constitutional Court, Robert 
Badinter, who was a confidant of the French president, Mitterrand.1114 At Genscher's proposal, the 
committee was to be made up of members of constitutional courts of the EC countries that had such a 
body: Belgium, Germany, Italy and Spain. In view of the fact that the Netherlands had no such court, 
the presidency of the EC was again put at a disadvantage. Furthermore, it was decided later that the 
committee would not meet in The Hague, where the Yugoslavia Conference was being held, but in 
Paris. A satisfied Genscher would later write: 'Deutschland und Frankreich hatten wiederum der Politik 
der Europäischen Gemeinschaft einen wichtigen Impuls gegeben.'1115

Van den Broek was highly irritated by what he perceived to be a German snub.
  

1116

On the other hand, Great Britain, Greece, Spain, Ireland and Luxemburg also felt the tone of 
the statement to the Serbs formulated by Van den Broek and Van Walsum to be too sharp. This 
resulted in a milder statement. Serbia was mentioned, but only by reference to the action of the Serbian 
irregulars and to 'elements' of the JNA who provided support to Serbia. The JNA as such remained out 
of harm's way.

 This blow 
was felt all the more acutely because Van den Broek could consider that he had shifted to Bonn's 
position of giving the Serbs a serious warning. The German-French tête-à-tête meant that Van den 
Broek saw himself as EC president forced to return to a policy of even-handedness in the form of the 
Yugoslavia Conference, while Germany meanwhile headed further towards recognition of the 
independence of Slovenia and Croatia.  

1117

On a more practical level, the statement stressed the necessity of an internationally monitored 
suspension of hostilities. To this end, the ECMM monitors would also have to act with respect to 
Croatia. The German government did not succeed in persuading the other EC countries to station 
monitors in Bosnia and Macedonia too, mainly because of resistance from Greece.

 

1118

According to Fietelaars in 1998, the Dutch presidency was prepared to go much further at this 
meeting. It was said to have made a proposal for EC action, in collaboration with the Security Council 
and the United States under the auspices of NATO, to stop the JNA actions. The JNA was to be 
bombarded from the air, there was to be a total ban on flying on penalty of strikes on airfields, and the 
JNA fleet was to be confined to the Bay of Kotor. No ground troops would have been necessary for 
these actions. France, the United Kingdom and Germany were opposed the proposal. In so far as any 
specific blame was attached to the Netherlands for the wars in Yugoslavia, Fietelaars thought that it 
was mainly to do with the fact that the Netherlands was unable to persuade these important EC 

 

                                                 

1113 Interview H. Van den Broek, 15/11/99; ABZ, DEU/ARA/00405. reporting from the posts on the domestic politics of 
Yugoslavia regarding Croatia, March 1990 - September 1991, Declaration on Yugoslavia; Both, Indifference, p. 115; the Dutch 
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member states in late August 1991 of the 'moral imperative' of a joint military action at that time.1119

The preliminary discussions between Dumas and Genscher were not the only indication that 
Van den Broek, as president of the EC, was told little of the activities of his colleagues in Bonn and 
Paris. For instance, it appeared that Genscher received the Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Jovanovic, on 27 August without informing Van den Broek, whom he met the same day.

 
Evidence of such a course of events could not be found, however. 

1120

On 28 and 29 August, the French president, Mitterrand, held discussions in Paris with 
Milosevic and Tudjman to prevail upon them to take part in the conference. For Van den Broek in the 
meantime it was the umpteenth slap in the face as EC president. He had hoped that the anti-Serbian 
statement of 27 August was the start of a new development, but the French government, which had 
likewise failed to announce these forthcoming discussions in Brussels, actually extended Serbia a 
helping hand.

  

1121

It was time that the EC president made his voice heard again. Van den Broek, encouraged by 
Wijnaendts,

  

1122 decided on Sunday 1 September 1991 to travel to Belgrade himself to obtain the 
signatures of Milosevic and Tudjman to a Memorandum of Understanding concerning the monitoring 
activities within the framework of a suspension of hostilities in Croatia. This time Van den Broek had 
more success than at the beginning of August. After intensive discussions, shortly after midnight the 
agreement for deploying observers was signed. According to Van den Broek and Wijnaendts, Milosevic 
finally gave in under the threat made by the Dutch minister that the conference would begin without 
the Serbs if necessary.1123 It is not improbable that Milosevic would give in for this reason. It was 
probably known in Belgrade that Tudjman would have welcomed a refusal by Milosevic. In that case 
the Croatian president could count on concerted European action against Serbia.1124

In other words, the Dutch minister was belatedly able to play the card that he was unable to get 
rid of at the EC meeting: to threaten Serbia with exclusion from the conference. The notion that 
Minister Van den Broek appeared to be going it alone was reinforced, as was observed in the Dutch 
parliament, in that this time he was not travelling to Belgrade as part of a troika. In his defence, Van 
den Broek stated that speed was called for, and that the two other troika members had expressed their 
assent for his unilateral action after the event.

 

1125 That irritation about the recent German manoeuvres 
might not have been unrelated to his solo action can be inferred from Van den Broek's statement in the 
Dutch parliament that the German position in the Yugoslav conflict was apparently determined by the 
notion that 'charity begins at home', with the nation rather than the community.1126

After all the Yugoslav parties had signed the ceasefire agreement and the Memorandum of 
Understanding on the monitor activities, the EC dispatched between 250 and 300 additional observers 
to Croatia. A ministerial meeting took place on 3 September within the framework of the European 
Political Cooperation, where the conference agenda could be established. In the run-up to the 

 It may not have 
been an action according to the diplomatic rule book, but no one could say that Van den Broek 
returned from Belgrade with empty hands this time. At last observers could leave for Croatia and the 
Yugoslavia Conference could begin. 

                                                 

1119 ABZ, Fietelaars 18 to Van Mierlo, 28/01/98. 
1120 ABZ, Cabinet archives: Coll. Van den Broek, box January-May 1991. Memorandum from M to S, DGPZ, DEU, DAV, 
DVL, 28/08/91 no. 18/91. 
1121Interview H. Van den Broek, 15/11/99; Rob Meines & Hans Nijenhuis, 'Niemand consulteert EG-voorzitter' ('No one 
consults the EC president'), NRC Handelsblad, 28/08/91; interview Jovanovic, 14/09/01. 
1122 Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 83. 
1123 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. ministerial EPC, 03/09/91,Van den Broek 126 to Belgrade embassy, 09/09/91; Wijnaendts, 
Kroniek, p. 86; Leonard Ornstein, 'Mr. Henry Wijnaendts - voor het eerst - over zijn zeven vredesmissies in Joegoslavië' 
('Henry Wijnaendts - for the first time - on his seven peace missions in Yugoslavia'), Vrij Nederland, 21/11/92, p. 14. Cf. 
Jovic, Dani, pp. 381-382 
1124Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 86. 
1125 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, no. 9, p. 6. 
1126 TK, 1990-1991, 22 181, no. 9, p. 7. 
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ministerial meeting, the Dutch Foreign Affairs official Lak proposed to the department leaders that, in 
view of the objections to German, Italian and French candidates, a British chairman - Lord Carrington 
'or possibly' Sir Geoffrey Howe - would be the most eligible. Furthermore, he stuck to the condition 
that the ceasefire would have to be observed, and proposed that the head of ECMM produce a daily 
report. The situation would be reviewed after ten days. He felt that the opening of the conference could 
take place between 12 and 16 September.1127

The governments of other member states felt little for the ceasefire condition, however, 
because it would offer Milosevic the opportunity to continue with his policy of faits accomplis.

 

1128

Van den Broek had more success with his proposal to appoint Carrington as chairman, which 
met with general approval.

 It was 
decided to bring forward the opening of the conference to 7 September. This therefore meant that the 
fighting in Croatia would continue during the negotiations. Although suspensions of hostilities were 
agreed with some regularity, such agreements were always violated within a couple of days, and 
sometimes within a few hours. In the end, there would be fourteen ceasefires agreed and violated 
between 27 June and the end of 1991 .  

1129

During the telephone call in which Van den Broek requested Carrington to mediate, he 
immediately offered him Wijnaendts’ assistance. Van den Broek asked Carrington to steer towards a 
comprehensive peace arrangement within two months. Carrington later called this period 'absolutely 
ridiculous', and evidence of a general lack of understanding in Western Europe of the difficulties still to 
be expected in Yugoslavia.

 This put a representative of one of the large countries at the head of the 
EC mediation. 

1130

Carrington, who in 1980 had helped to steer the transition of the former colony of Rhodesia to 
the independent Zimbabwe clear of disaster, without the then feared outbreak of civil war,

  

1131

On the other hand, the period of two months that Van den Broek mentioned to Carrington 
would go well beyond the end of the three month moratorium for the independence of Croatia and 
Slovenia, almost two months of which had elapsed by then. This fact would cause a few headaches for 
Van den Broek. Apart from that, he himself was also partly to blame for this deadlock because, after 
the failed troika visit in early August, he did not succeed in keeping up the momentum of the EC 
involvement with Yugoslavia. 

 actually 
demonstrated cheerful naivety himself by continuing to mediate in the Yugoslavia issue alongside his 
position as Chairman of Christie's International auction house in London. 

The criticism of Van den Broek's performance that could be heard here and there in other 
countries was not yet echoed in the Netherlands, however, as was evidenced in a verbal meeting 
between the Permanent Parliamentary Committee for Foreign Affairs and the minister on 4 September 
1991.1132

For example, there was no trace of criticism in a memo written one day earlier by PvdA 
parliamentarian G. Valk for the members of his party's parliamentary committee for Foreign Affairs. 
On the contrary, there was even understanding for Van den Broek, who found himself confronted with 
a host of difficulties and worrying developments.

  

1133

                                                 

1127ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. Ministerial EPC, 03/09/91, Lak to DGPZ, 02/09/91. 

 Valk wrote that it was apparently still too early for 
a joint EC foreign policy, which was further handicapped by not having military weapons at its 
disposal. Sanctions appeared to have no effect on Serbia. The PvdA party member thought that 

1128 See e.g. Libal, Limits, p. 48. 
1129ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. Ministerial EPC, 03/09/91,Van den Broek 126 to Belgrade embassy, 09/09/91. 
1130 Silber/Little, Death, pp. 190. 
1131 For brief biographical outlines see Oscar Garschagen, 'Lord Carrington gaat liefst in stilte te werk' ('Lord Carrington 
prefers to work in silence'), de Volkskrant, 04/09/91; W. Woltz, 'Lord Carrington. Een heer op de Balkan' ('a gentleman in 
the Balkans'), NRC Handelsblad, 04/09/91. 
1132 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 9. 
1133 NIOD, Coll. Valk. PvdA parliamentary party, memo Valk for the members of the parliamentary party committee for 
Foreign Affairs before the debate on 4 September 1991, 03/09/91, FC/BUZA/005.91. 
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recognition of the independence of Slovenia and Croatia would only serve to increase the problems. He 
wondered what the EC could do if Serbia were to occupy Slavonia, Banija and Krajina in Croatia. And 
what if it were to do the same with certain areas in Bosnia-Hercegovina, where Serbs also lived? An 'all-
out civil war' in Yugoslavia would have dramatic consequences for the country, could lead to 
internationalization of the conflict and start a large flow of Displaced Persons. 

The most critical questions to the minister in the debate were whether the CSCE or the Security 
Council should not be involved in the peace process. Van den Broek answered that, as president of the 
EC, the Netherlands was already making efforts to keep the CSCE command informed of all actions of 
the Twelve, so the CSCE structures were 'currently utilized as effectively as possible'.1134

9. The Yugoslavia conference in The Hague 

 France, Great 
Britain and Belgium kept the Security Council informed of the EC activities. So Van den Broek was 
certainly not short of domestic support at the start of September, which would soon see the opening of 
the Yugoslavia Conference as well as a major confrontation between Van den Broek and Genscher. 

It proved not to have been a good idea to give the opening of the Yugoslavia Conference on 7 
September a public character. The protagonists in the conflict wanted to put their own points of view 
firmly back in the spotlight in front of the assembled press. The atmosphere was 'icy'.1135 Various 
European ministers were given their first opportunity to experience first hand how the fighting cocks 
Milosevic and Tudjman positioned themselves against each other in public. Tudjman accused the Serbs 
of conducting a dirty war and committing war crimes and held out to Belgrade the prospect of 
reparations. He demanded from the international community unconditional recognition of Croatia. In 
turn, Milosevic said the military actions in Croatia were necessary to prevent genocide on the Serbs 
living there. It was like a continuation of World War II, the bewildered Belgian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Mark Eyskens, observed.1136

Meanwhile, Carrington was given a completely different impression in his first behind-the-
scenes contact with the two 'fighting cocks'. It was immediately clear to him that the actual problem did 
not lie in Croatia or Slovenia, but in Bosnia, because the two presidents - who the American 
ambassador Zimmermann described as the 'Tweedledum and Tweedledee of destructive nationalism' -

  

1137 had jointly devised a solution for dividing up the republic. This led Carrington to the conclusion for 
his further activities that Yugoslavia no longer existed. He therefore hardly made room in his 
discussions for the federal Prime Minister, Markovic, who had previously been the white sheep of the 
EC and the American government.1138 Carrington also believed that a solution for the former Yugoslav 
territory would have to be comprehensive. Recognition of the independence of republics must occur 
solely within the framework of an all-embracing regulation.1139

In his opening speech to the conference, Lubbers fired a warning shot that was mainly intended 
for Serbia. He recalled the recent events in Moscow and stated that they contained a clear lesson for the 

 

                                                 

1134 TK, session, 1991-1992, 22 181 no. 9, p. 8; Cf. ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288. Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group 
on Yugoslavia. Preparations for Dutch contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade , 
25/07/91, celer 084. 
1135 Stallaerts, 'Afscheid', p. 102; Oscar Garschagen, 'Presidenten sluiten wijziging grenzen uit. Haagse conferentie over 
Joegoslavië begint in gespannen sfeer' ('Presidents rule out border changes. Conference in The Hague on Yugoslavia starts 
in a tense atmosphere') and idem, 'Joegoslavisch slagveld verplaatst zich naar Den Haag' ('Yugoslavian battlefield moves to 
The Hague'), de Volkskrant, 09/09/91. 
1136 Willam Drozdiak, 'Yugoslavs Trade Accusations As Peace Conference Opens', The Washington Post, 08/09/91. See also 
Libal, Limits, pp. 45-46; Rob Meines, 'Even schrikken in Den Haag' ('A bit of a fright in The Hague'), NRC Handelsblad, 
09/09/91. 
1137 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 153. 
1138 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 162. 
1139 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 190-191. 
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conference participants: 'those in power cannot escape answering to their electorate if they intend to 
turn back the clock and maintain by force of arms structures and practices that have had their time'.1140

Van den Broek said in his opening speech that time had been lost since Brioni in seeking a 
solution because of the use of force. He hoped that the press, who were present in abundance, would 
present the population of Yugoslavia with an objective picture of the conference and in doing so would 
contribute 'to the atonement of heated and even blind emotions'.

 

1141

It was important to the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs that the conference, which was 
taking place in The Hague, was brought to a successful conclusion. He must have realized, after all his 
earlier frustrating experiences, how little it could take to make the meeting fail, and he painstakingly 
tried everything in his power not to allow that to happen. After a series of growing irritations, this 
caused a hard confrontation with his German counterpart Genscher.  

 

Even before the start of the meeting, Genscher appeared to throw sand in the conference 
machine. He said in a debate in the German Bundestag on 4 September that if the peoples of 
Yugoslavia who wanted their independence were unable to obtain it through negotiation, Germany 
would resort to unilateral recognition.1142 In the conference corridors he also remarked to Kucan and 
Tudjman that, if the conference were to fail, Germany would resort to recognition, in which case the 
rest of the EC would follow Bonn.1143 This message could hardly have contributed to a favourable 
attitude on the part of the two presidents, who were aiming for the recognition of their countries; after 
all, it would seem that this recognition would come anyway. In the Dutch parliament one day after 
Genscher's performance in the Bundestag, Van den Broek expressed his hope that after the start of the 
Yugoslavia Conference the 'national oracles (...) keep their mouths shut'.1144

Both the repeated collisions of Van den Broek with Genscher and Kohl
 

1145 and the lack of 
contact between the governments in Bonn and The Hague had not been kept secret from the German 
press. 'The relationship between Hans Van den Broek and myself improves from conference to 
conference', Genscher joked at the beginning of September to the assembled press in Van den Broek's 
own ministry.1146 The German media took the side of their own minister and Chancellor.1147 The 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung accused Van den Broek of 'überdurchschnittliche Inkompetenz in 
Balkanfragen'.1148 There were accusations of Dutch pro-Serbian bias and naivety, which aggravated the 
EC's failure.1149 The Dutch minister felt 'goaded' by this 'character assassination' and 'mud slinging', as 
he described it.1150

The collision between Van den Broek and Genscher 

  

The explosion occurred around the weekend of 14 and 15 September. In the previous week, which was 
the first week of the conference, Van den Broek was disturbed by Zagreb's escalating position. Prior to 
this, Van den Broek as EC president was bombarded with complaints by the Croatian authorities 

                                                 

1140 'EG kan niet voorbij aan hulp aan Joegoslavië', Staatscourant, 10/09/91. 
1141 'Gebruik geweld om problemen op te lossen niet acceptabel', Staatscourant, 10/09/91. 
1142Zeitler, Rolle, p. 303. 
1143 Libal, Limits, p. 46-47; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 304. 
1144 Leonoor Meijer, 'Van den Broek trekt boetekleedje aan' ('Van den Broek dons hair shirt'), Trouw, 06/09/91. 
1145 See e.g. alsoABZ, Kabinetsarchief: coll. Van den Broek. Van den Broek to Lubbers 01/08/91 with appendices. 
1146 Rob Meines, 'Genscher en Dumas prijzen Den Haag, maar niet te veel', NRC Handelsblad, 04/09/91. 
1147 J.M. Bik, 'Voor Duitse media is Van den Broek kop van Jut' ('Van den Broek is scapegoat for German media') and 
'Europees huis aan verwarring ten prooi' ('European house the victim of confusion'), NRC Handelsblad, 17/09/91. 
1148 Cited in: Leonard Ornstein & Max van Weezel, 'Van den Broek kan de wereld weer aan, dartel als een veulen' ('Van den 
Broek can face the world again, as frisky as a foal'), Vrij Nederland, 11/04/92. 
1149Cf. Meier, Jugoslawien, p. 402. 
1150Leonard Ornstein/Max van Weezel, 'Van den Broek kan de wereld weer aan, dartel als een veulen' ('Van den Broek can 
face the world again, as frisky as a foal'), Vrij Nederland, 11/04/92. 
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regarding Serbian behaviour, threats to escalate and requests for the recognition of Croatian 
independence.1151

Following an instruction from Van den Broek, Fietelaars took diplomatic steps as early as 8 
September with the Croatian chairman of the federal presidium, Mesic, who had said that if the JNA 
ignored an order given by him, it was tantamount to a coup. In accordance with his instruction, 
Fietelaars said that such statements were 'very unhelpful' in the delicate initial phase of the 
conference.

  

1152

In a short discussion in the afternoon of 13 September, Carrington said to Van den Broek that, 
in his opinion, in the event of a deteriorating military situation in Yugoslavia and the conference 
appearing to be heading for failure, the Croatian and Slovenian delegations seemed to expect the EC to 
be prepared to resort to military intervention. Carrington impressed upon them: 'you're living on 
another planet', but he apparently doubted whether his words had the desired effect. The British 
negotiator therefore asked Van den Broek to put similar pressure on Croatia, because he feared 
otherwise that Croatia would aim for a failure of the conference in the hope of bringing the EC's 
recognition and material assistance closer.

 

1153

On 13 September Van den Broek lectured his Croatian opposite number Separovic, because, 
more than those of the other parties, Croatian ceasefire violations were endangering the conference in 
The Hague. Perhaps Van den Broek recalled how he had booked success in Belgrade less than two 
weeks earlier with the threat of exclusion, because he mentioned that the conference could also 
continue without Croatia. According to his own account, in that case Van den Broek would make it 
abundantly clear how matters had got to that stage: 'We will expose you.'

 

1154 The Dutch minister 
recorded his invective in a COREU, which was sent the following day, Saturday 14 September, to the 
other capitals of the EC.1155 Van den Broek's attitude led to anger and bitterness in Croatia.1156 A short 
time later, the Croatian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Zvonimir Separovic, would describe his Dutch 
opposite number on Croatian television as an 'arrogant tulip'.1157

Although the EC ministers agreed on 6 September to speak with one voice on Yugoslavia in 
order to the make the conference a success,

 But amazement with the EC 
president's attitude was not confined to Croatia. 

1158 after a bilateral meeting in Venice, Genscher and De 
Michelis announced to the assembled press on Sunday 15 September that Germany and Italy were 
prepared, if necessary, to recognize the independence of Croatia and Slovenia separately from the other 
EC countries, should the negotiations under Carrington not lead to a result.1159

                                                 

1151ABZ, DEU/ARA/00405. Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Croatia 1990-1991, Franjo Greguric to Lubbers, 22/08/91; 
Zvonimir Separovic to Van den Broek, 26/08/91; ibid., Tudjman to Van den Broek, 22/08/91, 27/08/91, 03/09/91; ibid., 
Marijan Kostrencic to Foreign Ministries of the EC states. 

 There was a certain 
emotionality in Italy at the time because of the strike on Zadar, which had once been a Venetian and 
later an Italian city. 

1152ABZ, DEU/ARA/00405. Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Croatia 1990-1991, Fietelaars 304 to Van den Broek, 
08/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 859. 
1153 ABZ, Cabinet archives: Coll. Van den Broek, memos PS, 1991, memorandum from PS to DGPZ, 13/09/91, no. 
178/91. 
1154 ABZ, Cabinet archives: Coll. Van den Broek, memos PS, 1991, memorandum from PS to DGPZ, 16/09/91, no. 
179/91. See also ''Kroatië is schuldig aan escalatie geweld'. Uitspraak Van den Broek brengt geschil in EG over kwestie-
Joegoslavië aan het licht' (''Croatia is to blame for escalation of violence'. Statement by Van den Broek throws light on EC 
dispute on Yugoslavia issue'), de Volkskrant, 16/09/91. 
1155ABZ, DEU/ARA/00405. Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Croatia1990-1991, COREU of the Dutch EC presidency, 
14/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 857. 
1156Zeitler, Rolle, p. 148. 
1157 'Hollands optimisme in hoofdstad Kroatië' ('Dutch optimism in Croatian capital'), NRC Handelsblad, 09/10/91. 
1158 See also Oscar Garschagen, 'Genscher berispt aan vooravond Joegoslavië-top' ('Genscher reprimanded on the eve of 
Yugoslavia summit'), de Volkskrant, 07/09/91. 
1159Both, Indifference, p. 120; Libal, Limits, p. 52-53. 
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Genscher's tendency of consulting other EC member states and subsequently confronting the 
presidency with faits accomplis was a source of irritation for Van den Broek. A highly critical COREU 
was sent from The Hague at 1 o'clock in the morning of 16 September. As president of the EC, Van 
den Broek was sending: 

'an urgent appeal to all partners strictly to abide by established EC positions, 
declarations and statements in order not to undermine the chances of success 
of both the Yugoslavia Conference and EC monitoring. It continues to be 
essential for the Twelve to be even-handed and to avoid raising vain hopes 
regarding EC recognition or intervention'.  

The statement of 'two partners after their meeting in Venice' carried the risk that Croatia would 
withdraw from the Yugoslavia Conference and would take no notice of the suspension of hostilities.1160

The COREU provoked an angry reaction from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Bonn. They 
were convinced that Van den Broek's views on the behaviour of the authorities in Zagreb constituted a 
somewhat remarkable assessment of the actual situation in Croatia in the light of Serbian aggression. 
There were fears in Bonn that each time the threat of recognition of Croatia and Slovenia was 
prohibited, it would only incite the Serbs to unbridled aggression.

 

1161

Later the same day, 16 September at 5 o'clock in the evening, the Dutch ambassador in Bonn, 
Van der Tas, was summoned to the German Director of Political Affairs, Chrobog. The German 
diplomat stated on Genscher's behalf that, 'in spite of excellent personal relations on an official level' 
between the Ministries of Foreign Affairs in Bonn and The Hague, the previous weekend's attribution 
of blame by the EC presidency on the Croats, and the critical remarks made by a Dutch official that the 
Germans were conducting their own aggressive foreign policy after regaining their unity, was causing 'a 
strain on German-Dutch relations' and was deemed to be a direct attack on Genscher.  

  

Van der Tas parried - at least according to his own account - forcefully. He considered that it 
could never be possible for a position adopted by the presidency to be a burden on bilateral relations. 
Furthermore, the German position within the EC was certainly not 'mehrheitsfähig'. He ascribed the 
remark made by an official in The Hague to a personal view, which was also often to be heard in Bonn. 
He expressed his 'concern' about the extent to which 'German actions, often under the influence of 
fairly emotional and vague opinion forming in the media or among political supporters, often came 
down to a position that was difficult to align with points of view recently agreed in an EC connection'. 
The German leaders could follow the example of the political courage with which Van den Broek stood 
up to public opinion.  

Chrobog said that Kohl and Genscher were in no way intending to abandon the threat of 
recognizing Croatia and Slovenia, and they would also do so if the Yugoslavia Conference failed. Van 
der Tas said that such a position could lead to a fiasco. Furthermore, after recognition the EC would 
have no weapon left. The UN would then have to come into action with a peacekeeping force, to 
which Germany would not contribute, of course. At the end of the discussion, Van der Tas said that, if 
he had not been instructed, he would have sought Chrobog out himself with the question whether 'in 
view of the incredible mud-slinging campaign' against the Dutch presidency in the German press, 
'might [Genscher] not find a way of occasionally uttering a word of appreciation for and solidarity with 
the presidency'. It is difficult to believe, but, according to Van der Tas, the discussion was conducted 'in 
a sympathetic atmosphere'.1162

                                                 

1160ABZ, DEU/ARA/00405. Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Croatia1990-1991, COREU of the Dutch EC presidency, 
15/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 859. 

 

1161Libal, Limits, p. 53. 
1162 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232. EC/Yugoslavia September-October1991, Van der Tas 394 to Van den Broek, 17/09/91; 
Both, Indifference, p. 120. 
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In the meantime, the German-Dutch irritations with respect to Yugoslavia were given a focus in 
the ECMM. On 13 September, Van der Valk was succeeded as head of mission by D.J. van Houten, 
who had worked as counsellor under Van der Valk in Belgrade at the end of the 1970s. On the 
following day Van Houten visited the Croatian president, Tudjman. According to Van Houten, the 
tension in Croatia was increasing rapidly, especially through the agency of the Croats. He felt that the 
media in Zagreb were stirring up a war euphoria. Van Houten did not succeed, however, in at least 
persuading Tudjman to restore the electricity and water supplies to the headquarters of the fifth military 
district of the JNA in Zagreb. In rather unfortunately chosen words, Van Houten warned in his report, 
which was read in all capitals of the EC, that: 'JNA, which seems to have been rather reticent in places 
like Vukovar, does not seem prepared to accept further provocation.'1163 In Bonn, such expressions 
were viewed as curious, to put it mildly. For Michael Libal, head of the Southeast Europe Department 
of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs, for example, they were 'strangely out of touch with what 
was really happening'. What the Croats were doing was on a different scale from the war of capture, 
destruction and expulsion being conducted by Serbia.1164

On 15 September Van Houten together with his deputy, General Kosters, again paid his 
respects to Tudjman in response to a violation of the ceasefire ordered by the authorities in Zagreb. 
Van Houten made himself Van den Broek's mouthpiece by pointing out to the Croatian president that 
he should not count on a military intervention by European forces. Recognition of Croatia was possible 
only as the outcome of negotiations. It was said that Tudjman's recent actions were little appreciated in 
Europe. Tudjman said that Croatia could do little else. It had to protect itself and the president pointed 
in particular to an attack on Zadar. It was also known in Zagreb that the JNA was suffering from low 
morale at the time, in other words it was the ideal moment to attack.

 

1165

On 16 September, two German ECMM monitors refused to carry out a mission to Zadar 
because they considered it to be too dangerous. Also in the ECMM, which was deployed to monitor 
compliance with the Brioni agreement, a lack of consensus among the representatives of the various 
European countries became apparent immediately after the arrival of the mission in Zagreb. It was 
agreed that the monitors would not report independently to their own capitals, but exclusively through 
the head of mission to the EC presidency.

 

1166 To the irritation of the Dutch leadership, several 
members of the mission set up their own satellite dishes on their balconies immediately on arrival in 
Zagreb, while other observers kept themselves completely out of sight and operated apparently 
according to their own agenda.1167

Also on 16 September, Van Oosterom pointed out to Minister Van den Broek at the 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which was charged with the day-to-day coordination of the 
ECMM, that it was now the second time that German monitors had refused an order. Furthermore, the 
German Junior Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Kastrup, had given this refusal personally and 
immediately to those concerned. The head of mission, Van Houten, was greatly enraged by this refusal. 
The Memorandum of Understanding allowed no room for misunderstanding that only he decided 
where and by whom missions were to be executed. Participation in the ECMM according to an à la 
carte formula was fundamentally wrong.

 

1168

Van den Broek now saw an opportunity 'to put the problem firmly on our neighbours' plate'.
 

1169

                                                 

1163ABZ, DEU/ARA/03306. COREU of the EC presidency, 16/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 863. 

 
Or as it was expressed rather more strongly in Germany: 'die Verantwortung für weitere Fehlschlage 

1164Libal, Limits, p. 51. 
1165ABZ, DEU/ARA/03306. COREU of the EC presidency, 17/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 873. 
1166 ABZ, DAV archive, ISN 4824115, COREU of the EC presidency, 16/07/91, cpe/pres/hag 381. 
1167 Interview M. Hennis, 09/03/99. 
1168 ABZ, DAV archive, 921.353.22, Memo DAV (Van Oosterom) via DGPZ and secretary-general to Van den Broek, 
16/09/91, DAV/PC 268.91, with memo HOM to DAV, 16/09/91. 
1169 Voorhoeve cited in Bayer, 'Noodzaak', p. 5. 
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von der niederländischen EG-Präsidentschaft auf den deutschen WEU-Vorsitz zu verlagern'.1170 Van 
den Broek did that on 16 September in a shift from his earlier resistance to a Western European Union 
action - Trouw referred to a 'dramatic turnaround' - by1171 asking Genscher as chairman of the WEU 
whether the Union could not form a peace force for peacekeeping. The fact was that situations repeatedly 
arose in which it was too dangerous for the civilian EC monitors .1172

Van den Broek was able to rely on support in his action. The French government had urged 
Van den Broek to have the possibility of an intervention force from the WEU looked into.

 It was something of a repeat dose 
of his own medicine that Van Walsum had served Chrobog on 23 July, but now on a ministerial level. 
If the German government knew it all so much better than the government in The Hague, then they 
should take the lead themselves for once, while it was known in advance that Bonn itself felt it could 
not supply any troops. 

1173 And in 
the Netherlands he had been promised support for his action by Minister of Defence Relus Ter 
Beek1174

'I (...) would find it a dreadful idea, anno 1991, to say: well, if people are beating 
each other's brains out again somewhere, that is their business, we should not 
interfere.(...) I think it is only right (...) that we now also say: look, just put those 
weapons down, and if you can no longer sort it out yourselves and instead go 
back to fighting each time, then we are available to send soldiers, not to wage 
war, but to keep the peace. But then, of course, there must first be a suspension 
of hostilities.'

 and Prime Minister Lubbers, who was opposed to the idea that the European Community had 
no business and nothing to offer in Yugoslavia:  

1175

Van den Broek had also set a ceasefire as 'an absolute condition' for dispatching a peacekeeping 
force.

  

1176 That last point was the crux of the matter. It was completely clear in the European 
relationships that no WEU force would be deployed without the assent of the parties involved. The 
deployment of WEU units would be possible, also according to Minister Van den Broek himself, 'only 
with the assent of all involved parties, of course', as he and Ter Beek wrote to Parliament on 20 
September.1177 It could hardly have been a secret for Van den Broek that the proposal would founder in 
Yugoslavia on resistance from Serbia. What sort of response could be expected from Milosevic, who in 
early August still opposed expansion of the mandate of the ECMM to Croatia with the announcement 
that Yugoslavia was prepared to receive only diplomats, businessmen and tourists from the West?1178 
As expected the Serbian government announced as early as 17 September that it would not accept an 
'invasion'.1179

                                                 

1170Zeitler, Rolle, p. 162. See also ibid., p. 305 

 In Croatia, a peacekeeping force would probably still have been welcome. After all, a 

1171 Co Welgraven, 'WEU-leger naar Joegoslavië. Dramatische ommezwaai minister Van den Broek' ('WEU to go 
toYugoslavia: dramatic U-turn by Minister Van den Broek'), Trouw, 17/09/91. 
1172 Cf. Van Eekelen, Security, p. 145; idem, Sporen, p. 243. 
1173 Favier/Martin-Rolland, Décennie, p. 197. 
1174 TV, RTL4, News, 16/09/91, 18.00 hours. 
1175 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 20/09/91, 23.06 hours. 
1176 Rob Meines, 'Van den Broek: vredesmacht van WEU naar Joegoslavië' ('Van den Broek: WEU peacekeeping force to go 
to Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 17/09/91. See also 'Voorlopig geen vredesleger' ('No peace army for the time being'), 
Trouw, 20/09/91 
1177 TK, session 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 6, p. 2. 
1178 Cf. Van den Broek's own words at the beginning of August: 'The Serbs already object to unarmed soldiers in plain 
clothes who form part of the EC observers team in Yugoslavia. Let alone that they would agree with stationing armed 
soldiers in the crisis zones in Yugoslavia', Leonoor Meijer, 'EG peinst over laatste redmiddel voor (delen van) Joegoslavië', 
Trouw, 06/08/91. 
1179 Steven L. Burg, 'The International Community and the Yugoslav Crisis', Esman & Telhami (eds.), Organizations, p. 244; 
Rob Meines, 'Van den Broek: vredesmacht van WEU naar Joegoslavië' ('Van den Broek: WEU peacekeeping force to 
Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 17/09/91.  
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banner had been hanging over the centrally located Jelacic Square in Zagreb for months with a text 
inviting the UN to come to Croatia.1180 But even in Croatia, the interest in a European peacekeeping 
force faded as it became clearer that Western Europe was prepared not so much to defend the borders 
of Croatia as to find a solution around the negotiating table that the Serbs would also have to find 
acceptable.1181 The reactions from the Western European countries to Van den Broek's proposal were 
therefore also sceptical.1182 Even if the parties involved had agreed and the WEU had consented to the 
dispatch of units, the question remained as to whether NATO would have consented. The fact is that 
the WEU would have had to rely on units that were promised to NATO. Apart from the fact that the 
American government would have felt little for facilitating a WEU initiative, Washington would have 
objected to the deployment in Yugoslavia of troops intended for NATO.1183

It is therefore also right to ask why Van den Broek made his proposal. Van den Broek said later 
that he could only 'conclude that the Netherlands was a little ahead of its partners in the EC'.

 

1184

Another possibility is that Van den Broek was affected by at least a hint of 'get Genscher back'. 
In any case, the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs took into account that the Dutch initiative 
could be viewed in this light. The Dutch diplomats in other countries were given clear instructions on 
this point from department spokesman Dig Ishta. If they were to be asked 'Is it true that this step was 
taken only to cross Germany?', they were to answer: 'That is completely untrue. It is not how we treat 
each other in the EC. The fact that Germany was requested to organize the WEU meeting is a 
coincidence, because Germany holds the WEU presidency.'

 If that 
was so, this episode could be added to a whole list of cases, starting with Van Walsum's proposal for 
border changes, where the Dutch government launched thoughts and proposals whose acceptability in 
other countries would have been limited from the start.  

1185 Apparently the instruction for 
statements to the press were not well known at the department in The Hague, because the German 
press agency DPA quoted an official of the ministry with the words: 'Jetzt soll Aussenminister 
Genscher Verantwortung als Vorsitzender der WEU übernehmen.'1186 In NRC Handelsblad too it was 
observed that Foreign Affairs people were sniggering that Van den Broek had forced Genscher to 
convene a WEU Ministerial Council on a peacekeeping force that Germany itself could not participate 
in.1187

Van den Broek's proposal again provoked heated reactions in Germany. Genscher had serious 
objections to deploying a peacekeeping force to Croatia because it could obstruct the central German 
objective - recognition of Croatia.

 

1188

                                                 

1180 Tanner, Croatia, pp. 281. 

 CSU spokesman Christian Schmidt felt that Van den Broek was 
moving 'ever further from reality', and as mediator in the Yugoslav conflict had 'failed across the 
board'. Second parliamentary party chairman and security expert of the SPD, Norbert Gansel said: 'It 
looks very much as if Van den Broek is trying to obscure his lack of success by shifting the 
responsibility onto the WEU, of which Germany and therefore Minister Genscher is chairman.' 

1181 Cf. Raymond van den Boogaard, 'In Joegoslavië opereren veel groepen autonoom' ('Many groups operate autonomously 
in Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 19/09/91. 
1182 'Europa nogal sceptisch over sturen vredesmacht' ('Europe fairly sceptical about sending peacekeeping force') and Frits 
Schaling, 'Belgen wachten wat andere EG-landen zullen zeggen' ('Belgians wait to see what other EC coutries say'), NRC 
Handelsblad, 18/09/91; 'Bonn en Parijs eens over Joegoslavië' ('Bonn and Paris agree on Yugoslavia') and 'Major tegen snelle 
inzet van troepen' ('Major opposes rapid deployment of troops'), NRC Handelsblad, 19/09/91. 
1183 Cf. Van Walsum, cited in TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 89. 
1184 Van den Broek, cited in TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 89. 
1185 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek, memos PS, 1991, spokesman to CSCE posts, 17/09/91, reference 
1049/91. See for the irritations of AMAD and DAV on sending this instruction without their knowledge: ibid., 
memorandum from PS to M, 01/10/91, no 191/91. 
1186Zeitler, Rolle, p. 162. 
1187 Rob Meines, 'Om troepen te kunnen sturen moet er eerst vrede in Joegoslavië zijn' ('There has to be peace in Yugoslavia 
before troops can be sent'), NRC Handelsblad, 17/09/91. See also Theo Koelé, 'Quarrel Genscher-Van den Broek', Trouw, 
17/09/91 
1188 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 88. 
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According to him, 'Van the Broek with his manoeuvring was in the process of ... throwing away the 
moral responsibility that the Netherlands had gained for itself in international politics'.1189 The 
relationship between Genscher and Van den Broek was meanwhile becoming 'ever more painful' and 
Kohl complained to Lubbers about Van den Broek's 'pigheadedness'.1190

So, on 19 September at Dutch initiative, a meeting took place of the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs and Defence of the West European Union, which was also attended by observers from 
Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Norway and Turkey.

  

1191 The objective was to investigate the desirability and 
feasibility of a possible deployment of a limited military peacekeeping force to Yugoslavia, which would 
become operational as soon there was a sufficient prospect of the ceasefire being upheld, and with the 
assent of all involved parties. The Dutch ministers declared at the meeting that in the event of the 
creation of a WEU peace mission, the Netherlands was prepared to contribute personnel and 
equipment. After the meeting, Ter Beek firmed up the offer in the form of a battalion of marines.1192

However, the WEU conference concluded that a military intervention was not among the 
possibilities through lack of assent of the parties in the conflict.

 

1193

However, the United Kingdom did not support such an investigation. London had learned 
from civil wars such as the ones in Northern Ireland and Lebanon that it was simpler to send in troops 
than to withdraw them. Furthermore, the military force usually has to be expanded considerably in the 
course of a mission.

 Genscher managed to manoeuvre 
himself out of the corner that Van den Broek had pushed him into by proposing an investigation into 
four options for military intervention. The ministers present consented to setting up an ad hoc working 
group to study these possibilities.  

1194 The British Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hurd, stated therefore, after a British 
cabinet meeting held that morning, that he considered there could be no strict compliance with the 
condition of assent of all parties. The British Minister of State, Archie Hamilton, said at the WEU 
meeting that the fact that the observers were unable to perform their work did not mean that a 
peacekeeping force had to be dispatched.1195 In his opinion, an open-ended deployment would entail 
the EC being sucked into 'the Yugoslav quagmire.1196

After that, the Foreign Affairs spokesman, Dig Ishta, deemed it advisable to give Van den 
Broek clear advice: 'Your position on returning from Yugoslavia on 5 August (...) was poorly received 
in the media and is (not only in the German press) still quoted as an example of what is referred to as 
“lack of professionalism”.' Now that no immediate decision had been forthcoming on a WEU 
peacekeeping force, steps had to be taken to prevent headlines appearing in the media, 'which is always 
eager to report a failure', such as 'Van den Broek Plan rejected' or 'No enthusiasm for Dutch WEU 
plans'. Ishta therefore advised Van den Broek in communicating with the press to lay the ‘blame’ on the 
lack of a ceasefire and the lack of assent of all parties, which were conditions for a peacekeeping force, 
'and to avoid any suggestion that the idea for a WEU peacekeeping force was rejected by the allies 

 Hurd did not give way to the strong pressure of 
other countries to shift his position. Therefore the EPC meeting eventually agreed with only a WEU 
study into reinforcing the effectiveness of the monitors. 

                                                 

1189 'Vredesmacht alleen weg als alle partijen instemmen' ('Peacekeeping force only to leave when all parties agree'), de 
Volkskrant, 18/09/91. See also Wio Joustra, 'Joegoslavië inzet van burenruzie tussen Nederland en Duitsland' ('Yugoslavia is 
nub of quarrel between neighbours Netherlands and Germany'), de Volkskrant, 20/09/91. 
1190 Lubbers, 'Keer', p. 369. 
1191 For reports of this see ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286, extra ministerial EPC, 19/09/91,Van den Broek to Belgrade, 
21/09/91, celer 136; TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 6; Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting 
of 20/09/91, prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD study. 
1192 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 146; DAB, 248. Memo De Winter for Ter Beek, 03/10/91, D91/503, with as appendix: 
'Elements for the Minister of Defence's reply in the debate on the situation in Yugoslavia on 03/10/91. 
1193Zeitler, Rolle, p. 306. 
1194 Thompson, House, p. 325. 
1195Van Eekelen, Security, p. 146. 
1196 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. extra ministerial EPC, 19/09/91,Van den Broek to Belgrade embassy, 21/09/91, celer 136.  
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because they thought it was a poor plan'.1197 However, Van den Broek could not resist one more chance 
to get even in the press. It is very easy for someone to recognize Croatia and Slovenia from behind his 
desk and to leave the rest of the work to others, the Dutch minister said to the press.1198

In the meantime, Van den Broek had inflicted considerable damage with his proposal for the 
WEU conference. His suggestion would provide open evidence of the incapacity of the Western 
European countries to intervene militarily. This unnecessarily damaged the position of the international 
community towards Serbia.

 

1199 Thanks to Van den Broek's initiative, it had become perfectly clear that 
Europe itself was unable to guarantee the peace. Was it actually the EC president's intention to 
demonstrate that European organizations were not in a position to bring about peace on the ground 
and to show that only the UN was still eligible for this? Van den Broek was able to book a victory only 
in the personal dispute with Genscher. The German minister would have to admit that the German 
government would not resort to the deployment of troops, which was detrimental to the standing of 
the country that constantly took the lead with its call for recognition.1200

The follow-up to the WEU initiative 

 

In late September, the WEU ad hoc working group had developed the four options, which was a 
laborious task. The first option consisted of deploying from two to three thousand lightly-armed 
soldiers for logistics support of the observers. In the second option, these soldiers would have to fulfil 
a protective role towards the observers (troop requirements: five to six thousand men). The third 
option involved an armed peacekeeping force that would supervise the ceasefire itself and would 
require approximately ten thousand men. The fourth option included the deployment of larger units 
(twenty to thirty thousand men in total) which would be required to form a buffer and, under the 
heading of 'expanded peacekeeping' would in fact be engaged in peace enforcing. Otherwise, the 
number of soldiers that were considered necessary for the four options varied in the course of time. As 
might be expected, after the meeting on 19 September the enthusiasm for a WEU force was little. The 
Italians, French and Dutch had actively cooperated in developing the options, but the other delegations 
had cried off. There was 'no substantial contribution from the Germans, heavy opposition from the 
British, and silence from Spain, Portugal, Belgium and Luxemburg'.1201

The British 'opposition' consisted of a totally different view on the action required of an 
intervention force. The Netherlands considered that a deployment of troops in separate areas that were 
the subject of dispute between Croats and Serbs was sufficient. According to the British, this was a far 
too optimistic view of a guerrilla war such as the one to be conducted in Yugoslavia, for which entire 
areas would have to be pacified. Above all, the British still feared that the conflict would escalate 
further so that the troop deployment would have to continue for a long time, as in Cyprus or Northern 
Ireland.

  

1202 Hurd saw absolutely no necessity to send troops into a situation where the future 
development was unclear. The British minister agreed with a further study of the first option, but he 
indicated clearly that he was not yet ready for a decision on the matter.1203

                                                 

1197 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek, doss. January-May 1991, memorandum of spokesman to M, 19/09/91 no. 
1054. 

  

1198 David Gow & John Palmer, 'Mitterrand and Kohl urge UN intervention in Yugoslavia', The Guardian, 19/09/91. 
1199 Cf. Zeitler, Rolle, p. 306. 
1200Zeitler, Rolle, p. 306. 
1201 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286, ministerial EPC/Brussels, 30/09/91, Ministry of Foreign Affairs to PV New York for the 
attention of the minister via DGPZ, 27/09/91, celer 238; Cf. ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288, Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc 
working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for Dutch contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van der Tas 
405 to Van den Broek, 26/09/91 
1202 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288, Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations for Dutch 
contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van den Broek to London embassy, 23/09/91, celer 151; 
DSG.Yugoslavia, memo De Winter for Ter Beek, 25/09/91, D91/484. 
1203 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 147; ABZ, central NATO records, Van den Broek to London embassy, 02/10/91, celer 153. 
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France supported the fourth option, for which it was prepared to supply one quarter of the 
troops. The Netherlands objected to the fourth option, not only because there was a question of 
whether such a considerable military force could be mobilized in the short term, but also because such 
a unit could easily create the impression of an intervention or an occupation army.1204 The Netherlands 
was in favour of the third option, but considered that only five thousand troops would be necessary, 
divided into companies of 120 men for the thirty to forty individual trouble spots that the Netherlands 
estimated to exist.1205

According to Van Eekelen, Van den Broek and Ter Beek were the most enthusiastic for 
deployment among all the attendees at the WEU ministerial meeting of 30 September, where the 
options were discussed, as they had been one and a half weeks earlier.

  

1206 Apart from the Netherlands 
and France, which were in favour, and Great Britain, which was against further decision-making on a 
WEU force, the member states had a lukewarm reaction to the proposals. Finally, Genscher managed 
to bring the WEU ministers into line with the proposal to defer a possible decision until after the 
chairman of the Yugoslavia Conference, Carrington, had indicated to Genscher that a suspension of 
hostilities demanded the support of the WEU. In order to reassure Hurd, Genscher also stated that 
such a decision could also turn out to be negative. This statement could hardly have inspired the 
development of any of the four options. Carrington himself adopted the position that Yugoslavia was 
not even worth the life of a single British soldier.1207

As disappointed as the Netherlands Ministry of Defence was with the British attitude, which 
made the WEU peacekeeping force 'an almost academic exercise' ,

 In further discussion of the options, the United 
Kingdom finally appeared willing in principle to deploy one hundred men for duties that were without 
danger, such as the multinational staff, medical support and mapping support. 

1208 it was equally concerned about 
the eagerness with which France threw itself at the study. The Chief of Defence Staff and the ministry's 
Directorate of General Policy Matters feared that France might be trying to make political capital out of 
the matter and was attempting to weaken NATO. The fact is that France had managed to achieve a 
transformation of the original idea for a WEU peacekeeping force into a WEU Reaction Force, also for 
other situations in Europe. The most important French operational staff, of the First Army in Metz, led 
by the Chief of Staff, General P. Morillon, embarked on drawing up an operational plan for the WEU 
and a two star general was designated as a possible commander of the WEU force.1209

This time Van den Broek was also given a black eye in the Dutch Parliament with his proposals 
for a WEU peacekeeping force. During verbal consultation with the two responsible ministers in the 
permanent parliamentary committees for Foreign Affairs and Defence on 3 October 1991, the VVD 
member of parliament Blaauw said that he shared the ministers' preference for the third WEU option. 
He wondered, however, whether the Netherlands was ready for participation in it.

 The Netherlands 
could not skirt around these developments. With his tactical manoeuvre against Genscher, Van den 
Broek, who had always opposed a development in the direction of the WEU at the expense of NATO, 
had therefore not only achieved nothing for Yugoslavia but also done the general Dutch security policy 
a disservice. 

1210

                                                 

1204 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286, ministerial EPC/Brussels, 30/09/91, Ministry of Foreign Affairs to PV New York for the 
attention of the minister via DGPZ, celer 238. 

 Van Traa also 

1205 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 27/09/91, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study; ABZ, DEU/ARA/03288, Yugoslavia: EU/EPC. Ad hoc working group on Yugoslavia. Preparations 
for Dutch contribution. Minutes of meetings July-December 1991, Van den Broek to London embassy, 23/09/91, celer 
151; ibid., secretariat WEU to WEU member states, 24/09/91, weusec 192; DSG. Memo Barth to Ter Beek, 27/09/91, 
D91/494. 
1206 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 147. 
1207Van Eekelen, Security, p. 149; idem, Sporen, p. 244. 
1208 DAB, 248. Memo De Winter for Ter Beek, 03/10/91, D91/503, with as appendix: 'Elements for the Minister of 
Defence's reply in the debate on the situation in Yugoslavia on 03/10/91. 
1209 KAB. Minutes of Defence Council meeting, 09/10/91; Morillon, Credo, pp. 134-136. 
1210 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 10, p. 2. 
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liked the idea of the third option, but considered deployment impossible for the time being.1211 The 
CDA member Kok saw 'absolutely no need for even more speculations on deploying troops in 
Yugoslavia'.1212. Sipkes of the Greens called discussions on the subject 'totally premature': 'Military 
intervention has an escalating effect and it would also mean that ultimately only a limited number of 
Western European countries would bring “matters to order”.'1213 She favoured a peacekeeping force of 
soldiers from the East and West, only if the Yugoslavia Conference was successful. The Minister of 
Defence, Ter Beek, finally stated that it was not yet necessary to warn the Defence personnel of a 
possible deployment, because the conditions of a ceasefire and the assent of the involved parties were 
not yet complied with.1214

The first Security Council resolution regarding the Yugoslav issue 

 

The Dutch government had been toying with the idea of involving the Security Council since the 
failure of the troika mission in early August. On 13 September, Van den Broek raised with Carrington 
the matter of whether France and the United Kingdom could bring up the Yugoslavia issue in the 
Security Council. Carrington replied that it would be worthwhile trying. On this occasion Loncar did 
not dwell on whether Yugoslavia might oppose discussion in the Security Council.1215

Confronted with the question of whether they favoured discussion of the Yugoslav issue in the 
Security Council, the French government had to deliberate on how much this would bear pressure on 
the special relationship with Germany within the EC. After all, discussion in the Security Council would 
give France, as a permanent member, a considerable say, but Germany, which put itself forward so 
prominently within the EC, would be sidelined. The reason for raising the matter in the Security 
Council regardless could be the persistent German urging for the recognition of Croatia and 
Slovenia.

 

1216

The German government was spurred on in this position by the Vatican, which from the start 
of the conflict in Yugoslavia had argued for respect of the right of self-determination and against the 
violence of the JNA. Cardinal Soldano, who was responsible for Vatican foreign policy, urged 
Genscher on 18 September to move to recognition and said that such action by Germany would be 
followed immediately by Austria, Poland and the Vatican.

 

1217 After an official visit by Tudjman, the 
Vatican pressed the EC ambassadors to collectively proceed to recognition, because it expected that 
this would result in a reduction of the violence.1218 When Genscher again sounded out Paris on the 
subject of recognition in response to the Vatican's representation, he came up against Dumas, who felt 
that a rapid recognition would tempt the Serbs into even more offensive actions.1219

In the course of September, however, the French position began to shift in the German 
direction. Paris also saw the need to repair the Bonn-Paris axis, since the press on Yugoslavia was even 
mentioning the possibility of a German-Italian axis.

  

1220

                                                 

1211 Ibid., p. 4. 

 At a press conference on 12 September, 
Mitterrand stated that, after the events of recent months, a future independence of Croatia and Slovenia 

1212 Ibid., p. 3 
1213 Ibid., p. 3 
1214 Ibid., p. 9 
1215 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek, memos PS, 1991, memorandum from PS to DGPZ, 13/09/91, no. 178/91. 
1216 Cf. Centro Studi di Political Internazionale, 'Lessons'; ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EC/Yugoslavia September-October 
1991, Van den Broek to Belgrade embassy, 21/09/91, celer 136. 
1217 Chenu, 'France', p. 374; Dumas, Fil, p. 254. 
1218 Chenu, 'France', p. 374. 
1219Dumas, Fil, p. 354. 
1220 Josef Riedmiller, 'Wird eine neue 'Achse' geschmiedet? Deutschland und Italien lassen sich im Jugoslawien-Konflikt auf 
eine Sonderrolle ein', Süddeutsche Zeitung, 17/09/91; J.M. Bik, 'Europees huis aan verwarring ten prooi' ('European house the 
victim of confusion'), NRC Handelsblad, 17/09/91. 



164 

 

was possible.1221 Four days later, on 16 September, Dumas said on French television that the problem 
was no longer whether Croatia and Slovenia could become independent, but how.1222 It was also not at all 
in the German government's interest for Bonn and Paris to have divergent points of view on 
committing the WEU, or for Paris to play political games behind the back of the Dutch EC presidency. 
The time was ripe for a bilateral statement on the joint French-German points of departure regarding 
Yugoslavia.1223

Kohl and Mitterrand therefore reached a compromise on 19 September, which would have to 
bring an end to the open rifts in the Bonn-Paris axis, which both statesmen found undesirable in the 
run-up to Maastricht. This formula was intended to guarantee that, in the Yugoslav issue, Germany 
'weder allein steht noch geht'.

 

1224 Kohl promised that Germany would not take any unilateral action in 
the matter of Yugoslavia and acknowledged the rights of the minorities there, while Mitterrand 
accepted in principle the right to self-determination of Croatia and Slovenia.1225 One day later in the 
German Bondsdag, Genscher committed all thought of a German virtuoso performance on Yugoslavia 
to the wastepaper basket: 'Wir halten den Schulterschluss mit Frankreich für entscheidend.'1226

Kohl and Mitterrand also agreed that at the opening of the General Assembly of the United 
Nations, both countries would press for the deployment of a UN peacekeeping force.

 

1227 The German 
government actually seemed not to have such a great objection to involving the Security Council. 
Firstly, it was a way of involving Russia in the approach to the Yugoslav issue, which the German 
government had long wanted. Furthermore, involving the Security Council would mean possible 
military deployment, which the European Community was not in a position to provide.1228

On 20 September, only one day after the agreement between Kohl and Mitterrand, Germany 
and France, together with Canada and Austria, requested the Security Council to convene on the 
Yugoslavia issue. Because it was feared that several members of the Council (China, India, Cuba, 
Ecuador) would object to discussing the Yugoslav issue because they considered it to be an internal 
affair, Yugoslavia itself was also persuaded to request discussion of the matter.

 

1229

It was furthermore a measure that Yugoslavia itself had requested.

 The Security Council 
met on 25 September. The Council took the opportunity unanimously to call an arms embargo against 
all parties in Yugoslavia in Resolution 713. It was the first Resolution of the Security Council, three 
months after the outbreak of the conflict in Slovenia.  

1230 This was not so strange, 
because the authorities in Belgrade themselves at that time only stood to gain from an embargo. They 
had considerable military stocks of what until recently had been one of the largest armies in Europe. An 
embargo would take the wind out of independence-seeking Croatia's sails. And more than half a year 
later, Bosnia-Hercegovina, which by then would be declared independent, would be put at a 
disadvantage by the embargo. This would open the international community to severe criticism when 
they neither appeared prepared to lift the embargo to put the country in a position to defend itself, nor 
were inclined to provide military support to the Bosnian government. At the time of imposing the 
embargo, the Western world did not yet have Bosnia clearly in its sights, however.1231

                                                 

1221Zeitler, Rolle, p. 97. 

 The reason that in 
both cases this embargo caused few problems was that there was plenty of supply on the international 

1222Zeitler, Rolle, p. 305. 
1223Libal, Limits, p. 53. 
1224 'Initiative bei Mitterrands Besuch in Deutschland', Süddeutsche Zeitung, 20/09/91. 
1225 Jakobsen, 'Multilateralism', pp. 371, 375-376 and 378-379; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 97. 
1226 Genscher, 'Erinnerungen', pp. 950-951. See also Libal, Limits, p. 55. 
1227 David Gow & John Palmer, 'Mitterrand and Kohl urge UN intervention in Yugoslavia', The Guardian, 19/09/91. 
1228 See also Rob Meines, 'Frans-Duits pragmatisme bij VN' ('Frenco-German pragmatism at UN'), NRC Handelsblad, 
24/09/91. 
1229 Weller, 'Response', p. 578. See also archive PV New York, Yugoslavia/general, September 1991 - December 1995, PV 
New York to Van den Broek, 25/09/91, nyv/6490; minute-message Bas Backer (PV New York) to DPV, 04/10/91.  
1230 Eisermann, Weg, p. 57; Weller, 'Response', p. 578. 
1231 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 155. 
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arms market at the time as a consequence of - oh, irony - arms reduction agreements between the East 
and West, the dismantling of the military apparatus of the former Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union 
and the stabilization of Lebanon after many years of civil war.1232

Yugoslavia's call to the Security Council indicated that the authorities in Belgrade expected 
more from them than from the EC. The Security Council indeed offered more guarantees for Serbian 
interests. The Council had taken a more reserved position on intervention in the internal Yugoslav 
situation than the EC, which appeared to be taking a much firmer line, especially after convening the 
conference. Of the Western European countries, France and the United Kingdom, whose position in 
the conflict until then had not been unfavourable for Serbia, had a seat in the Security Council, and 
Germany, which was hated in Belgrade, did not.

 In the short term, the arms embargo 
led to an intensification of the 'barracks war' in Croatia. Provisionally this was the most convenient way 
for the Croatian armed forces to avail themselves of heavy weapons. 

1233 In addition, the Soviet Union, which Serbia 
considered to be a traditional ally, and the People's Republic of China, with which the Milosevic regime 
felt ideological kinship, had a right of veto in the Council. Furthermore, both countries had a 
reputation for feeling more strongly than the Western countries about the international community 
intervening in the internal affairs of a state. Involving the UN also meant that the non-aligned countries 
would be given a voice in the conflict. There was hope in Belgrade that it would be able to count on 
sympathy from this group of countries, with which Tito had maintained such friendly relations in the 
past. What is more, UN involvement, which until then had kept its distance, meant that a second 
international player would appear on the scene alongside the EC, which could not always be expected 
to adopt the same position as the Twelve of Europe. This could create room for manoeuvre for the 
Milosevic regime.1234

Resolution 713 also supported the efforts made by the EC until then. The Security Council 
further decided 'to remain seized of the matter until a peaceful solution is achieved'.

 

1235

To what extent this would produce a real improvement relative to what the EC had done until 
then, remained to be seen. In any case, France and Great Britain had permanent seats in the Council. 
Differences between them on European level could equally well arise in the Security Council. The 
involvement of two other permanent members, the United States and Russia, could complicate matters. 
Furthermore, from now on France and the United Kingdom would be able to play chess on two 
boards at the same time. What they did not like in the EC they could attempt to correct behind the - 
often closed - doors of the Security Council. 

 This guaranteed 
permanent UN involvement.  

In pursuit of the involvement with Yugoslavia imposed on him by the Security Council, the UN 
Secretary-General, Javier Pérez de Cuellar, appointed the former American Secretary of State Cyrus 
Vance as his personal envoy for Yugoslavia on 8 October. His task would include maintaining contact 
with the European Community's Yugoslavia Conference. Vance, who appeared a little diffident towards 
the media, had a long reputation as a fighter of world fires. In 1968 he was the second negotiator on 
the American side in the peace talks with North Vietnam in Paris. This New York lawyer had been 
involved in the past at the American government's request in such matters as the Cyprus conflict, 
relations between the two Koreas, discussions between the South African government and the anti-
apartheid organization ANC, and with the race issue in the United States. As Secretary of State in the 
Carter administration, he gained a reputation as the architect of the Camp David treaty between Israel 

                                                 

1232 See e.g. Cekic, Aggression, pp. 47 and 162. 
1233 Cf. Thompson, House, p. 318. 
1234 Petkovic, 'Role', p. 6. 
1235 For the text of resolutions and explanations of the Security Council chairman, see United Nations Department of Public 
Information, Nations. 
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and Egypt.1236 Vance was one of the few foreigners involved in the Yugoslavia conflict to enjoy a good 
reputation with the Serbs.1237

Observers to Bosnia-Hercegovina 

  

At an additional ministerial meeting in The Hague on 19 September in connection with the European 
Political Cooperation, after a visit to Yugoslavia Lord Carrington called the situation in Bosnia-
Hercegovina 'explosive'. The leaders there and in Macedonia had therefore requested the stationing of 
monitors in their republics as a preventive measure. The Dutch presidency had responded cautiously 
and expressed the opinion that there must first be a study of 'to what extent it would be advisable and 
possible'.1238 Also in those days, requests reached the Dutch presidency of the EC from the Bosnian 
Muslim leaders for stationing ECMM personnel in Bosnia in connection with the deteriorating situation 
there, partly as a result of the behaviour of Serbian and Montenegrin JNA soldiers there.1239

On 26 September Van den Broek therefore sent Wijnaendts to Sarajevo to establish whether 
sending observers to Bosnia-Hercegovina was possible as a form of preventive diplomacy. The Dutch 
government considered it 'not out of the question' that the hostilities in Croatia could spread to Bosnia-
Hercegovina, 'in view of the internal tensions within this republic, in particular as a consequence of 
troop movements of federal army units, which had led to negative reactions among sections of the 
population and the authorities'.

 

1240

The political leaders of the three large ethnic communities in Bosnia and Milosevic appeared to 
agree with observers who would be ordered 'to contribute to maintaining peace and stability and to 
help prevent possible conflicts'. In agreeing, it will not have escaped the notice of the Serbian leaders 
that the Serbs in Croatia were starting to rate the monitors more highly, and the Croats conversely less 
highly, because they were effectively helping to consolidate the Serbian positions deep into Croatia.

  

1241 
At an EPC lunch in Brussels on 30 September, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the Twelve agreed 
on expanding the number of monitors to two hundred. Eight of them would be deployed in Bosnia-
Hercegovina.1242

The Greater-Serbian coup 

 

Anyone who thought they could derive hope from the fact that the Serbian leaders appeared to see an 
advantage again in cooperating with the EC at the end of September, was soon to be disappointed. On 
3 October 1991 the representatives of Serbia, Montenegro, Vojvodina and Kosovo decided in the 
collective state presidium that from now on they were entitled to exercise the highest state authority 

                                                 

1236 On Vance see e.g. Caroline de Gruyter, 'De man zonder bijnaam' ('The man with no alias'), Elsevier, 18/01/92, p. 37; 
'Cyrus Vance. Geboren diplomaat' ('Cyrus Vance. Born diplomat'), NRC Handelsblad, 14/10/91; Stanley Meisler & Carol J. 
Williams, 'Globe-trotting envoy douses the hot spots', Los Angeles Times, 07/04/92. 
1237 Kadijevic, View, p. 47; interview V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01; Stanley Meisler & Carol J. Williams, 'Globe-trotting envoy 
douses the hot spots', Los Angeles Times, 07/04/92. 
1238 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03306, Izetbegovic to the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the EC, 16/09/91; ABZ, 
DEU/ARA/03286, extra ministerial EPC, 19/09/91,Van den Broek to Belgrade, 21/09/91, celer 136. Genscher, 
Erinnerung, p. 950 as well as the Netherlands, refers to Greece as an opponent of stationing monitors in Bosnia-
Hercegovina and Macedonia. 
1239 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03306, Fietelaars 330 to Van den Broek, 24/09/91; Van den Broek to HOM ECMM, 24/09/91, 
celer unnumbered. 
1240 TK, session 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 7, p. 2. 
1241 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00402, Yugoslavia/Domestic Politics/Bosnia-Herzegovina, Fietelaars 337, 26/09/91. 
1242 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03306, Fietelaars 340 to Van den Broek, 27/09/91; Fietelaars 343 to Van den Broek, 29/09/91; 
COREU of the EC presidency, 29/09/91, cpe/pres/hag 1018; DAB, 248. Memo De Winter for Ter Beek, 03/10/91, 
D91/503, with as appendices: 'Elements for the Minister of Defence's reply in the debate on the situation in Yugoslavia on 
03/10/91 and KvO/DAV, Discussion points for the Ministerial EPC 30 September 1991 and activities for Monitor Mission 
for UCV Yugoslavia, 03/10/91. 
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with or without the other members. They therefore conferred upon themselves the highest state 
authority and furthermore took over the authority of the federal parliament, because of 'a situation of 
impending danger of war'.1243 In fact, after that, the federal Yugoslavia consisted only of Serbia and 
Montenegro. A clearly asymmetrical relationship existed between the two areas, one of which, Serbia, 
had ten million residents, and the other, Montenegro, only six-hundred thousand. It was clear that only 
one person was in charge in the new federation: the Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic.1244

Belgrade upheld the fiction of a federation, however, in the hope of using legal arguments to 
make a claim on continuity of the former Yugoslavia. This would allow Belgrade to make a claim on 
the assets of the ex-state and its seats in international organs. An example of the extent to which Serbia 
dominated the federation was the fact that the Serbian police had forty thousand men as against two 
thousand federal police, who were finally taken over by the Serbian police in October 1993. 

 The 
representatives of Croatia and Slovenia left the presidium a few days later; the three month moratorium 
on the execution of their declarations of independence had passed and it was clear that they had little 
reason to remain in Belgrade. 

On 8 October, the ambassadors of the EC met in the Dutch diplomatic mission's building in 
Belgrade and took stock of the European Community's efforts so far. The outcome was discouraging. 
According to the assembled diplomats, all the good intentions of the EC had come to nothing because 
the nationalists of Serbia and Croatia were not seeking a compromise, but appeared to be aiming for 
the other party's capitulation. This fundamental fact had not been discounted in EC policy. This meant 
that the EC had been transformed from an impartial arbiter into one of the parties in the Yugoslav 
conflict: 'This has reduced the community to the Yugoslavs' own level of give and take, without any 
commitment to durability of the agreements reached, a climate that they know very well and that they 
can better exploit than anybody else.' The opportunities remaining for the EC to do something were 
slight. They consisted mainly of economic and financial sanctions. In addition, the EC diplomats made 
a futile attempt to limit the effects of the 'coup' of 3 October by upgrading Markovic and Loncar in the 
negotiations relative to the 'Serbian' federal presidium.1245

Apparently by way of upgrading Markovic, the EC ambassadors invited him one week later as a 
guest to their monthly lunch meeting. Markovic told the EC that it was wrong to see the conflict 
between Serbia and Croatia as one 'between the rearguard of totalitarianism and the leading edge of 
democracy'. In reality, Milosevic and Tudjman had the same motives, namely a craving for power, in 
which they would go to any lengths. He also reproached the EC that they had accomplished little until 
then. This was especially because the community promised and threatened, but seldom kept promises 
and carried out threats. That was seen in Yugoslavia as a sign of weakness 'and weakness is always 
exploited'.

 

1246

Meanwhile, one month after his appointment, Carrington had come to some conclusions. He 
presented a plan for Yugoslavia at a conference on 4 October in The Hague, in which the republics that 
wished to be independent would be allowed to do so and could use their own discretion in the extent 
to which they maintained links with a Yugoslav confederation. Carrington's proposal came down to a 
sort of Yugoslavia à la carte, and resembled the plan of Gligorov and Izetbegovic of 6 June. As he did 
with that plan, Milosevic appeared to accept it in the first instance.

 

1247

At an informal meeting at Haarzuilens Castle on 5 and 6 October, the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs of the Twelve were informed of the state of affairs. Van den Broek announced that Serbia now 

 

                                                 

1243 Public Statement SFRY Presidency, 03/10/91, in: Review of International Affairs, vol. 42(1991) nos. 995-7. 
1244 Cf. Williams/Cigar, 'War Crimes', IV.B. 1.c and n. 149. 
1245 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EC/Yugoslavia September-October 1991, Fietelaars 364 to Van den Broek, 08/10/91. 
1246 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EC/Yugoslavia September-October 1991, Fietelaars 382 to Van den Broek, 17/10/91. 
1247 Cf. Wijnaendts, Kroniek, pp. 129-130; 'Akkoord over toekomst van Joegoslavië' ('Agreement on the future of 
Yugolavia') and Rob Meines, 'Haags akkoord biedt Joegoslavië weer hoop' ('Hague agreement offers Yugoslavia renewed 
hope'), NRC Handelsblad, 05/10/91. 
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appeared resigned to the recognition of the republics that were pursuing independence.1248 Besides this 
good news, the ministers expressed dismay at the violence displayed by the JNA in Croatia.1249 
Genscher demanded the immediate withdrawal of the JNA from Croatia and stated that, if necessary, 
Germany would proceed to the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia alone. The twelve EC ministers 
sharply condemned the Serbian 'coup' and announced that from now on they would recognize no 
further decisions of the presidium. They decided, if no ceasefire was in effect after 7 October, to resort 
to sanctions against reluctant parties and termination of the cooperation agreement between the EC 
and Yugoslavia. On the other hand, a cooperation agreement would be entered into with the 
cooperative parties. This not only marked the EC's turn to a biased course, which it been reluctant to 
take until then in connection with the mediation that it wished to offer the Yugoslavia Conference, but 
it could also create the impression that it was anticipating the recognition of Croatia, Slovenia and 
possibly other republics. On 8 October, after intensive telephone consultation, Van den Broek 
belatedly reached agreement with the Deputy Minister of Defence of Yugoslavia, Admiral Brovet, and 
the head of the ECMM mission, Van Houten, on a suspension of hostilities. This meant that the 
sanctions would not go ahead.1250

Van den Broek's promise of recognition of Croatia and Slovenia 

 Van den Broek, who until then had avoided contact with the 
Yugoslav military as much as possible, had now apparently sought direct contact with Brovet to avoid 
contact with the 'Serbian' presidium under the leadership of Kostic. 

Van den Broek badly needed a success. On Monday 30 September 1991, 'black Monday', the Dutch 
draft treaty for a political union was torpedoed by all other member states of the European Community 
except Belgium. Its failure was not directly attributable to Van den Broek himself, who was hardly in a 
position to concern himself with the draft treaty because of his involvement with Yugoslavia, but to 
Junior Minister Piet Dankert, who, according to an anonymous diplomat in the Dutch ministry, 
entertained 'bizarre ideas' on the acceptability of the draft among other member states.1251 'It seemed as 
if Dankert had not been entirely part of this world for months', according to a well-informed 
diplomatic source in London.1252 As a European ambassador in The Hague put it: 'In the Netherlands 
they are so convinced of the moral superiority of what they have in mind for Europe (...) that they have 
tended to lose sight of the power relations.'1253 It was serious food for thought that senior officials in 
the ministry - Dankert was supported by the Director-General of European Cooperation, Van Beuge, 
and the European Integration Directorate - apparently took such little account of the how the cards 
were stacked in the other European capitals.1254 The Dutch permanent representative to the EC, P. 
Nieman had tried in vain to give a warning that the Dutch draft would not be acceptable to the EC 
partners.1255 'While in Yugoslavia, Minister Van den Broek was being confronted in a hard way with the 
limits of European foreign policy, Mr Dankert dreamed on ‘undisturbed’, VVD opposition leader F. 
Bolkestein would rightly observe.1256

                                                 

1248Both, Indifference, p. 125. 

 Furthermore, diplomatic circles in The Hague had once again 

1249Genscher, 'Erinnerungen', p. 953. 
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10/10/91. 
1251 Frits Schaling, 'Nederland oogst storm met voorstel voor politieke unie' ('Netherlands brings storm on its head with 
proposal for political union'), NRC Handelsblad, 27/09/91. 
1252 Rob Meines, 'De Haagse zelfmoord' ('The suicide of The Hague'), NRC Handelsblad, 02/10/91. 
1253 Rob Meines, 'De Haagse zelfmoord' ('The suicide of The Hague'), NRC Handelsblad, 02/10/91. 
1254 See e.g. Oscar Garschagen, 'Stay in touch with the Dutch', de Volkskrant, 05/10/91. 
1255 'Premier erkent fouten bij presentatie unievoorstel EG' ('Prime minister admits errors in presentation of union 
proposal'), NRC Handelsblad, 10/10/91; Elsbeth Tiedemann, 'Terug naar Zwarte Maandag' ('Back to black Monday'), 
Elsevier, 22/06/96, p. 16; M. Sie Dhian Ho, 'Federatiekampioen of trouwe bondgenoot. Het Nederlandse beleid ten aanzien 
van de Europese en Atlantische Samenwerking', Van Ditzhuyzen et al (ed.), Jaar, p. 303; Michiel van Hulten, 'Zwarte 
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underestimated the power of the Bonn-Paris axis by believing that the German government would 
support the Dutch draft despite objections from Paris.1257According to the professor of constitutional 
law of the University of Nijmegen, Kortmann, this should not come as a surprise to those interested in 
history: 'They know or are in a position to know that the Netherlands, or more specifically Holland, has 
a tradition of wrongly estimating the wishes of (the) other (European) states.1258 Paul Scheffer, 
commentator in NRC Handelsblad, likewise thought that there was an element of a long [Dutch] 
tradition of self-deception': ‘We feel so sure of what we want that the idea that others might want 
something else has trouble breaking through.'1259 Also, the Dutch attitude of 'we'll just do that more 
properly', which had resulted in the Luxemburg draft from before the Dutch presidency being pushed 
aside, had raised hackles in other European cities.1260

It was, again, a blot on the Dutch EC president's copybook. According to NRC Handelsblad, the 
defeat of the Dutch ambitions for Europe was 'total'.

 

1261 Diplomats who had witnessed the meeting of 
EC representatives in which the Dutch draft was slated, spoke of 'carnage'1262 or a 'bloodbath'.1263 'We 
looked like complete idiots', concluded Van den Broek himself.1264 EC president the Netherlands, in 
NRC Handelsblad's analysis, would 'no longer be able to blow its own trumpet so much'.1265 And its 
foreign affairs correspondent thought he observed in the following weeks a demoralization among 
Dutch diplomats, because they were no longer taken completely seriously by their foreign discussion 
partners.1266

The Netherlands had to come up with a new proposal as quickly as possible, in order to avoid 
'Maastricht' being a complete washout. The Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs then found himself in 
the position of 'a schoolboy who has to repeat an exam', according to PvdA's foreign affairs specialist 
Maarten van Traa.

 

1267 Apparently the masters had little confidence in that, because at a press conference 
in Utrecht after the EC Ministerial Conference in Haarzuilens Castle in the weekend of 5 and 6 
October, Dumas and Genscher stated that they would take the initiative for a German-French 
variant.1268 By any measure the press conference was a low point in the relationship between Genscher 
and Van den Broek. Dumas and Genscher acted in breach of the custom after an EC meeting that the 
EC president and the chairman of the European Commission are the first to speak the press. What is 
more, the German minister, who arrived by helicopter, hijacked his Dutch opposite number's official 
car after the meeting to travel to the press conference in a hotel in Maarssen. 'This time the Germans 
didn't just take a bike, but a Dutch government limousine', is how J.H. Sampiemon summed up the old 
and new Dutch sores caused by German rudeness, in NRC Handelsblad.1269
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Rob Meines, 'De Haagse zelfmoord', NRC Handelsblad, 02/10/91. 

 

1258 ' C.A.J.M. Kortmann, 'Nederlandse EG-politiek is irreëel' ('Netherlands EC policy is unrealistic'), NRC Handelsblad, 
04/10/91. 
1259 Paul Scheffer, 'Veroordeeld tot Europa' ('Sentenced to Europe'), NRC Handelsblad, 07/10/91. 
1260Rob Meines, 'De Haagse zelfmoord', NRC Handelsblad, 02/10/91. 
1261 'Delors troost vernederd Nederland', NRC Handelsblad, 01/10/91. 
1262 Frits Schaling, 'Nederland oogst storm met voorstel voor politieke unie' ('Netherlands brings storm on its head with 
proposal for political union'), NRC Handelsblad, 27/09/91. 
1263 Theo Koelé, 'Nederland op de pijnbank' ('The Netherlands on the rack'), Trouw, 05/10/91 
1264Rob Meines, 'De Haagse zelfmoord' ('The suicide of The Hague'), NRC Handelsblad, 02/10/91. 
1265 'Delors troost vernederd Nederland' ('Delors comforts humiliated Netherlands'), NRC Handelsblad, 01/10/91. 
1266 J.L. Heldring, 'Het rendement van onze diplomatie' ('The outcome of our diplomacy'), NRC Handelsblad, 25/10/91. 
1267 Maarten van Traa, 'Verlies niet je zelfrespect bij ontbrekend applaus' ('Do not lose your self respect with a lack of 
applause'), NRC Handelsblad, 07/10/91. 
1268 'Niet meer dan Luxemburg' ('No more than Luxembourg'), NRC Handelsblad, 07/10/91; Theo Koelé, 'Frankrijk en 
Duitsland kapen voorzitterschap EG', ('France and Germany hijack EC presidency') Trouw, 07/10/91; Oscar Garschagen, 
'Dumas en Genscher gaan verder zonder Van den Broek' ('Dumas and Genscher continue without Van den Broek'), de 
Volkskrant, 07/10/91; idem, 'Dumas en Genscher plegen overval op EG-voorzitterschap' ('Dumas and Genscher raid EC 
presidency'), de Volkskrant, 08/10/91. 
1269 J.H. Sampiemon, 'De Europese arsenalen sterven niet vanzelf uit' The European arsenals will die out of their own 
accord, NRC Handelsblad, 10/10/91. 



170 

 

Domestically, Van den Broek had to watch how, as a result of the defeat, his ministry eventually 
had to allow the prime minister to take the lead with respect to European integration.1270 The CDA 
member of parliament J.P. van Iersel proposed that, for the rest of the Dutch presidency, Prime 
Minister Lubbers should spend six hours a day on European policy, 'not only to save the political and 
monetary union, but equally Dutch political prestige in the Community'.1271 After almost ten years, the 
press had grown tired of Van den Broek as minister, and now took it out on him, playing 'the Requiem 
of a middleweight'.1272

On 8 October, the three month moratorium set down in the Brioni agreement on the 
implementation of the proclamations of independence of Croatia and Slovenia expired. Both republics 
reaffirmed their independence and made a start on its implementation, including in the area of 
currency. One week later, on 15 October, Bosnia-Hercegovina also declared its sovereignty. This 
republic did state that it was prepared to continue to cooperate with the other republics in a newly to be 
formed association. 

 

The expiry of the Brioni moratorium posed a problem for Van den Broek. On the one hand he 
did not wish to give the impression of delaying the recognition indefinitely. On the other hand such a 
recognition could derail the Yugoslavia Conference. Furthermore, as EC president, Van den Broek had 
to take account of the differences between Germany, which wanted rapid recognition, and France and 
Great Britain, which were not in favour.  

An illustrative example of the tensions that this could cause within the EC was that Minister 
Hurd of Great Britain, who under different circumstances was a none too warm supporter of European 
integration, on seeing the opportunity to curb German brashness, suddenly discovered the usefulness 
of the EC. In his address to the British Conservative Party Congress on 8 October, he said that:  

'the luxury and danger of the West European powers pursuing national policy 
on their own in Eastern Europe belong in the first and not the last decade of 
this century. Even if the European Community had not been invented in 1956, 
we should have to invent it now for this reason. Had we not become a member 
in 1973, we should have to do so now.'1273

Van den Broek found a compromise for himself between the extremes, and on 8 and 9 October he 
informed the European capitals and Washington by telephone that, if the Yugoslavia Conference had 
not yielded results within two months, recognition would follow automatically on 10 December.

  

1274 The 
same information was given to Milosevic and Kadijevic.1275

                                                 

1270 Willem Breedveld, 'Lubbers uitroepen tot staatshoofd?' ('Should Lubbers be declared head of state?'), Trouw, 19/10/91; 
Leonoor Meijer, 'Debâcle rond Europese Politieke Unie was geen incident' ('Debacle surrounding European Political Union 
was not an isolated incident'), Trouw, 24/10/91; idem, 'Lubbers tempert EG-hoop' ('Lubbers dampens EC hope'), Trouw, 
30/10/91. 

 It was a rash assertion for Van den Broek to 
make. Maybe he had allowed himself to be swayed by optimism from the willingness with which 
Milosevic had responded to the Carrington's proposal of 4 October and was pleased with the personal 
success that he had achieved with Brovet on 8 October. An internal memorandum from the 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs formulated the matter somewhat more cautiously than the 
minister had done in his telephone calls: the recognition of those republics in Yugoslavia that desired it 
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could take place before the end of the year at a concluding meeting of the Yugoslavia Conference, on 
condition that a general settlement had been arrived at.1276

Even with this condition, the authorities in Croatia and Slovenia could now have the impression 
that they would not have to wait much longer for recognition of the independence of their republics. 
Would it be possible for the recognition to be refused after two months, if the blame for the failure of 
the conference could be laid at the door of the Serbs? And that would not take much. The situation 
that had arisen after Van den Broek's pronouncements was clear on 10 October at a press conference 
following a five hour discussion between Milosevic and Tudjman in The Hague within the framework 
of the Yugoslavia Conference. Van den Broek then stated that the JNA would hopefully withdraw from 
Croatia within a month in the framework of a political solution. Milosevic, sitting on Van den Broek's 
left, said that Van den Broek's proposal was realistic, as long as the notion of a centralized Yugoslav 
state was the focus of the negotiations. Tudjman, sitting on Van den Broek's right, said that it was no 
longer relevant whether Yugoslavia was a centralized state or a loose confederation: Croatia became 
independent with effect from 9 October.

 

1277 No wonder that Lord Carrington was unpleasantly 
surprised by Van den Broek's telephone calls.1278

The government in Paris had less difficulty with this development. On 9 October Dumas stated 
in the Assemblée Nationale that Yugoslavia no longer existed and that the EC would have to draw 
logical conclusions from the fact.

  

1279 Bonn was obviously pleasantly surprised by the sudden change of 
course of the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs.1280

It remained hidden from the general public that by mentioning a period of two months for the 
recognition of independence, Van den Broek had bowed towards Bonn . The barrage of abuse against 
him from German politicians and journalists continued. The CSU representative in the European 
parliament and son of the former Emperor of Austria-Hungary, Otto von Hapsburg, called Van den 
Broek, because of his supposed adherence to Yugoslav unity, 'the Serb among the Europeans'.

 

1281

The failure of the Yugoslavia Conference 

 

More than one week later, on 18 October, the crucial sixth plenary meeting of the Yugoslavia 
Conference took place in The Hague. Its importance was underscored by the presence of UN envoy 
Vance and a joint statement from the EC, the United States and the Soviet Union that was issued on 
the same day, which rejected the use of force in the Yugoslav conflict, both for changing external and 
internal borders.1282

In the plan, as he presented it on 18 October, Carrington had gone a long way to meeting a 
number of Serbian desires. Because he did not wish to discuss the borders of the republics, Carrington 
made extensive concessions with respect to the protection of minorities. One of the clauses of his plan 
mentioned a special statute for 'areas where persons belonging to a national or ethnic group form a 

 At this meeting, Carrington explained to the leaders of the Yugoslav republics the 
draft agreement for a general settlement of the Yugoslav crisis, which he had presented two weeks 
earlier in The Hague, and to which Milosevic then appeared to agree.  
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majority'.1283

Five of the six republics agreed with Carrington's plan on 18 October. Milosevic now objected, 
however. As formal obstacle he said that Carrington's proposal would establish that Yugoslavia no 
longer existed. Milosevic and his Minister of Foreign Affairs, Vladislav Jovanovic, used as a legal 
argument that if other republics were given the right to separate, Serbia, Montenegro and possibly 
Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia must be given the right to remain in the federal Yugoslav republic. 
Carrington, on the other hand, could not deny Serbia and Montenegro the right to call themselves 
jointly Yugoslavia again, but according to him that would have to be a new state and not the legal 
successor of the existing federation. This position was later, on 29 November, supported by the 
Badinter Committee, which stated that Yugoslavia was in a state in dissolution.

 It had still to be negotiated which areas were eligible, but it was beyond dispute that it 
would have to apply to the areas in Croatia, and probably also those in Bosnia-Hercegovina, with a 
Serbian majority. The Serbs would be allowed to use their own national symbols there, as well as the 
flag of their choice. The Serbs in these areas were permitted their own parliament, own administration, 
own police and own law. They were granted the right to a second, Serbian, nationality. Education in 
these areas would take account of 'the values and needs' of the Serbs. There would be international 
supervision on effecting the rights of the minorities. 

1284 Furthermore, 
according to Milosevic, the plan incorrectly assumed that the republics were the constituent elements of 
Yugoslavia, rather than the peoples. Neither of these objections was realistic. Milosevic and his 
supporters themselves gave the lie to the idea that they were still greatly attached to Yugoslavia four 
days later, on 22 October, when the 'Serbian bloc' in the federal presidium - Serbia, Montenegro, 
Vojvodina and Kosovo - made proposals for the 'continuation' of Yugoslavia in the form of a Greater 
Serbia: Serbia, Montenegro and the Serbian regions in Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. Otherwise, 
Milosevic was not only concerned with the notion of Greater Serbia. He also wanted the recognition of 
his new Yugoslavia as the legal successor to the second Yugoslavia (1945-1991), in order for the assets 
of that state to benefit his regime.1285

Although they did not openly raise the matter, the Slovenian government was also not 
favourably disposed to Carrington's plan. They felt no need whatever to reopen the discussion on 
complete sovereignty, which appeared to be in prospect, by participating in a Yugoslavia à la carte.

 

1286 
Being well tuned to the West, however, the government in Ljubljana understood that it would be given 
little credit there by being obstructive. It would be much better for the blame to be placed on one or 
other of the other republics. The most eligible for that were Serbia and Montenegro, which had always 
meekly followed the Serbian lead since the antibureaucratic revolution. Montenegro dropped out, 
however, because the president of the republic, Momir Bulatovic, allowed himself to be bribed by De 
Michelis shortly before the opening of the meeting on 18 October in The Hague, with an Italian 
promise of substantial financial support.1287 Milosevic was greatly enraged by the Bulatovic's 'treachery', 
partly because, by dropping out, Montenegro had considerably weakened the claim that 'his' Yugoslavia 
was the legal successor of the second Yugoslavia.1288

After Bulatovic's 'treachery', Milosevic showed himself to be a willing victim of a Slovenian 
scheme. The Slovenian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Rupel, remarked at one of the conference working 
party meetings attended by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the republics, that the rights for 
minorities, as granted by Carrington's proposal to the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia, according to the 
same plan were equally applicable to all minorities throughout Yugoslavia with a local majority. And 
therefore also to the Albanians in Kosovo. Not only would Serbia have to grant broad minority rights 
to the Albanians, they would also have to accept international supervision of their observance. Rupel 

  

                                                 

1283 Ramcharan (ed.), Conference, I, p. 16. 
1284 Jovanovic, 'Status', p. 1725; interview V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01. 
1285 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 192; Zimmerman, Origins, p. 162. 
1286 Cf. Meier, Jugoslawien, p. 404. 
1287 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 195. 
1288 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 194. 
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had hit the raw Serbian nerve: Quod licet Jovi non licet bovi. In other words: what would be granted to the 
Serbs outside Serbia, would not apply to the Kosovo Albanians. As Rupel later recalled, following his 
remark the Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jovanovic, became 'really (...) mad, that was really 
something I shouldn't have said. It was the end of our friendship.'1289 Apparently Tudjman understood 
the game. At the plenary meeting of 25 October he argued for application of the special statute for 
minorities to be applied to all of Yugoslavia, while Milosevic wanted it to be considered as a solution sui 
generis for the Serbs in Croatia.1290

This attitude meant not only the end of the friendship between Jovanovic and Rupel, it was also 
the end of the Carrington proposal and actually of the peace conference he had chaired. Three days 
later the 'federal' presidium in Belgrade stated that it no longer had confidence in the impartiality of the 
EC.

  

1291

After returning to Belgrade from the conference, Bulatovic was given a thorough dressing 
down, so that he would never again dare to let his 'ally' down. He was forced to organize a referendum 
in Montenegro on the question of whether this republic should remain in Yugoslavia. The answer was 
an overwhelming 'yes'.

 All that followed was by way of an epilogue. On 8 November Carrington would adjourn the 
conference, because its continuation served no purpose now that Serbia was unable to accept his plan, 
while in the meantime the fighting was continuing in all its intensity. The Twelve agreed and left it to 
Carrington to decide when the conference could be reconvened. The British chairman had rightly 
concluded at the start of his activities that only a comprehensive solution to the Yugoslav issue would 
offer a way out. At the same time this was also the problem. What was granted to one ethnic group, 
whether it was a form of minority protection or the right to separate, would immediately be demanded 
by the other groups. As long as Milosevic would not accept this consistency and the West refused to 
enforce it, every 'solution' would carry the seed of a following conflict. So somehow or other, the law 
of conservation of problems would apply in Yugoslavia at the end of the twentieth century. 

1292

Selective sanctions 

 

It was not only the coup of 3 October and Milosevic's pull-out from the Yugoslavia Conference that 
stirred up bad blood among the EC ministers. The heightened activities of the JNA and Serbian 
irregulars in Croatia did so too. The shelling of Dubrovnik and Vukovar especially made a great 
impression on Western public opinion, not in the least in the Netherlands.1293

                                                 

1289 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 193. See also Paul L. Montgomery, 'Serb rejects plan posed by Europe', The New York Times, 
26/10/91; Steven L. Burg, 'The International Community and the Yugoslav Crisis', Esman & Telhami (eds.), Organizations, 
p. 246; Libal, Limits, p. 68-69; Meier, Jugoslawien, pp. 410-411. 

 The shelling of Vukovar, 

1290Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 140. 
1291 Eisermann, Weg, p. 61. 
1292 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 195-196. 
1293 Mønnesland, Land, pp. 360-368; Both, Indifference, p. 101 and 112-113. The number of publications in the Dutch press 
devoted to just these two cities is overwhelming. See e.g. 'Kroatische havenstad zwaar onder vuur' (' Croatian port town 
under fire'), de Volkskrant, 02/10/91; ''Beslissend' offensief tegen Kroatië. Joegoslavische leger bombardeert en omsingelt 
Dubrovnik' (''Decisive' offensive against Croatia. Yugoslav army shells and surrounds Dubrovnik'), de Volkskrant, 03/10/91; 
Ulrike Rudberg, 'Servië uit op toerisme-inkomsten Dubrovnik' ('Serbia out to get tourism income from Dubrovnik'), de 
Volkskrant, 04/10/91; 'Historisch Dubrovnik zwaar bestookt' ('Historic Dubrovnik heavily shelled'), de Volkskrant, 
24/10/91; 'Leger bestookt Dubrovnik van alle kanten' ('Army shells Dubrovnik from all sides'), de Volkskrant, 11/11/91; 
'EG wil waarnemers weghalen uit zwaar belegerd Dubrovnik' ('EC wants to pull observers out of beleaguered Dubrovnik '), 
de Volkskrant, 12/111/91; Evacuatie waarnemers in Dubrovnik vertraagd' (' Evacuation of observers in Dubrovnik 
delayed'), de Volkskrant, 13/11/91; Norman Stone, 'Serviërs zijn rijp voor nieuw 'Neurenberg'', 'Federale leger geeft 
veerboot toegang tot haven Dubrovnik' ('Serbs ready for new 'Neurenberg'') and 'In oude Dubrovnik bloeide het 
humanisme' ('Humanism blossoms in old Dubrovnik'), de Volkskrant, 14/11/91; 'Geduw om plaatsje op veerboot in haven 
Dubrovnik' ('Jostling for a place on the ferry Dubrovnik harbour'), de Volkskrant, 15/11/91; 'Val Kroatische stad Vukovar 
lijkt op handen' ('Fall of Croat city of Vukovar seems imminent') and Ewoud Nysingh, 'Spookstad Vukovar symbool van 
heftig Kroatisch verzet' ('Ghost town Vukovar symbol of Croatian resistance'), de Volkskrant, 18/11/91; 'Aanblik 
oorlogsleed in Vukovar schokt VN-afgezant Vance' ('Glimpse of war suffering in Vukovar shocks envoy Vance'), de 
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which was given the epithet of 'the Stalingrad of Croatia'1294 or the 'Hiroshima of Europe',1295 led again 
to comparisons with the conflict between David and Goliath, which Slovenia had earlier used so 
profitably in its PR campaign in the West.1296

Even more than the attacks on Vukovar
 

1297 those starting in October on Dubrovnik, the Pearl 
of the Adriatic and the best preserved walled medieval city in Europe, provoked great international 
indignation.1298 The destruction in a city that in 1979 had been given a place on the UNESCO list of 
monuments and was familiar to many foreign holidaymakers, led to more protest in other countries 
than the many human victims until then.1299 The Serbian nationalists took little notice of the 
international criticism. If necessary they would build a more beautiful and older Dubrovnik, except that 
it would be renamed Niksic on Sea, according to cynical comments on the Western indignation.1300

The attacks on Vukovar and Dubrovnik prompted the EC ministers to decide to abandon their 
neutral position on the conflict.

 

1301 Carrington observed that mainly because of the attacks on 
Dubrovnik, the EC ministers 'were getting very short tempered'.1302 He also spoke himself of 'the 
distastefulness of the fuss being made about historical buildings while ignoring the usually considerable 
human suffering'.1303

                                                                                                                                                                  

Volkskrant, 20/11/91; 'Vukovar is veranderd in een hoop stenen en stof' (Vukovar transformed into a pile of stones and 
dust), de Volkskrant, 21/11/91 (with photos), 'Vukovar', de Volkskrant, 30/11/91 (photos); 'Federale legertop gaf geen order 
tot aanval Dubrovnik' ('Federal army commanders order attack on Dubrovnik'), de Volkskrant, 09/12/91; Nevenka Tromp-
Vrkic, 'Alle partijen zijn schuldig aan verwoesting van Dubrovnik' ('All the parties to blame for destruction of Dubrovnik'), 
de Volkskrant, 14/12/91; 'Honderden doden bij slag om Dubrovnik' ('Hundreds die in battle for Dubrovnik'), Trouw, 
03/10/91; 'Vukovars patiënten verbleven in kelders' ('Vukovar's patients have to stay in cellars'), de Volkskrant, 18/12/91; 
''Beneden ons brandt Dubrovnik'' ('Below us Dubrovnik is burning'), Trouw, 05/10/91; 'Honderden monumenten in puin' 
('Hundreds of historic buildings in ruins'), Trouw, 09/10/91; 'Dubrovnik van alle kanten onder vuur; bewoners vluchten' 
('Dubrovnik under fire from all sides: residents flee'), Trouw, 18/10/91; 'Felle strijd bij Dubrovnik' ('Fierce fighting at 
Dubrovnik'), Trouw, 21/10/91; 'Strijd op alle fronten' ('Fighting on all fronts'), Trouw, 24/10/91; 'EG stelt Servië nieuw 
ultimatum' ('EC delivers Serbia new ultimatum'), Trouw, 29/10/91; 'EG-waarnemers weg uit Dubrovnik' ('EC observers 
leave Dubrovnik'), Trouw, 12/11/91; 'Kroatische regering vreest wraakzucht Serviërs in Vukovar' ('Croatian government 
fears Serbs' lust for revenge in Vukovar'), Trouw, 18/11/91; Nicole Lucas, 'Na Vukovar is de haat alleen maar groter' ('After 
Vukovar the hatred is all the greater'), Trouw, 19/11/91; 'Eerste vluchtelingen uit Dubrovnik komen aan in haven Brindisi' 
('First Dubrovnik refugees arrive in Brindisi harbour'), Trouw, 20/11/91; 'Barbarij gemeld in en om Vukovar' ('Barabarism 
reporte in and around Vukovar'), Trouw, 21/11/91; 'Kindermoord Vukovar: een verzinsel' ('Murdered children in Vukovar: a 
fabrication'), Trouw, 22/11/91; 'Dubrovnik: parel en verzetshaard' (Dubrovnik: pearl and centre of resistance), NRC 
Handelsblad, 24/10/91; 'Oude stad van Dubrovnik onder vuur' ('Old city of Dubrovnik under fire'), NRC Handelsblad, 
11/11/91; 'In Vukovar heerst nog steeds geen rust' ('Still no peace in Vukovar') and 'Vukovar', NRC Handelsblad, 19/11/91; 
'Vukovar bestaat niet meer', 'Serviërs: Vukovar is bevrijd van fascisme' ('Vukovar has been freed from fascism') and 
'Vukovar', NRC Handelsblad, 22/11/91; Vukovar, NRC Handelsblad, 25/11/91 (photos); Rieke Leenders, 'De kracht van het 
belegerde Dubrovnik', ('The strenght of besieged Dubrovnik')NRC Handelsblad, 22/11/91; 'Dubrovnik in brand na 
beschieting' ('Dubrovnik burns after shelling'), NRC Handelsblad, 07/12/91; Peter Michielsen, 'Lot van Dubrovnik extra 
navrant omdat het geen enkel doel dient' ('Dubrovnik's fate particularly distressing because it serves no purpose'), NRC 
Handelsblad, 09/12/91. 

 In a statement made on 27 October, the EC ministers said that the repeated 
attacks on Dubrovnik had given the lie to the assertion that the JNA only went into action to liberate 

1294Russell, Prejudice, p. 243. 
1295 Payam Akhavan, 'Preface', in: Akhavan and Howse (eds.), Yugoslavia, p. xxiv. 
1296 Cf. Tanner, Croatia, pp. 265. 
1297 See e.g. ‘Het is onze stad, ons land’ ('It is our city, our country'), Trouw, 21/10/91. 
1298 See e.g. Levinsohn, Belgrade, pp. 60; Tanner, Croatia, pp. 261-263; Russell, Prejudice, pp. 222 and 234; Confidential 
interview (14). The memories of it still persist. See e.g. Nell Westerlaken, 'Een geteisterde stad herleeft' ('A ravaged town 
comes back to life'), de Volkskrant, 23/09/00. 
1299 For biting comments on this see e.g. Almond, War, p. 228. 
1300 Sreten Vujovic, 'An Uneasy View of the City', Popov (ed.), Road, pp. 131-132. 
1301 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 15. 
1302 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EG/Joegoslavië September-October1991, Van Schaik 1036 to Van den Broek, 29/10/91. 
1303 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01233, EG/Joegoslavië, November 1991, Van Schaik 1144 to Van den Broek, 12/11/91. Cf. Russell, 
Perjudice, p. 241: 'The fixation of the West with Dubrovnik's old buildings, at a time when the east Slavonian town of 
Vukovar was being bombed literally out of existence, smacked of Western cynicism at its worst.' 
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besieged barracks or to protect the Serbian population.1304 Less than seven per cent of the population 
of Dubrovnik was Serbian.1305

The shelling of Dubrovnik and Vukovar led to the decision of the EC ministers eventually to 
send a signal to Serbia. Furthermore, after the failure of the Yugoslavia Conference, which had forced it 
into a more or less neutral position, the EC no longer needed to restrain itself. Spurred on by Van den 
Broek,

 

1306

In consultation with the Committees for Foreign Affairs and Defence in parliament on 28 
October, the Dutch parliament appeared to agree with the less neutral EC position. It was clear from 
the contributions of the parliamentary committees that an oil embargo and freezing the federal bank 
accounts would be approved by the Dutch parliament.

 the EC ministers agreed on 28 October at a ministerial lunch in Brussels on restrictive 
measures against the parties in the Yugoslav conflict who were unwilling to cooperate in its solution. 
This referred to Serbia and the federation, which was given until 5 November to arrive at a more 
positive position on the Yugoslavia Conference.  

1307 Doubts were expressed on its feasibility. 
Therefore Eisma (D66) asked whether the Dutch Marine could contribute to its enforcement.1308

Although there was now a prospect of a clear step against Serbia, it was actually a sign of 
weakness. The sanctions were a substitute for the deployment of military resources, which the EC 
member states were not prepared for.

  

1309

At least, so it seemed. The shift of the centre of gravity of the involvement with Yugoslavia 
from the EC to the UN made it possible for France and Great Britain in particular to play a double 
game, however. As president of the EC, the Netherlands furthermore found itself in an awkward 
position through the increasing involvement of the Security Council, because it was not a member of 
the Council and could therefore not directly influence the decision making process. The Maastricht 
Treaty, which was to be concluded in December, determined that member states of the European 
Union who were members of the Security Council should consult with the other member states and 
keep them fully informed. Furthermore, they would be obliged to defend the positions adopted by the 
Union, albeit with observance of their responsibilities under the UN Charter.

 After the EC had exhausted the political and diplomatic 
resources, only economic weapons remained. And even then it remained to be seen to what extent the 
Security Council would stand behind it, in view of the attitude of China and the Soviet Union. The EC 
actually hoped that its sanction measures would be adopted by the Security Council.  

1310 Even after that treaty 
had come into effect, this stipulation was far from always adhered to.1311

On the same day that the EC ministers had taken their decision to impose sanctions, Carrington 
spoke in New York with the five permanent members of the Security Council. The British permanent 
representative David Hannay did not wish his Dutch counterpart Van Schaik to be present.

 Not to mention beforehand.  

1312

                                                 

1304 'EG veroordeelt Joegoslavisch leger' ('EC condemns Yugoslavian army'), NRC Handelsblad, 28/10/91. See also Libal, 
Limits, p. 58. 

 In the 
next meeting of the three EC members in the Security Council - Belgium, France and the United 
Kingdom - Van Schaik was also not allowed to attend, this time because the French permanent 
representative opposed it. Furthermore, the Frenchman managed to arrange that he would be the one 
to inform Van Schaik of what was discussed. The French ambassador had instructions from Paris no to 
cooperate in the creation of a resolution on selective sanctions, while France had agreed to do so within 

1305 Bennett, Collapse, p. 169. 
1306 Helmut Hetzel, ''In zwei Monaten entscheiden wir über die Anerkennung'', Die Presse, 18/10/91; Both, Indifference, p. 
127-128. 
1307 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 15. 
1308 Ibid., p. 3. 
1309 Interview H. Van den Broek, 02/12/99. 
1310 Marie-Claude Smouts, 'Political aspects of peace-keeping operations', Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p. 27. 
1311 See e.g Marie-Claude Smouts, 'Political aspects of peace-keeping operations', Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p. 28. 
1312 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EC/Yugoslavia September-October1991, Van Schaik 1036 to Van den Broek, 29/10/91. 
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the EC. This created the impression that double agendas were being used, but there was little that Van 
Schaik could do.1313

Van Schaik did succeed on 31 October in organizing a discussion of the permanent 
representatives of the EC with Vance. Perez de Cuellar's envoy did not create the impression at the 
time that he was aware of any urgency. He said that the keywords were now 'patience' and 
'perseverance' and he thought that 'seven weeks of negotiation in the Yugoslav crisis, in view of the 
problems, could not be considered a long time'. He also felt that it could still take 'considerable time' 
before the JNA would realize a Greater Serbia.

 

1314

On 8 November the EC announced the sanctions against Yugoslavia on which the ministers 
had decided in principle on 28 October. These were the suspension and cancellation of the cooperation 
agreement and the ECCS agreement; the reintroduction of quantitative limitations for the import of 
textile products; scrapping Yugoslavia from the general preferential system; and suspension of support 
within the framework of PHARE (Pologne Hongrie: Aide à la Restructuration Economique, to which 
Yugoslavia was admitted on 4 July 1990). The Security Council would be requested to investigate the 
possibility of an oil embargo, because Russia provided a large part of the Serbian energy requirement. It 
was announced that the sanction measures would later be annulled for cooperative republics.  

 

The abandonment of the EC's neutral position in the conflict was to have significant 
implications. Making a distinction between the constituent republics against which sanctions were and 
were not imposed would mean the de facto recognition of the separate constituent republics.1315 It was 
effectively the EC taking leave of Yugoslavia as an entity. As the Greek Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Samaras said: 'We are pronouncing the patient dead before he has died!'1316

On 2 December the distinction between the republics became a fact when the EC, on the 
advice of the Dutch presidency, took 'positive compensating measures' for the sanctions towards the 
'cooperative' republics Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia. The sanctions were 
otherwise mainly a political signal. Little effect was to be expected in the short term. Serbia was already 
fairly economically self-sufficient in 1991, and there were record grain and potato harvests in that year 
in the republic. The European Council of Ministers also expressly commented that the distinction in 
the sanctions 'in no way prejudged the recognition of republics'.

  

1317

Peace after Vukovar 

 Like the EC, Washington 
announced sanctions, albeit not selective, but against all republics. 

In the weekend of 9 and 10 November 1991, the rump presidium in Belgrade and Tudjman requested 
the UN to provide a peace-keeping force. Milosevic had prepared the letter containing this request in 
the greatest secrecy with Jovic and Branko Kostic, the Montenegrin chairman of the rump presidium. 
To prevent obstruction by the Croatian permanent representative of Yugoslavia, Darko Silovic, to the 
UN, use was even made of the unconventional method of sending the letter through the Romanian 
ambassador to the United Nations.1318

                                                 

1313 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232, EC/Yugoslavia September-October1991, Van Schaik 1049 to Van den Broek, 31/10/91. 

 What were the reasons for the leaders in both Belgrade and 
Zagreb to take this step? First Belgrade. On 8 November, the international community finally seemed 
to have taken the two steps to which the Serbian president had proved to be sensitive between 1991 
and 1995: a threat of sanctions and a possible American military intervention.  

1314ABZ, DIE/ARA/01233, EG/Joegoslavië, November 1991, Van Schaik 1069 to Van den Broek, 01/11/91.  
1315 This consequence was also raised for discussion in the Dutch Ministerial Council, objectivized summary of the minutes 
of the Ministerial Council meeting, 25/10/91. Cf. Maarten Lak, 'The involvement of the European Community in the 
Yugoslav crisis during 1991', in: Van den Heuvel/Siccama (eds.), Disintegration, p. 180. 
1316 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01233, EC/Yugoslavia, November 1991, Nieman 298 to Van den Broek, 05/11/91. 
1317 Eisermann, Weg, p. 70. 
1318 Jovic, Dani, p. 408. See also Perez de Cuellar, Pilgrimage, p. 487. 
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It was often said that sanctions would not harm Milosevic. An argument put forward was that 
the Serbian president and his supporters would feel nothing personally, and on the contrary they would 
actually be better off because of smuggling. Furthermore, there would often be huge flaws in the 
implementation of the sanctions by the international community. And finally sanctions would only 
strengthen the Serbs in their nationalism and make them rally behind the great leader Milosevic.1319

All this may contain a kernel of truth, but Milosevic himself thought otherwise. Besides 
nationalistically motivated voters, his electoral support consisted largely of people who had voted for 
him because he promised not to erode the communist facilities that they profited from: civil servants, 
soldiers, pensioners, officials who were sensitive to his promise that they could not be fired, etc.

 

1320 As 
will be evident on other occasions, Milosevic feared that sanctions might erode his electoral basis and 
encourage social unrest.1321 It has already been seen that the war in Croatia was certainly less popular in 
Serbia than was supposed in other countries. In any case, the JNA had great difficulty filling its units. 
The Serbian economy was in a very poor state. After the economic and financial problems of the 
1980s, the Serbian economy was heavily hit by the effective collapse of Yugoslavia. According to some, 
Milosevic had started the war against Croatia partly to divert attention from the economic problems of 
Serbia, for which he had no solution.1322

By the end of October the waiting times at petrol stations in Belgrade had risen to four hours as 
a consequence of the suspension of the oil supply by the Croatian authorities.

 The war had sapped the Serbian economy even more, 
however.  

1323 There were rumours 
that petrol would soon be rationed. With the prospect of winter, hardship loomed. It was not for 
nothing that Milosevic organized elections in these years - in 1990, 1992 and 1993 - always in 
December, shortly before the winter, so that the people would not yet discount the problems with the 
heating in their voting behaviour.1324 Milosevic's wife Mira Markovic wrote at the end of 1993 that the 
winter in recent years in Yugoslavia was not simply a meteorological phenomenon, but, as she called it, 
also a social phenomenon.1325 A political phenomenon would have been a more satisfactory description. 
Furthermore, despite Greater-Serbian ideas, there was a traditional arrogance among the Serbs towards 
the Serbs outside Serbia, who were known as the precani,1326 which was fuelled during the wars in 
Croatia and Bosnia. The assistance to the Serbian 'brothers' and the flow of Serbian Displaced Persons, 
first from Croatia and later from Bosnia, implied a heavy burden on the economy of Serbia, as Mira 
Markovic would not tire of writing in her published diaries.1327 The question was how long the 
population of Serbia would be prepared to make sacrifices and - as a consequence of sanctions - take 
even heavier sacrifices into the bargain.1328

The EC's decision to impose sanctions on 8 November came unexpectedly for Milosevic. Even 
after the first reports of possible selective sanctions by the EC, he incorrectly continued to assume that 
such restrictive measures could be imposed only through the UN. Should the EC wish to persist, he 

 

                                                 

1319 See e.g. Henk Hirs, 'Servië vreest isolement niet' ('Serbia not afraid of isolation'), Trouw, 05/08/91; 'Weinig kans op 
succesvolle boycot van EG tegen Servië' ('Little chance of a successful EC boycot of Serbia'), de Volkskrant, 07/11/91; Peter 
Michielsen, 'Mislukking vredesoverleg ligt ook aan EG' ('EC also to blame for failure of peace talks'), NRC Handelsblad, 
07/11/91; 'Wanhoopsdaad' ('Act of despair'), NRC Handelsblad, 08/11/91; Stojanovic, Fall, p. 157. 
1320Stojanovic, Fall, p. 174; interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
1321 For Milosevic's already existing fear that the workers would turn their backs on him see Jovic, Dani, p. 130 (25/03/90). 
1322 Cf. Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 54. 
1323 Nicole Lucas, 'Serviërs vrezen koude winter. Olietekort kan generaals dwingen tot onderhandelen' ('Serbs fear severe 
winter. Oil shortage could force generals to negotiate'), Trouw, 23/10/91. 
1324Cf. Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 134. 
1325 Markovic, Night, p. 141 (13/11/93). 
1326 Cohen, Hearts, p. 296. 
1327 Mira Markovic did so in her diaries published between December 1992 and July 1994 in the fortnightly magazine Duga. 
They were later published under the title Noc i dan. This book appeared in an English translation as Night & Day. A Diary, 
December 1992-July 1994. Reference will be made to the English translation below. Night, pp. 56 (04/05/93, 74 (14/06/93), 
75 (18/06/93), 96 (05/08/93), 108 (02/09/93), 114 (11/09/93), 119-120 (27/09/93). 
1328 Cf. Henk Hirs, 'Vredesbeweging in Belgrado machteloos' ('Belgrade peace movement powerless'), Trouw, 28/11/91. 
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was counting on the orthodox Greece to act within the EC for its 'brother' Serbia and block any 
negative economic steps that might be proposed. Milosevic had made a serious miscalculation. Even 
worse, after the EC had announced the sanctions, signals came that three other assumed supporters of 
Serbia, namely the Soviet Union, China and Romania, would not oppose UN sanctions. The invitation 
from Belgrade to the UN to send in Blue Helmets was partly an attempt to avoid the imposition of at 
least these sanctions.1329

A second explanation for the willingness to end the war lay in the almost paranoid attitude of 
the JNA command, in particular Kadijevic, towards the West. This attitude of JNA general mostly gave 
the international community great problems. This time Kadijevic's distrust worked to the benefit of UN 
envoy Vance. After the failure of the peace conference in The Hague, and therefore the increased 
probability of international recognition of Croatia, the political and military command in Belgrade took 
account of an internationalization of the conflict.

 

1330 In view of the developments in the Soviet Union 
itself, the JNA could not expect help from Moscow in such an eventuality. The JNA command thought 
it had little to fear from the European powers. They rightly concluded that the WEU was not in a 
position to take a hard line. The JNA analysis was that it would be different if the United States was to 
come to their assistance.1331 The American military action in the Gulf War had made a deep impression 
on the Serbs.1332 And on each occasion during the conflicts in the first half of the 1990s, a credible 
threat of an American intervention would move the Serbian leaders in Belgrade to an accommodating 
attitude.1333

A NATO summit took place in Rome on 8 November at which the Alliance's Strategic Concept 
was adopted. This strategy assumed that it could no longer be predicted, as it could during the Cold 
War, where the security threat for the alliance came from. The risks were 'multi-faceted in nature and 
multi-directional, which makes them hard to predict and assess'.

 

1334 One month later, the North 
Atlantic Cooperation Council was set up, which made clear that the NATO had reserved a task for 
itself in maintaining European security out-of-area. However, NATO was not yet ready for 
intervention in Yugoslavia. A few days before the meeting in Rome, the Secretary-General of the 
alliance, Manfred Wörner, had said that it was by no means certain whether his organization ever 
should or could intervene in internal conflicts.1335 In Rome, the NATO therefore restricted itself to 
applauding the efforts of the EC, CSCE and NATO.1336

However, the wrong impression was created in leadership circles in Belgrade as if the Rapid 
Reaction Force that was discussed on 8 November at the Rome summit was associated with a shady 
NATO plan to intervene in Yugoslavia.

 

1337 Kadijevic in particular deduced from reports of an emphasis 
at the NATO summit that force projection would be more important than territorial defence in future 
alliance strategy, that NATO was already in the process of preparing such a military intervention.1338

The JNA's enthusiasm for the war in Croatia had considerably cooled in the meantime because 
of the long time required to seize Vukovar. The JNA had achieved less than expected militarily. There 
were rumours of corruption, nepotism and incompetence in the army. The morale within the JNA had 
plummeted so far and the scale of desertion and mutiny was so considerable that November 1991 was 

 

                                                 

1329ABZ, DEU/ARA/00408. Fietelaars 412 to Van den Broek, 12/11/91. 
1330 See e.g. Jovic cited in Silber & Little, Death, p. 197. 
1331 Ramet, Babel, p. 244. 
1332 Fouad Ajami, Beyond Words, Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 152. 
1333Cf. Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 160. 
1334 Cited in Shaw, Germany, p. 14. 
1335Zeitler, Rolle, p. 155. 
1336 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 12, p. 3. 
1337 Zametica, Conflict, p. 65. 
1338 Gompert, 'Serbia', p 36 n. 1; David C. Gompert, 'The United States and Yugoslavia's Wars', Ullman (ed.), World, p. 144 n. 
8. 
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deemed to be the most critical month in the existence of the Yugoslav army.1339 Various operations had 
to be cancelled in that month because of morale problems.1340 In those days, reservists in Belgrade 
demanded recognition that they were being sent into a war as opposed to, as the official line claimed, 
'on exercise'. Furthermore they demanded guarantees that they would be relieved at the front.1341 
Reservists in Cacak shot at police troops from Belgrade when they arrived to collect them, after which 
the police fell back.1342 A survey held at the beginning of December, proved that sixty per cent of the 
Serbs wanted peace in the first place.1343 In December, the Serbian government found itself forced by 
personnel shortages to scrap the 45 day maximum duration of consecutive service at the front for 
reservists, which was introduced to reduce resistance to service. After that, reservists were required to 
serve for six months at the front.1344

During the war in Croatia, the division between the political (Milosevic and Jovic) and the 
military (Kadijevic and Adzic) command in Belgrade persisted. It irritated the political leaders greatly 
that the JNA had such difficultly in moving away from the option of all-out war in Croatia. The army 
command was harming the international position of Serbia in this way. Furthermore, because the JNA 
did not withdraw immediately at the start of the conflict in the 'Serbian' parts of Croatia, much military 
equipment fell into Croatian hands during the barracks war. The political leaders accused Kadijevic of 
losing the war because he had not transformed the army in good time into a pure Serbian organization, 
so that there were now so many morale problems. Kadijevic thought that the political leadership put 
insufficient force behind the mobilization.

 

1345 In late October, Jovic and Milosevic started to have 
enough of Kadijevic's attitude. In their eyes Kadijevic was increasingly reproaching the politicians, while 
he military accomplished little.1346 Kadijevic, who had never been a decisive officer, appeared to 
collapse psychologically under the pressure of the war in Croatia.1347 An attempt by Milosevic and Jovic 
to sideline Kadijevic and replace him with Adjutant Colonel Vuk Obradovic stranded because of 
resistance from Adzic, however.1348 Attempts by Mira Markovic to push Kadijevic aside with a coup 
had equally little success.1349 On 25 October, matters developed into a violent quarrel between 
Kadijevic and Adzic on the one hand and Milosevic and Jovic on the other, in which Kadijevic 
threatened to set the army on the two political leaders if it received no more reservists. Jovic said that if 
Kadijevic no longer accepted the high command he had better go home.1350 On 2 November, Jovic 
discussed with Milosevic that continuation of the war would lead increasingly to large-scale 
mobilizations in Serbia, which would be 'completely counterproductive to our policy'.1351 On 30 
October, Milosevic blocked a plan of Kadijevic to attempt to liberate the barracks in Croatia by 
overwhelming force.1352

                                                 

1339Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 140. On the increasing problems of the JNA see also Ewoud Nysingh, 'Joegoslavisch leger kan 
oorlog niet beslissen' ('Yugoslavian army cannot determine outcome of war'), de Volkskrant, 26/10/91. 

 Kadijevic and Adzic finally got Milosevic's message. They were neither able nor 

1340 Norman Cigar, 'The Serbo-Croatian War, 1991', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 78. 
1341 Ofelija Backovic & Milos Vasic & Aleksandar Vasovic, 'Who Wants to be a Soldier? The call-up crisis - an analytical 
overview of media reports', Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 339. 
1342 Ofelija Backovic & Milos Vasic & Aleksandar Vasovic, 'Who Wants to be a Soldier? The call-up crisis - an analytical 
overview of media reports', Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 339. 
1343 'Kroatië en Servië ruilen gevangenen uit', ('Croatia and Serbia exchange prisoners'), de Volkskrant 11/12/91. For similar 
surveys see Ofelija Backovic & Milos Vasic & Aleksandar Vasovic, 'Who Wants to be a Soldier? The call-up crisis - an 
analytical overview of media reports', Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 339. 
1344 Ulrike Rudberg, 'Kabinet Servië valt na interne ruzie' ('Serbian government falls after internal quarrel'), de Volkskrant, 
13/12/91. 
1345 Cf. Jovic, Dani, pp. 385-387 and 402. 
1346 Jovic, Dani, pp. 392 and 401-402. 
1347 Mamula, Slucaj, p. 216; Jovic, Dani, p. 387. 
1348 Mamula, Slucaj, p. 215. 
1349 Mamula, Slucaj, pp. 224-227; Brey, Logik, pp. 121-122. 
1350 Jovic, Dani, p. 403. 
1351 Jovic, Dani, p. 407. 
1352 Jovic, Dani, p. 407. 
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permitted to win the war against Croatia. On 22 October and again on 7 November, Kadijevic wrote to 
the state presidium that it was time to take the plunge on the desired geographical borders of the new 
Yugoslavia.1353

While the JNA had to contend with considerable personnel and political problems, the Croatian 
National Guard, which started as a sort of gendarmerie but had developed into an army, grew 
vigorously. Whereas the guard had only four brigades at the start of the war, in October there were 
already 35.

  

1354 And they continued to expand. At the start of 1992, the Croatian army would have two-
hundred thousand men, or 4.8 per cent of the Croatian population, in, by that time, 64 brigades.1355

The guard was also becoming ever better equipped because of the equipment that had fallen 
into Croatian hands thanks to the siege of the JNA barracks. Kadijevic had considerable problems, not 
only with the loss of equipment, but also with the fact that approximately thirty thousand JNA soldiers 
were confined to their barracks as a consequence of Croatian blockades.

  

1356

According to the Dutch ambassador in Belgrade, Fietelaars, the Greater-Serbian ambitions as a 
consequence of the military setback in November 1991 had meanwhile been reduced to 'a Serbia-Minor 
of unexpectedly minimal dimensions and even less prosperity'.

 

1357

That 'Serbia-Minor' should at least include the Serbs in Bosnia-Hercegovina, according to 
Belgrade. After the Croatian and Muslim representatives had accepted a declaration of sovereignty in 
the Bosnian parliament on 15 October, the Bosnian Serbs made an appeal to Belgrade for protection. 
On 9 and 10 November they voted in a referendum against the sovereignty of Bosnia. In the four wars 
that Milosevic conducted with parts of (former) Yugoslavia at the end of the twentieth century, he 
always made sure that he never had more than one opponent at a time. Now that a conflict over 
Bosnia-Hercegovina was on the horizon, it was time to end the war in Croatia. 

 

A similar consideration applied to the other great nationalist of the former Yugoslavia: 
President Tudjman of Croatia. He also made claims on parts of Bosnia. Between 15 October and 12 
November Bosnian-Croatian nationalists held three meetings with the knowledge of the authorities in 
Zagreb, which resulted in the decision that Croatia should realize its 'age-old dream' of a Greater 
Croatia. Tudjman also therefore needed to free troops and weapons. However, this was not possible as 
long as the war in Croatia itself continued. The Croatian commander, General Anton Tus, could at the 
time not even free up additional weapons for the heavily beleaguered Vukovar. 

The months of Serbian siege had in the meantime given Vukovar a significance that was out of 
proportion. It would have been much better militarily for the JNA to have gone around the city. Now it 
had brought the offensive in the direction of Zagreb to a standstill. Milosevic and the JNA could not 
end the war in Croatia without considerable loss of face if Vukovar was not taken. Tudjman must also 
have understood that. Observers do not rule out that a silent pact existed between Tudjman and 
Milosevic that the fall of the city was a condition for a ceasefire.1358

On 12 November, the EC Ministers of Foreign Affairs decided to request the Security Council 
to consider the idea of a UN peacekeeping force, which was put forward several days earlier by 
Milosevic and Tudjman. Meanwhile, the EC dispatched Carrington to Yugoslavia to assess the chances 
of an agreement.  

 

Shortly after receiving signals from Belgrade and Zagreb on the willingness to accept a UN 
peace mission, Vance also left for Yugoslavia accompanied by Sir Marrack I. Goulding, the UN 
Undersecretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, to investigate the possibilities of a UN 
operation. On 16 November Vance and Goulding flew first to the Netherlands. They spoke there with 

                                                 

1353 Kadijevic, View, p. 141-143. 
1354 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 187. 
1355 Ozren Zunec, 'Democracy in the 'Fog of War': Civil Military Relations in Croatia', in: Danopoulos & Zirker (eds.), 
Relations, p. '220. 
1356 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 160; Wijnaendts, Kroniek, pp. 101, 124-125 and 142. 
1357 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01233, EC/Joegoslavië, November 1991, Fietelaars 406 to Van den Broek, 03/11/91. 
1358Tanner, Croatia, pp. 266 and 268. 
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Van den Broek, who told them that he thought that a peace operation was necessary. They then flew 
on to Belgrade. Various events made them realize that they should have no illusions about the nature of 
the conflict. The two UN diplomats arrived on 19 November, as Vukovar was falling.  

The three-month siege of Vukovar was one of the clearest illustrations that perhaps both parties 
were lashing out in the Serbian-Croatian conflict, but that there was one, the Serbs, who struck the 
hardest. As the Montenegrin Major Veselin Sljivancanin, commander of the military police of the 
mechanized guard, said: 'And if they fire as much as a single shot, we strike back hard.'1359 It made an 
indelible impression on the outside world that the Serbian mayor of Vukovar, Slavko Dokmanovic, and 
Major Sljivancanin granted Cyrus Vance and the International Red Cross no access to the hospital. 261 
patients and medical personnel were later taken away in buses 'for questioning' and - as was to be 
revealed only in the autumn of 1992 - executed in the nearby village of Ovcara .1360 Seselj was also 
ordered to execute wounded people after the fall of the city. According to a Serbian security officer in 
Vukovar, this instruction came from 'a particularly popular politician', which was an implied reference 
to Milosevic.1361 In total, 2642 Croats lost their lives in the siege of Vukovar and in the days following 
its capture.1362

The exact scale of the tragedy of Vukovar was not yet clear to them, but Vance and Goulding 
could at least suspect that serious events were taking place there at the time of their visit to Yugoslavia. 
Shortly after their arrival, the British Undersecretary-General of the UN met a JNA officer whom he 
had known as a military observer in the war between Iraq and Iran in 1988, and whom he had gained 
great respect for at the time. When the soldier told Goulding that the Yugoslav army was supposed to 
be using flame-throwers to flush 'the rats' from the cellars of Vukovar, Goulding immediately had an 
impression of the problems that could be expected in a peace operation in Yugoslavia.

 

1363

Meanwhile, the position of Vance and Goulding went down well with Milosevic. They left open 
the possibility that UN troops would not be stationed along the border between Croatia and Serbia but 
along the existing front lines, so that the UN would in fact be preserving the status quo. In other 
words: The Croatian areas occupied by the Serbs would not have to be surrendered.  

 The Serbian 
refusal to allow Vance and Goulding to visit the hospital in, the since then captured, Vukovar, 
confirmed the impression of a particularly dirty war. 

In this way, the UN was offering Milosevic more than he had bargained for. The Serbian 
president was, as was already apparent at the beginning of October in The Hague, prepared if necessary 
to give up the Serbs in Croatia in order to normalize relations with Croatia.1364 He would then content 
himself with the rump Yugoslavia, consisting of Serbia, Montenegro and (parts of) Bosnia-Hercegovina 
and Macedonia. One month later, in early November, Milosevic attempted to persuade the Krajina 
Serbs to accept a special status for their communities within Croatia. In so doing, Milosevic was no 
longer supporting territorial claims of the Serbs in Croatia. The Serbs in Croatia, whom he and his 
supporters had first stirred up to fight, were now suddenly told that they effectively had to rely on their 
own resources.1365

                                                 

1359 Nicole Lucas, 'Om half twee klinkt het eerste schot', Trouw, 10/10/91. 

  

1360 As an appendix to a report of 19 January 1993 in response to the exposure of a mass grave near Vukovar, Physicians for 
Human Rights attached a list containing 294 names of missing persons from the hospital and the surroundings, United 
Nations, S/25274, Appendix II, Appendix D; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 194. See also Dusko Doder, 'Red Cross caught in 
Yugoslavia crossfire', The Toronto Star, 04/12/91; Blaine Harden, 'Serbs Accused of '91 Croatia Massacre', The Washington Post, 
26/01/93; 'Massacre in Vukovar', The Guardian, 26/01/93; Roger Cohen, 'Tribunal indicts 3 Serbia Officers', The New York 
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There are other indications that the Serbs in Krajina and the attempt to conquer the Serbian 
regions in Croatia were 'a relative sideshow' for Milosevic.1366 At the end of February 1991, Mesic 
observed to Milosevic's assistant Jovic that he did not understand the Serbian leadership's policy in 
Belgrade with regard to the Serbs in Croatia. According to Mesic, this issue could only be solved at the 
negotiating table, because the ratio of Serbs in Croatia to Croats was one to nine. Mesic said to Jovic 
that Serbian policy only made sense to him if Belgrade wished to appropriate a piece of Croatian 
territory. Jovic then answered Mesic that the Serbian leadership in Belgrade was completely 
uninterested in the Croatian Serbs. What Milosevic and his supporters actually wanted was two-thirds 
of the territory of Bosnia-Hercegovina.1367 The captured Serbian area in Croatia served Milosevic only 
as a pawn with which he could assure himself of Tudjman's complicity in laying his hands on areas in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina.1368

'In a tête-à-tête conversation with Vance, Tudjman stated clearly that he had 
reached a verbal accommodation with Milosevic under which Croatia would 
receive satisfaction in regard to the areas of Croatia most heavily populated by 
Serbs (the Krajina and eastern Slavonia), meaning that Serbia would not seek 
territorial adjustments there. In return, Tudjman would support Milosevic in the 
latter's efforts to secure satisfaction in regard to the more heavily populated 
Serb-populated areas in Bosnia-Hercegovina... Tudjman said that Bosnia-
Hercegovina could be persuaded - that he, in fact, had already discussed it with 
Izetbegovic.'

 Tudjman himself said this in so many words to Vance in mid October: 

1369

Milosevic was aware of Tudjman's personal ambitions for a Greater Croatia from their earlier 
discussions. However, he had to be sure that the Croatian president would actually take part of the 
blame for the attack on the integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina.  

 

As it happens, the Serbian capture of Vukovar may have strengthened Tudjman's intentions. 
After the fall of the city, a wave of criticism of Tudjman broke out among Croats. He was accused of 
consciously abandoning Vukovar, where his party did not have a large following.1370 After half a year of 
conflict, Croatia had 6651 dead and almost fourteen thousand missing persons.1371 35 cities and villages 
had been virtually flattened. More than two-hundred thousand houses had been destroyed, about 
twelve per cent of the Croatian housing stock. Approximately 605,000 people had left hearth and 
home. Of these, 324,000 remained in Croatia; Bosnia and Serbia each received one hundred thousand, 
and sixty thousand ended up in Vojvodina.1372

On 2 January 1992, when the suspension of hostilities in Croatia went into effect, Milosevic 
confided in Tudjman that for him the Serbian issue in Croatia was indeed a problem of a minority, not 
a territorial issue. One week later, on 9 January, Milosevic even promised Tudjman that he would give 

 Forty per cent of Croatian industry had been destroyed. 
More than a quarter of Croatian territory was in the hands of the Serbs, mainly the regions of Knin, 
Banija and West and East Slavonia. Together they formed the area that on 19 December 1991 would be 
declared the Republika Krajina, a republic that tolerated only Serbs in its territory. Tudjman therefore 
needed a success somewhere else. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

Rudberg, 'Milosevic zaait tweedracht en oogst eenheid' (Milosevic sows discord and reaps unity), de Volkskrant,, 02/11/91; 
Nicole Lucas, 'Ommezwaai Slobodan Milosevic: knieval of afleidingsmanoeuvre?' ('U-turn Slobodan Milosevic: a gesture of 
humility or a diversionary tactic?'), Trouw, 05/11/91; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 89. 
1366 Cohen, Serpent, p. 144. 
1367Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 126; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 82. 
1368Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 175. 
1369 Perez de Cuellar, Pilgrimage, p. 483. 
1370Russell, Prejudice, p. 248; Norman Cigar, 'The Serbo-Croatian War, 1991', Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 77. 
1371 Tanner, Croatia, p. 278. 
1372 Weiss & Pasic, UNHCR, p. 44; Tanner, Croatia, p. 278; Bell-Fialkoff, Cleansing, p. 46. 
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up all the Croatian territory on the condition that the Croatian president was prepared to start a war in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina together with him.1373

Stationing Blue Helmets along the front line in Croatia therefore suited Milosevic very well. It 
camouflaged his lack of interest in the area to the Serbs and it kept Tudjman under pressure. In the 
meantime, Milosevic could hope for a long-term impasse in Croatia, like the one in Cyprus, where UN 
soldiers had been stationed along the front line since 1964. Or he could hope for a plebiscite after a 
number of years had passed.

 

1374

At the same time, Milosevic would be able to present himself to the West as an apostle of peace 
by accepting Blue Helmets in the face of resistance from his Croatian Serbs, who felt betrayed, and 
resistance from maniacal opposition leaders in Belgrade, such as Seselj, who warned the West that if 
they were to intervene: '... tens of thousands of Western soldiers will perish. It will be all-out war, a war 
without mercy ... We will poison their food, we will poison their water. There will be no means that we 
will shun to oppose Western intervention.'

 

1375

After the fall of Vukovar, Milosevic had no further reason to oppose stationing a peacekeeping 
force in Croatia. A section of the JNA officers thought otherwise. As at the time of the end of the war 
in Slovenia, there were still officers who had difficulty accepting that the conflict was over. For 
example, General Zivota Panic, who had been responsible for the operation against the city, wanted to 
advance rapidly along the line of march to Zagreb set out by the JNA command in the summer of 
1991. His orders were that he should capture Osijek as soon as Vukovar had fallen. He said later that in 
his opinion it would have been possible to be in Zagreb within two days of the fall of Vukovar. 
However, he was restrained by a personal order from Milosevic, who told him that it was not the 
intention to capture all of Croatia, but only the Serbian regions.

 

1376

A pause for breath was also welcome for the Croats. The fact was that they would not be able 
to drive the Serbs out of their territory for the time being. The Croatian army may have proved 
themselves capable of attacking actions in West Slavonia in the autumn of 1991,

 Milosevic had the JNA leadership 
on his side. They were by then prepared to content themselves with achieving the more limited 
objective: occupying more than one quarter of Croatian territory. It was better to stop now that the 
JNA had provisionally made the maximum gain. 

1377

In brief, the time was ripe for stationing Blue Helmets. On 23 November in Geneva, Vance 
achieved a suspension of hostilities with Milosevic, Tudjman and Kadijevic. Croatia would immediately 
lift the blockades of JNA barracks and the JNA would withdraw all its units and equipment from 
Croatia. The ceasefire was soon violated, however. Nevertheless, in the coming weeks preparations 
continued for the dispatch of a peacekeeping force. On 27 November the Security Council in 
Resolution 721 undertook to take the necessary decisions as soon as Perez de Cuellar came with 
proposals for a peace operation in Yugoslavia.  

 but to launch a 
larger counteroffensive, the Croatian armed forces needed more mobility. The hastily formed armed 
forces could be modernized during a long-term pause in hostilities. Furthermore, it would be difficult 
for Zagreb to counterattack as long as the most important connecting roads (Zagreb-Karlovac-Rijeka; 
Zagreb-Karlovac-Zadar-Split-Dubrovnik; and Zagreb-Nova Gradiska-Vinkovci-Osijek) were 
constantly within range of Serbian firepower.  

                                                 

1373Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 223. See also Zimmerman, Origins, p. 183, who writes that Milosevic and Tudjman again discussed 
the division of Bosnia-Hercegovina in Brussels at the beginning of January 1992. 
1374interview V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01. The chairman of the Serbian Renewal Movement, opposition leader Vuk Draskovic, 
also proposed such a referendum at the end of November to a member of the Dutch embassy staff, ABZ, DEU/ARA, 
26/11/91. And later Cosic's foreign affairs adviser, Svetozr Stojanovic, would also propose the same in an interview with 
Borba, 28-30 November 1992, cited in Stojanovic, Fall, p. 101. 
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On 2 January 1992 Vance would achieve a ceasefire in Croatia that this time would last. It 
would lead to the dispatch of an extensive UN peacekeeping force to the area. Vance's plan was seen 
by many as one of the few successes of international diplomacy in the former Yugoslavia in the 
1990s.1378

Meanwhile the fall of Vukovar provoked great emotion among Dutch policy makers. According 
to Both, in the eyes of senior Dutch Foreign Affairs officials, precisely this would move the Yugoslav 
crisis from a political to a moral level.

 It will be clear from the above, however, that it was mainly the combatants themselves who 
had decided that a ceasefire was to their advantage. It was necessary not only to silence the weapons in 
Croatia, but at the same time to prepare for the following conflict, which would take place in Bosnia. 

1379 Van Walsum drafted a memo for Van den Broek on 19 
November, which unambiguously urged abandoning the policy of even-handedness, because otherwise the 
Netherlands would be overcommitted to the Serbian conquests.1380

But the public in the Netherlands were not yet shown the worst pictures of Vukovar. For 
example, Othon Zimmermann, Algemeen Dagblad correspondent, took photos in Vukovar of piles of 
bodies. They were not printed in the newspaper.

  

1381

On 21 November, the Dutch parliament held the first open debate on the situation in 
Yugoslavia. That took place at the request of VVD member of parliament Blaauw, who was responding 
to public statements of Minister Ter Beek that the Netherlands had a battalion of between 500 to 800 
men ready for a UN operation. The announcements surprised Parliament. Blaauw demanded an 
emergency debate.

 

1382 The members of parliament Van Traa, who reproached Blaauw for placing too 
much emphasis on emotion,1383 and De Kok did not greatly appreciate the VVD member's initiative. 
They would have preferred to have the debate one week later, when Vance's findings with respect to 
the possibilities of stationing a peacekeeping force would have been known.1384 The pictures of 
Vukovar, however, had made an impression on Blaauw, and not only on him. The liberal member of 
parliament compared them with West Beirut and Dresden. If this is how a city was treated, he found it 
difficult to speak of an internal conflict. 'Whose interior might that be?'1385 He also had difficulty with 
the term civil war. 'This is total violence against Croats.'1386 According to him it was a case of 'ordinary 
war between peoples'.1387 The federal state of Yugoslavia had actually ceased to exist after the federal 
structure had been taken over entirely by Serbia.1388 Van Traa did not agree with him. He felt that the 
fierceness of the conflict arose from the fact that it was a civil war.1389 Leerling (RPF) also spoke of a 
civil war.1390

The question of the nature of the war was partly determined by the matter of the recognition of 
the independence of republics that wished to separate themselves from Yugoslavia. In view of their 
proclamations of independence of June 1991, the first candidates for such recognition were Croatia and 
Slovenia, but Macedonia and Bosnia-Hercegovina were also heading increasingly in that direction. 

  

 

                                                 

1378 See e.g. Bertram, 'Diplomacy', p. 70. 
1379 Both, Indifference, p. 129 and 138. 
1380 Leonard Ornstein, 'Het stratego van de experts' ('The strategy of the experts'), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, pp. 12-13. 
1381 Interview Othon Zimmermann, 28/04/00. 
1382 Radio 1, VOO, Nieuwsradio, 19/11/91, 17.05 hours. 
1383 TK, 1991-1992, Proceedings, p. 1643. 
1384 Ibid., pp. 1643-1644. 
1385 TK, 1991-1992, Proceedings, p. 1640. 
1386 Ibid., p. 1640  
1387 Ibid, p. 1641. 
1388 Ibid. p. 1641. 
1389 Ibid. p. 1641. 
1390 Ibid, p. 1643. 
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Chapter 3 
Recognition of Croatia and Slovenia and the 
significance of that for Bosnia 

1. After Rome, an independent German initiative after all? 

The crucial meetings of the European Community and NATO in Rome on 8 November 1991 resulted 
in more than a decision by the EC to impose selective sanctions and create a new strategy for the 
Atlantic alliance. This special EC meeting also significantly brought to the fore the issue of recognizing 
the independence of Croatia and Slovenia. Within the European Community, Germany had again and 
again pressed emphatically for recognition. In the meantime, one month had passed since Van den 
Broek had promised that recognition – a possible outcome of a successful International Conference on 
the Former Yugoslavia – would follow within two months.  

After Carrington had adjourned the conference on 8 November for an indefinite period, Kohl 
and Genscher thought it necessary to ensure that the EC continue to pursue the course of recognition 
they considered to be the right one. However, they were only partially successful with their EC 
colleagues. In a joint declaration, the European politicians stated that recognition of republics could 
only be taken into consideration within the framework of a comprehensive political settlement that also 
embraced guarantees with regard to human rights and rights of minorities.1391

This position had come about mainly because the US opposed recognition without a 
comprehensive settlement, for two reasons, the first being the risk that the conflict might spread to 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, Kosovo and Macedonia, and the second, the precedent this might set for the 
Soviet republics.

 

1392 However, after Carrington’s suspension of the Yugoslavia conference, a 
comprehensive political settlement of this nature seemed further away than ever. At a press conference 
after the meetings in Rome, Kohl declared that time was running out: ‘It's about blood and suffering, 
with each day the conflict continues, more lives will be lost.’ Moreover, according to the German 
government, further delay only served to reward Serb aggression. If no breakthrough had been made in 
the talks on the Yugoslav crisis by the end of the year, Bonn would recognize Croatia and Slovenia. 
Kohl and Genscher announced that they would invite the presidents of both republics to Bonn to 
conduct bilateral talks in preparation of recognition.1393 The Bonn government was particularly 
interested in seeing the protection of minorities regulated by law so that the EC partners would no 
longer have to take exception to regulations that discriminated Serbs residing there.1394

Despite Kohl’s clarion calls, Bonn still considered it of prime importance to bring about a 
decision on recognition in a European context. Bonn did not want to upset relations, especially not 
with the government in Paris. Kohl and Mitterrand met up on 15 November, a week after the meetings 
in Rome. The Federal Chancellor informed the French head of state that his government would, by 
hook or by crook, move to recognize Croatia and Slovenia. In the light of public opinion in Germany, 
he felt that he had no choice. Mitterrand was clearly unhappy with Kohl’s decision, but realized that the 
Chancellor was not to be deterred. As such, the French President did not go beyond insisting on a joint 
decision by the Twelve on recognition and on guarantees that the borders of the republics be 
legitimized and the rights of minorities respected.

  

1395

                                                 

1391 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. COREU from the Dutch EC presidency, 08/11/91, cpe/pres/hag 1410. 

 

1392 ABZ, DIE/ARA/01232. EC/Yugoslavia September-October 1991, Meesman 1074 to Van den Broek, 24/10/91. 
1393 ‘Bonn wil snel resultaten in Joegoslavië. Dreigement met erkenning’ (Bonn wants fast results in Yugoslavia. Threat plus 
recognition), NRC Handelsblad, 09/11/91; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 142. 
1394 Genscher, Erinnerungen, pp. 961-962; Libal, Limits, pp. 79-80; Zeitler, Rolle, pp. 143 and 315. 
1395 Libal, Limits, p. 76. 
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Once Kohl realized that as far as Mitterrand was concerned, the lights were no longer red but 
had changed to amber, the German government invited a whole parade of dignitaries from the former 
Yugoslavia for discussions in Bonn. The idea was to synchronize watches regarding the date of 
recognition and to remove any remaining obstacles standing in the way of recognition. The first to visit 
Bonn on 22 November was the Bosnian President Alija Izetbegovic, who had in past months 
continually impressed upon Western representatives that recognition of Croatia's and Slovenia's 
independence would mean war in Bosnia.  

German insistence on rapid recognition of the independence of republics was based on the 
notion that it would restrain Serb aggression. That is, it would no longer be possible to define such 
aggression as internal use of force. Recognition having been established, any armed actions on the part 
of Serbia would give rise to an international conflict. As for Slovenia, such considerations were no 
longer relevant. The last JNA (Yugoslavian National Army) troops had already left there in October. 
Almost immediately after the Rome summit, an end to hostilities in Croatia also seemed possible, since 
the governments in Zagreb and in Belgrade had asked for peace troops to be stationed. 

If the independence of the Croatian and Slovenian republics were recognized, the same could 
hardly be withheld for other republics. Accordingly, Bosnia and Macedonia, likewise in pursuit of 
independence, appeared on the horizon. The American Ambassador in Belgrade, Zimmermann, had 
already warned Washington in October 1990 that Milosevic had been fostering territorial ambitions 
with regard to Bosnia1396

In a memorandum drawn up on 26 June 1991, the day after Croatia and Slovenia had declared 
independence, the Eastern European Division of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs pointed out 
that if Yugoslavia were to break up, Bosnia-Hercegovina would, by reason of its ethnic composition, be 
in danger of being divided up.

, long before Croatia and Slovenia had declared their independence. 

1397 At the time of the Brioni agreement, Minister Van den Broek had 
gained the impression through contacts with local parties that after Slovenia not only Croatia but also 
Bosnia-Hercegovina ran the risk of Serb actions. This due to the strong Serb presence there1398

It was indeed difficult to imagine how Bosnia could continue to exist if the multi-ethnic 
Yugoslavian Federation were to split up. Bosnia-Hercegovina was not called Yugoslavia in miniature 
for nothing.

. In his 
13 July COREU, a circular to the other EC capitals, Van Walsum had had in mind an alteration of the 
Yugoslavian internal frontiers, and particularly the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Based on press 
reports about an agreement between Milosevic and Tudjman regarding a Croatia-Serbia division, it was 
there that he expected the greatest difficulties.  

1399 In the multi-ethnic state of Yugoslavia, it was the only republic that had no dominant 
ethnic group. In 1991, 43.7 per cent of the then 4.4 million inhabitants called themselves Muslims, 31.4 
per cent or 1.4 million Bosnians called themselves Serbs and 17.3 per cent Croats. Eight per cent of the 
population stated that they perceived themselves as Yugoslav or had ‘no [ethnic] nationality’.1400

                                                 

1396 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 83. 

 Were 
Bosnia to disintegrate, how much more violent than in Croatia would the struggle be there? In Croatia, 
the war over Serb territory still had relatively clear territorial borders. The situation was different in 
Bosnia, where the various population groups intermingled. The question was whether the Serbs in 
Bosnia would take up a different stance than the Serbs in Croatia, who were striving towards autonomy 

1397 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00081, DEU; report through COREUs regarding the opinions of the EPC (European Political Co-
operation) on Yugoslavia, June-September 1991, DEU/OE memorandum, ‘Yugoslavia’, for the benefit of the European 
Council, 28-29/06/91, 26/06/91. 
1398 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03287, EU/GBVB/Trojka, preparation of and report on visits by Troika to Yugoslavia, July/August 
1991, COREU Dutch EC presidency, 08/07/91, cpe/pres/hag 320. 
1399 Cf. Dusan T. Batakovic, ‘Collective and Human Rights: Opposing Views from Former Yugoslavia’, Baehr & Baudet & 
Werdmöller (eds.), Tights, p. 72; Van den Heuvel, ‘Desintegratie’, p. 153; Peternel, Joegoslavië, p. 24; Samary, Déchirure, p. 32; 
ABZ, 911.31 Yugoslavia. IDB report 8099/RC/90, Joegoslavië drijft verder uiteen, 12/11/90. 
1400 Burg & Shoup, War, p.27. See also A. Stam. ‘Zuidslavische broedertwisten. Een historische schets van het 
Joegoslavische nationaliteitenvraagstuk’, Oost-Europa Verkenningen (1991)15(June), p. 19; X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and 
Herzegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, p.88. 
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or else association with Serbia. Were they to steer the same course, the problems would be incalculable. 
The Croatian government had already had to wage a full-scale war against the Serbs, who made up a 
mere 12 per cent of the population and who lived in fairly concentrated areas. How much more 
difficult would it be for the Bosnian government if the Serbs – who made up 31 per cent of the 
population and who were dispersed throughout the area – were to entertain the same hopes? 

Reactions to the German recognition plan 

The Bonn government has often been reproached for Germany's decision to press for recognition. 
Various reasons were put forward. 

The first reason cited was that it was ‘fine’ for Bonn to talk. Recognition created a moral 
responsibility to support the new states. Should Serb aggression continue, a new state could not be left 
in the cold. In that respect, the German drive seemed rather strange, as the German government had 
deemed at the time that Germany's past and its constitution prohibited a deployment of troops in crisis 
regions. As such, Germany itself would not have to face the possible military consequences of its 
viewpoint. And if the West were not prepared or in a position to send troops, then it would, at the very 
least, have to reconsider the weapon embargo imposed on all parts of (former)Yugoslavia by the United 
Nations on 25 September. The fact of the matter was that each state had the right to defend itself 
against external aggression.1401

Another objection to recognition was that it would shut the door on the conciliation process 
initiated by the EC in September 1991 with the Yugoslavia conference presided over by Lord 
Carrington. But that objection was hardly very strong as the peace process was at a standstill and no 
one knew rightly how to get it going again.

 

1402

Formally speaking, recognition by the European Community could be objected to on the 
grounds that it was essentially up to the United Nations to make a pronouncement on the right to self-
determination. Moreover, recognizing Croatia meant recognizing a state, a third of whose territory was 
not in government hands. Those were, in point of fact, formal objections. 

 From Belgrade’s viewpoint, the EC would no longer be 
neutral after recognition, but that was in effect no longer the case anyway and certainly not after the 
decision of 8 November to impose selective sanctions. 

However, the most important argument against Germany’s pressing on with recognition was 
that it would not only have seriously damaged burgeoning European foreign and security policies, but 
would also have brought about or at the very least accelerated the war over Bosnia.1403 Mitterrand and 
Dumas, his Minister of Foreign Affairs, later on repeatedly expressed their regret that in respect of 
recognition they had let themselves be led by the German government1404, whereas Genscher always 
insisted that Serb aggression in Croatia would have gone on had Croatia's independence not been 
recognized.1405

To verify that, it is necessary to outline the history of Bosnia. As so often in the recent history 
of (former)Yugoslavia, an unequivocal answer is not possible without in-depth cause and effect 
research. For this reason, the attention now turns to the history of Bosnia-Hercegovina, an aspect that 
until now has played a minor role in the text.  

 That claim is as specious as that of Germany's criticasters, who believed that ‘premature’ 
recognition imposed by Bonn resulted in the break-out of war in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Preparations for 
that war were already well underway in November and December 1991.  

                                                 

1401 Cf. Jonathan Eyal, ‘Stop the West’s Cynical Game in the Balkans’, Wall Street Journal, 27/01/93. 
1402 Cf. Van Walsum, Nederland, p. 66. 
1403 Cf. Bell, Way, p. 36; Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 37; Eisermann, Weg, p. 82; Kalaitzidis, Relations, pp. 4 and 26. For 
examples of criticism see Calic, ‘Jugoslawienpolitik’, p. 18. 
1404 Cf. ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Wijnaendts 217 to Kooijmans, 21/06/93; Olivier Lepick, ‘French Perspectives’, 
Danchev/Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 79. 
1405 Genscher, Erinnerungen, pp. 960, 963 and 966; Silber & Little, Death, p. 199. 
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2. The history of Bosnia-Hercegovina 

Bosnia under the Ottomans  

‘If you want to find the truth in Bosnia, you must ignore words and 
examine actions, and even then, you must be careful of the 
conclusions you draw.’1406

Scarcely larger than the Netherlands, the area of Bosnia-Hercegovina had known foreign domination 
for many centuries. After a period of independence as a kingdom, Bosnia was a distinct entity and part 
of the Ottoman Empire from 1463 to 1878. Shortly after Ottoman rule had been established, large 
sections of the population converted to Islam, but thanks to the millet system which sanctioned separate 
religious groups, there was still room for followers of other religions. For instance under this system, 
education was left to a large extent to these communities themselves. The Ottoman rulers did however 
adopt a more positive attitude towards Christian Orthodox followers than towards Catholics. The 
popes, despised on account of the Crusades, had always been the enemy of the Turkish Empire. 
Moreover, the pope in Rome was elusive, unlike the Christian Orthodox patriarch, who resided within 
the national borders of the Empire. In fact, orthodoxy spread under Ottoman rule. Because Roman 
Catholics were considered less important, the number of conversions to orthodoxy grew. Added to 
that, several Catholics migrated from Bosnia to Croatia and Dalmatia, while Serbs entered Bosnia 
where they took up vacated positions, particularly in the rural areas.

 

1407

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries migration helped to increase the percentage of 
Serbs in Bosnia from ten to forty.

  

1408 There had been an Orthodox bishop in Bosnia as early as 1532 
and the first Orthodox church was built in Sarajevo some decades later. But even the Catholics were 
doing relatively well in Bosnia. The Franciscans were granted the status of millet, treatment that other 
Catholics in the Ottoman Empire did not enjoy.1409

As a result of the ousting of followers of the Islamic faith from Croatia, Serbia and 
Montenegro, the number of Muslims in Bosnia increased sharply in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries.

 

1410

Meanwhile, the consequence of the comparative tolerance shown by the Ottoman Empire 
towards dissidents was that no single ethnic group was numerically predominant in Bosnia. Towards 
the end of Turkish rule in 1878, 38.7 per cent of the population of Bosnia-Hercegovina was Islamic, 
42.9 per cent Orthodox (Serb) and 18.1 per cent Catholic (Croatian).

 Whilst the migration of Muslims from Serbia to Eastern Bosnia solved one problem for 
the adherents of the Greater Serb doctrine, it created a new one. Several Muslims leaving Serbia settled 
on the opposite bank of the Drina river in Eastern Bosnia. At the same time, Serbs from Eastern 
Bosnia moved to Serbia. In this way, an ever stronger Muslim buffer grew on the Western banks of the 
Drina, which then formed a divide between Serbia itself and the Serbs in Bosnia and Croatia.  

1411

Conversely, century-long Turkish rule had resulted in marked socio-economic differences along 
ethnoreligious lines.

  

1412 Around 1875, Bosnia's economy was dominated by agriculture. A census 
conducted twenty years later revealed that 88 per cent of the population was still employed in 
agricultural occupations.1413

                                                 

1406 Maass, Neighbor, p. 85. 

 The landowners were almost exclusively Islamites, whilst the permanent 
tenants – whose status was similar to that of serfs (known as kmetovi) – were mainly Orthodox (74 per 

1407 Fouad Ajami, ‘In Europe’s Shadows’, Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, pp. 41-42. 
1408 Lampe, Yugoslavia, p. 64. 
1409 Lampe, Yugoslavia, pp. 22-23. 
1410 Cf. Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 24. 
1411 X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 88. 
1412 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 17. 
1413 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 75-76. 
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cent) and Catholic (21 per cent).1414 This inequitable distribution became the most significant bone of 
contention in the nineteenth and early twentieth century in Bosnia. Moreover, due to this 
disproportionate relationship, the foundation was laid for discrepancies between towns where Muslims 
were present in far greater force, and rural areas in which the presence of Serbs and Croats was 
comparatively stronger. As late as 1991 even, 70 per cent of the Bosnian Muslims lived in the cities, as 
opposed to 30 or 40 per cent of the Serbs.1415 Prior to the 1992 conflict, 56 per cent of Bosnian 
territory was in Serb hands, although they constituted no more than 31 per cent of the population.1416

In 1875, a peasant revolt broke out against the supremacy of Islamite landlords, a revolt which 
soon took on the character of an Orthodox rebellion striving to form an association with Serbia. The 
peasants were backed by Serbia and Montenegro, who declared war on the Ottoman Empire in 1876. 
Initially, Serbia was backed by Russia. However, during peace negotiations in 1878 in Berlin, Russia 
agreed that while Bosnia-Hercegovina would be separated from the Ottoman Empire, it would also 
become an Austro-Hungarian protectorate.  

 

Bosnia under Habsburg rule 

The entry of the Habsburg army in Bosnia was accompanied by fierce resistance from the Muslims, 
who not only feared a non-Islamic regime but also a shift in their hitherto favourable socio-economic 
status. In a conflict lasting almost three months, a final total of 268,000 Habsburg soldiers, most of 
them Croats and Serbs from Krajina, had to hold their own against 93,000 Muslim volunteers. An 
estimated 150,000 lost their lives in this war, 5,000 of whom fell on the Austrian side.1417 In the years 
leading up to the First World War, close to 100,000 Muslims took refuge in Turkey1418

However, the greater majority of Muslims soon reconciled themselves to Austrian rule, one of 
the reasons being that this administration kept their socio-economic status intact. The Habsburg 
authorities also accepted the existence of a Bosnian community, divided into Muslim, Orthodox, 
Catholic and Jewish socio-political blocks existing more or less independently of one another and 
linked only by a sense of good neighbourliness (komsiluk). Accepting this situation was made easier for 
the Austro-Hungarian authorities in that they were able to secure the right to appoint both Orthodox 
Christian and Roman Catholic bishops in Bosnia. The Muslim hierarchy dissociated itself from Istanbul 
in 1882 and the Habsburg Emperor appointed the leader of this religious community, the Reis ul-ulema, 
as well.  

 and several tens 
of thousands in Kosovo, Macedonia or Sandzak, the region in Southern Serbia and Northern 
Macedonia. Most left because they did not want to live under Christian rule.  

At the end of the nineteenth century, despite these favourable arrangements for the Dual 
Monarchy, the nationalist sentiment that was then becoming so prevalent in Zagreb and Belgrade 
began penetrating the Croat and Serb communities in Bosnia. The lower clergy were by no means last 
when it came to being responsible for imparting nationalistic sentiment to both Serbs and Croats. 

Attempts by the representatives of the Danube Monarchy to develop an all-embracing 
awareness of Bosnian identity (bosnjastvo) in reply were largely ineffectual. If the political loyalty of 
Bosnian citizens was at all projected onto a level higher than their own local surroundings, the level was 
generally not Bosnia but external centres such as Turkey, Austria-Hungary, Belgrade or Zagreb.  

At the end of the nineteenth century, members of the Orthodox and Catholic churches started 
to define themselves more and more categorically as Serbs and Croats, respectively, under the influence 
of nationalist trends beyond the Bosnian borders. At the same time, no characteristic national 

                                                 

1414 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 78-79; Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 28. 
1415 Harry Bauer & Thomas Kimmig, ‘Frieden um jeden Preis. Ein Diskussionsbeitrag zum Krieg in Bosnien und seiner 
Wahrnehmeung in der Bundesrepublik’, Stefanov & Werz (Hg.), Bosnien, p. 48. 
1416 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 28. 
1417 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 35; Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 94-95; Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 87-88. 
1418 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 140. 
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awareness grew among Muslims. Religious orientation remained preponderant. Lacking a Bosnian 
identity, individual Muslims described themselves in the first decades of the twentieth century as Serb, 
Croat, Yugoslav, Bosnian or as ‘Turk’.1419 As Donia and Fine write: ‘Muslims changed from one 
national identity to another with the same ease that an American might change political parties.’1420 
They do, however, point out that despite such public utterances, Muslims retained their own identity 
and frequently played a double role by taking an active part in Croat and Serb factions and in Muslim 
organisations.1421 On the other hand, the level of group consciousness among the Muslims was such 
that, despite individual declarations, they remained a clearly defined category in Bosnian society.1422

In response to resistance to the ‘Catholic dominance’ of the Habsburgers, group consciousness 
among the Muslims grew from 1878 onwards. In spite of the determination of the Austrian rulers not 
to favour Roman Catholics, the number of Croats increased during the Dual Monarchy. One 
consequence of this was, for example, that the percentage of Catholics in Sarajevo grew from 3.3 to 
34.5 per cent between 1879 and 1910.

 
Differences between Muslims, Croats and Serbs manifested themselves in clothing, eating habits, house 
decorations and celebrations, for instance. The various groups lived primarily alongside one another. 
Villages were often ethnically homogenous. In the cities, there were not only separate districts for each 
group, centring round a church, mosque or synagogue, but also districts in which members of various 
ethnic entities commingled.  

1423 Muslim activists seized upon the irritations of the Islamites 
with the Roman Catholic church’s plan to consolidate their political power in Bosnia.1424

The Serbs, and in particular the younger ones, became more radical, emphasizing their identity 
more and more despite attempts by the Habsburg rulers to steal a march on Serb nationalism by 
granting the Serbs religious and educational autonomy. 

 As a result, the 
period of Austrian rule saw a rapid growth of separate Muslim organizations in almost all reaches of 
life. 

For all the Dual Monarchy's efforts to uphold the relatively harmonious relations between the 
ethnic groups during the Turkish period, they could not prevent the segmentation of society becoming 
yet more sharply outlined at the turn of the century. In the years between 1906 and 1908, one after the 
other, separate Muslim, Serb and Croat parties were established. When, after the adoption of a 
provincial constitution in 1910, a Bosnian parliament was formed, the Orthodox group won 37 seats, 
the Muslims 29, the Catholics 23 and the Jews one in elections in that same year. The Social Democrats 
were the only party not organized along ethnoreligious lines. They won no seats at all. 

At first, the Serb party and the landowner-dominated Muslim party collaborated in parliament, 
although the Serb party took the line that Bosnia-Hercegovina was Serb territory and Muslims were 
islamized Serbs. Croat parties likewise claimed that Bosnia was Croatian territory and that the Muslims 
were Croats who had converted to Islam. When Serb politicians tried to change property relations in 
the rural areas in 1911, the Muslim-Serb coalition was replaced by a political collaboration between 
Muslims and Croats. In both cases, the interests of both the Serb and the Croat coalition required that 
the position of the Muslim landowners not become the subject of debate.  

During the short period of a Bosnian parliament under Austrian rule, various rudimentary 
hallmarks emerged of political life in Bosnia, the general tenor of which would continue to exist until 
1992. Both Croats and Serbs needed Muslim support to secure a majority. As such, they contended that 
the Muslims were, in fact, part of their group, whilst at the same time laying claim to the territory of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. The Muslims formed the swing factor, the group that always constituted part of 
the coalition. Making use of the strategic position they held in society, the Muslims tried at once to 

                                                 

1419 Duijzings Appendix, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
1420 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, p. 111. 
1421 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 111-112. 
1422 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 152. 
1423 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 36. 
1424 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 146. 



191 

 

safeguard their own social position and to counteract the centrifugal tendencies of the Croats towards 
Croatia and Serbs to Serbia. In consequence, the political Muslim leaders were not only respected for 
their multi-ethnic tolerance, but also criticised for political opportunism.  

The 1910 constitution had been adopted after Vienna had taken a formal decision to annex the 
region because it feared renewed Turkish claims to Bosnia-Hercegovina. As mentioned earlier, this 
stirred up animosity among the Serbs in Serbia as well as in Bosnia. Serb resistance to this decision 
underpinned Gavrilo Prinzip’s assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdinand, the overture to the First 
World War. Immediately after the assassination, riots broke out in Sarajevo and other parts of Bosnia, 
in the course of which Croats and Muslims molested Serbs and ransacked their houses and shops. At 
first, police and military did not intervene. 

Bosnia remained all but undamaged during the war, and the only area hard hit was Eastern 
Bosnia. In the early stages of the war, Serb troops sent out punitive expeditions against Muslim villages. 
Later on, Austrian troops did the same to Serb villages. Moreover, Austrian rulers displaced an 
estimated 100,000 Serbs from Eastern Bosnia to the west of the area for fear that they would otherwise 
come to the assistance of Serb forces on the opposite bank of the Drina. In addition, 5,000 Serb 
families were driven to Serbia and Montenegro. Several thousand Bosnian Serbs were interned, and 
most of them did not survive.1425 Hundreds of Serbs were executed on suspicion of treason or 
espionage, sometimes, but not always, after trial. Muslims and Croats, on the other hand, enlisted – 
some compulsorily – with the Schutzkorps, the territorial defence unit deployed by the Habsburg rulers 
in Eastern Bosnia to guard against Serb activities thought undesirable by the Austrians. The actions 
taken by the corps, which would eventually number 20,000 men, occasionally ended in dreadful 
atrocities.1426

Bosnia during the first Yugoslavia  

 

In 1918, once the First World War, and with it Austro-Hungarian rule, had ended and Bosnia-
Hercegovina had been incorporated into the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenians, the Bosnian 
Serbs turned against the Muslim landowners, merchants and tradespeople, assaulting and murdering 
them. In February 1917, the Serb government in exile had promised each soldier five hectares of land. 
Attracted by these assurances, some Bosnian Serbs had volunteered. Serbs who stayed in Bosnia were 
encouraged by the Serb government to stop paying rent to Muslim landowners.  

By the end of 1918, it seemed the day of reckoning had come. Muslim landowners and smaller 
Muslim peasants were evicted in favour of the Serbs, large numbers of whom had previously been 
employed as tenants on Muslim property. This violence and these politics of economic inequity were 
followed by an exodus to Turkey of approximately one million Muslims, among them almost all 
persons of Turkish origin.  

In February 1919, the Jugoslavenska Moslimanska Organizacija (JMO) was set up as a political party 
to safeguard, where possible, the position of the remaining Muslims. Incidentally, with the exception of 
the Communist party, all other political parties in Bosnia-Hercegovina also operated along ethnic lines 
during the interbellum years. The JMO had a very steadfast following, proof of the intensity of Muslim 
identity.1427

                                                 

1425 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, p. 118; Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 158. 

 The JMO leader Mehmet Spaho's loyal attitude towards the federal authorities in Belgrade, 
and participation in various government coalitions, were instrumental in helping his party to achieve a 
great deal for the Muslims, such as compensation for the expropriations. The party was also fairly 
successful in its attempts to retain Muslim autonomy with regard to religion, education and the Islamic 
(sharia) system of law. A further political success of Spaho's was that the frontiers of Bosnia-
Hercegovina were maintained when Yugoslavia was divided into administrative zones. That changed 
ten years later, in 1929, when King Alexander attempted to replace the regional identities with a 

1426 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 163. 
1427 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 124-125. 
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Yugoslav consciousness. He divided Bosnia-Hercegovina into four parts, which, together with Croatia, 
Serbia, Montenegro and the Dalmatian coast, formed a banat (province). The Muslims were in the 
minority in each of the four banats and were considered inferior when it came to appointments. 

Mehmet Spaho died in June 1939 during the discussions on the agreement between Cvetkovic 
and Macek. This settlement was effected entirely without consulting the Bosnians. Large sections of 
Bosnia then fell to Croatia, such as Posavina, Western Hercegovina and a large part of Central Bosnia. 
The rest, including the area around Banja Luka, Sarajevo and Eastern Bosnia was allotted to Serbia or 
remained linked to Montenegro.  

Bosnia in the Second World War 

After the capitulation of Yugoslavia in April 1941, the whole of Bosnia-Hercegovina was annexed by 
Ante Pavelic's ‘independent’ Croatia. Part of the JMO leadership opted for Ustashe rule, which 
promised Muslims equality and freedom of religion and education. Some Muslims also sided with the 
Ustashe in committing crimes against Serbs. The behaviour of the 13th Handzar (or 'Handschar' in 
German) SS Division was notorious. It largely comprised Muslims who were brought into action in 
Bosnia in 1944 against the partisans after having trained in France and Germany. The division 
committed atrocities against the Serbs in Northwest and Eastern Bosnia, especially in the area around 
Vlasenica.1428 However, other Muslims protested openly against the atrocities committed by the Ustashe 
against the Serbs.1429 Consequently, they themselves also fell victim to Ustashe terror. At the same time, 
Muslims were also subjected to Cetnik violence. Among the worst instances were the massacres that 
took place in December 1941 and January 1942 in Foca, Gorazde and Visegrad. On the bridges over 
the Drina, the throats of many thousands of victims were cut and their bodies then thrown into the 
river.1430 Both Cetniks and Ustashe demonstrated a rampant fantasy when it came to devising ways of 
torturing and murdering.1431

In order to defend themselves, the Muslims entered into alliances with all parties to the conflict, 
even the Cetniks,

 Sexual crimes also occurred frequently. 

1432

As the war progressed, more and more Muslims joined Tito's Partisan movement. Tito made 
Bosnia the operating base from which to fight for the liberation of the entire Yugoslav territory. During 
the Second World War in Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Partisan movement always addressed the ‘Serbs, 
Muslims and Croats’. In the view of Tito and his supporters, once it had been freed from fascism and 
national socialism, Bosnia would become a separate administrative entity in which the three large 
population groups would be treated on equal terms. The Communist party wanted Bosnia to be a 
separate republic after the war, serving as a buffer between the two biggest assailants in the first 
Yugoslavia: Croatia and Serbia. Tito believed that if Bosnia were to be divided between Croatia and 
Serbia, as the Cvetkovic-Macek agreement of 1939 had intended, this would have made both republics 
too large compared to Macedonia, Montenegro and Slovenia.  

 or else set up their own local militia known as ‘green cadres’. Having said that, 
local relationships could change from one region to another and from one moment to another. 

In any event, up until the end of the war, Tito's Partisan movement attracted only a few 
Muslims.1433

                                                 

1428 Lepre, Division. 

 In order to protect them from ‘unwitting’ Serbs – who even in the partisan movement 
were after Muslim blood – Muslim partisans were sometimes given Serb noms de guerre. Subsequently, 

1429 Cf. Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 62-64. 
1430 Cf. Cekic, Aggression, p. 20. 
1431 For examples, see Cekic, Aggression, p. 24. 
1432 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 188. 
1433 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 37. 
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the result of this camouflaging of Muslim partisans was that the number of Muslims in the communist 
resistance movement was underestimated.1434

Because Bosnia became the nucleus in the struggle against the occupation of Yugoslavia, the 
number of casualties there was comparatively the largest. Realistic estimates vary from 316,000 to 
382,000 dead as opposed to upwards of one million in the whole of Yugoslavia.

  

1435 By contrast, almost 
300,000 people had lost their lives in Croatia during the Second World War, and about 150,000 in 
Serbia.1436 In Bosnia, according to the calculations that came to a total of 382,000 victims, 209,000 of 
these were said to be Serbs, 57.5 per cent of the casualties in Bosnia (with the exception of 10,000 Jews 
and 9,000 ‘others’), 79,000Croats (22 per cent) and 75,000 Muslims (20.5 per cent).1437 Calculated thus, 
16.7 per cent of the Serb population of Bosnia-Hercegovina died, 12.8 per cent of the Croat population 
and 8.6 per cent of the Muslim population.1438

Multi-ethnicity under Communism: harmony or precursor of violence? 

 In other words, 1 in 6 Serbs, 1 in 8 Croats and 1 in 12 
Muslims lost their lives in Bosnia during the Second World War. The Jewish and gypsy communities 
were all but wiped out.  

With comparatively heavy losses during the war, Bosnia was also rather badly off during the period of 
peace under Communist rule. The Habsburg regime had brought about a period of economic 
modernization in Bosnia, particularly in infrastructure, forestry and mining, industry and banking. In 
the 1920s and 1930s, the Germans had invested in heavy industry. However, Bosnian industry did not 
develop fully until after the rift between Yugoslavia and the Cominform, when Tito’s government 
developed a strong defence industry in Bosnia. This industry was aimed chiefly at extracting raw 
materials. The production of manufactured goods, however, lagged far behind the Yugoslav average. 
The same applied to employment, income and investments, even though for years Bosnia received 
more than twenty per cent from the federal development fund.1439 After Kosovo, Bosnia was, in many 
respects – urbanization, literacy, infant mortality – the most backward area of Yugoslavia.1440

After 1945, along with other religions, Islam was ousted under Communist rule. Islamic law 
courts were prohibited in 1946. Four years later, the wearing of veils was also forbidden by law, and the 
same thing happened to Muslim education and most Muslim organizations. Because of these measures, 
further expropriations or a Ustashe-tainted background, many Muslims fled abroad after the Second 
World War, in particular to Turkey. Turkish statistics suggest that a total of approximately 190,000 
Bosnian Muslims emigrated to Turkey after 1945.

 

1441

Tito and his following expected that the Muslims would, as a group, disappear in the course of 
time.

 

1442 At the first Communist party congress after the war, it was said that Bosnia could not be 
divided up between Croatia and Serbia, ‘not only because Serbs and Croats intermingle throughout the 
territory, but also because the region is inhabited by Muslims, who have not yet resolved their national 
identity’, i.e. whether they were Croats or Serbs.1443

                                                 

1434 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. x; Ivo Banac, ‘Bosnian Muslims: From Religious Community to Socialist Nationhood and 
Postcommunist Statehood, 1918-1992:, Pinson (ed.), Muslims, pp. 143-144. 

 Muslim party officials were compelled to declare 
whether they saw themselves as Croats or Serbs.  

1435 Cohen, War, pp. 109-111. 
1436 Cohen, War, p.111. 
1437 Cohen, War, p. 109. Except for the Muslims, these figures differ considerably from those mentioned by Srdan 
Bogosavljevic, ‘Drugi Svetski Rat – Zrtve u Jugoslaviji’, Republika, 01-05/06/95, cited in Hayden, Fate, p. 746, according to 
him, 72 per cent of the casualties were Serbs, 17 per cent Muslim and 4 per cent Croat. 
1438 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 38. 
1439 Calic, Krieg, pp. 61-63. 
1440 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 202. 
1441 Cekic, Aggression, p. 27. 
1442 Cohen, Hearts, pp. 69 and 71; Judah, Serbs, p. 154. 
1443 Cited in Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 197. See also Milovan Djilas in: Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 84-85. 
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The 1948 census contained the categories ‘Muslim Serb’, ‘Muslim Croat’ and ‘nationally non-
defined Muslim’. Of all the Muslims, 778,000 (or 89 per cent) stated that they belonged to the latter 
category, only 72,000 (eight per cent) called themselves Serbs and 25,000 (three per cent) Croat.1444 By 
1953, the category 'Muslim' was absent from the census form. Within the framework of Yugoslavism 
policy, it was now possible for Muslims to be registered as ‘non-defined Yugoslav’. Almost 900,000 
Bosnians, almost all Muslims, opted for this alternative.1445

In the first decades after the Second World War, Bosnia had to contend with Serb dominance. 
This came not only at the expense of Muslims, but also Croats. After the fall of Rankovic, the Serb 
head of the state security service in 1966, the repression of the non-Serb groups eased off in Bosnia, 
too.

  

1446 In the light of the wrongs done to the Croats in Bosnia, Cvjetin Mijatovic, the prominent 
Bosnian-Serb Communist, went so far as to say that he was ashamed of being a Serb.1447

However, after Tito had sought to join the Non-Alignment Movement, he started to trot out 
the Muslims in his own country in front of the non-aligned states. In Bosnia, too, religious practice was 
tolerated as long as it was not linked to manifestations of ethnic nationalism. Hence, the Muslim 
community in Communist Bosnia was eventually able to establish hundreds of new mosques.  

 

Inadvertently, it was the Muslims living in the cities who benefited from the schooling 
campaigns organized by Tito’s government. Thanks to his support, the Muslim community in Bosnia-
Hercegovina emancipated in the 1960s. Moreover, because the party leadership renounced 
Yugoslavism, in the 1961 census, it was possible for the first time to state that one was ‘ethnic Muslim’. 
Almost one million Bosnians claimed that status. In the Bosnian constitution of 1963, Muslims were 
recognized as being a constituent community in Bosnia-Hercegovina. In 1968, the Communist party 
leadership accepted the Muslims as such a community in both Bosnia-Hercegovina and Yugoslavia. 
The nationalist writer Dobrica Cosic turned against the decision in 1971, but to no avail. In 1971, the 
Yugoslav census spoke of ‘Muslims in the sense of a nation’. The latter was embedded in the 
constitution of 1974. As from that date, the word 'Muslim' – as a people – has always been written with 
a capital M in Yugoslavia.  

To the extent to which Muslims, Croats and Serbs in Bosnia felt the need to have a joint 
identity, this was still not to be found in a shared Bosnian, but rather a common Yugoslav 
background.1448 However, this need was largely restricted to the intellectual upper classes in Bosnia. Of 
the circa eight per cent of the population that defined itself as Yugoslav in the 1981 census, three 
quarters were from the large cities.1449

The recognition of the Muslims as a population group led to a social awareness as well as a 
religious revival among the Muslims. By recognizing them as a category, the statistics then revealed that 
under the social elite in Bosnia, the Muslims were subordinate to the Serbs.

 Incidentally, with the increased ethnic tension, the census held 
ten years later revealed a decrease in the number of Bosnians who described themselves as Yugoslavs 
to 5.5 per cent of the population. Exceptions were Tuzla and Sarajevo where 17 and 10.5 per cent, 
respectively, of the population called themselves Yugoslavs. 

1450

                                                 

1444 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, pp. 175-176; Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 198. 

 That discrimination was 
partly a consequence of a delayed reaction to large demographic shifts between the various population 
groups. In the 1961 census, the Serbs with 42.8 per cent were still a majority in the Bosnian population. 
With a percentage of 25.6, the Muslims were scarcely larger than the Croat section of the population 
(21.7 per cent). Ten years later, in 1971, the ratios had changed drastically, due especially to the 
relatively high number of births among Muslims and the increase in Croat and Serb migration. These 
latter groups had a fairly strong urge to move to Croatia and Serbia, respectively, with their stronger 

1445 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 198. 
1446 Judah, Serbs, p. 153. 
1447 Marijan, War, p. 176 n. 5. 
1448 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 44; Krizan, Nationalisme, p. 71. 
1449 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 42. 
1450 Calic, Krieg, pp. 77-78. 
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economies and better job opportunities, whereas the Muslims stayed in Bosnia.1451 In 1971, the 
population ratios were Serbs (37.3 per cent), Muslims (39.6 per cent) and Croats (20.6 per cent). The 
relative majority of Muslims would then continue to grow until, by 1991, the population ratios were 
Serbs (31.4 per cent), Muslims (43.7 per cent) and Croats (17.3 per cent).1452

The effect of these shifts at a national level was that, on a regional level, there were more and 
more places with a Muslim majority and fewer and fewer with a Serb majority. Moreover, because the 
migration of minorities from the villages was the strongest to the cities, the villages became more and 
more homogenous in terms of ethnic composition and the cities more and more heterogeneous.

  

1453

There were those among the Muslim elite in the process of emancipating themselves, who 
thought that Muslims should become the leading nation in Bosnia-Hercegovina, given that the Croats 
and the Serbs had their own republics. A small group even went as far as to advocate the ethnic 
homogenization of all Bosnia.

 

1454

For the Communist party leadership in Sarajevo and Belgrade, the growth of a greater Muslim 
self-awareness was a problem. Of all Yugoslav republics, the Communists in Bosnia-Hercegovina were 
the most doctrinal.

  

1455 While one could be threatened with arrest for ideological aberrations in Belgrade 
or Zagreb, one would have actually been arrested in Sarajevo.1456

‘a city in which it was impossible to be an avowed dissident and from where 
intellectuals fled to Belgrade or Zagreb; a city in which the party was totally 
under the control of the media, and in which the student revolt of 1968 was 
most effectively suppressed; a city in which spies controlled the ideological 
attitudes of the people, right down to their private lives’.

 Sarajevo was: 

1457

Ideological repression and mutual religious and ethnic tolerance went hand in hand in Bosnia. 
Expressions of nationalist hatred were ranked among the most serious crimes against the ideology.

 

1458 
Communist leadership viewed propagating Islam as the best creed, which occurred in the context of 
Muslim emancipation, as a direct attack on the idea of brotherhood and unity.1459

In the early 1980s, this concern about an Islam revival led to a campaign by the Communist 
government against ‘Muslim fundamentalism’, particularly in Bosnia and Macedonia. Muslim leaders 
were attacked in the press and Muslim clerics arrested for using their beliefs for political ends. Fear of 
such problems as foreign meddling in developments in Bosnia – especially by Iran, Libya, Cairo and 
Mecca – prompted this campaign.

 

1460

At the same time, publications from Communist and Serb nationalist quarters with a strong 
anti-Muslim character appeared in Sarajevo and Belgrade, including the novel Noz by Vuk Draskovic. It 
was a sign that the carefully maintained equilibrium between the groups was out of plumb.  

 In 1983, this campaign culminated in the trial for hostile activities 
of 13 Muslim intellectuals, among them Alija Izetbegovic, Omer Behmen and Hasan Cengic. They had 
known each other for years and would, in the 1990s, take up prominent positions in the nationalist 
Muslim party SDA. 

                                                 

1451 For statistics, see Detrez, Sloop, p. 253; Judah, Sebs, pp. 154-155. 
1452 Lampe, Yugoslavia, p. 330. 
1453 For statistics, see Detrez, Sloop, p. 254. 
1454 Calic, Krieg, p. 76. 
1455 Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 43; Draulans, Mirjana, p. 77; Slapsak, Joegoslavië, pp. 52, 55. 
1456 Nebojsa Popov, ‘Kriegerischer Frieden. Annäherung an ein Verständnis des Krieges in Bosnien-Herzegowina’, Stefanov 
& Werz (Hg.), Bosnien, p. 105. 
1457 Svetlana Slapsak, ‘Waarom Sarajevo?’, in: Dojcinovic & Keulemans (eds.), Hommage, p. 62. 
1458 Slapsak, Joegoslavië, p. 185. 
1459 Antic, Officials. 
1460 Antic, Officials. 



196 

 

Ethnic relations on the eve of the conflict 

‘Rest and warmth existed side by side with violence and perversity. 
They were just two unavoidable sides of the same way of life.’1461

‘Until recently, I really thought that people were getting on reasonably 
well with one other, that it didn’t matter whether you were Serb, Croat 
or Muslim. But nowadays, it’s about the first question you’re asked. 
And you’re wary if he doesn’t belong ‘on your side’. So now I almost 
wonder whether it really used to be that good.’

 

1462

In the past, the various ethnic movements in Bosnia had, at best, existed side by side, that is to say 
when the climate in Bosnia-Hercegovina was politically stable. Where that was not so, there were 
conflicts between the ethnic groups. The political unrest in Yugoslavia as from the late 1980s did not 
leave Bosnia unaffected. Whoever was so inclined still saw equilibrium, others noted that the 
foundations of society had started to shift. 

 

The different ethnic groups had intermingled to a limited degree only. However, at the end of 
1991, a sociological study revealed that only 43 per cent of the Muslims, 39 per cent of the Croats and 
25 per cent of the Serbs in Bosnia wanted a marriage partner of the same ethnic group.1463 But actual 
practice showed that until then, the willingness to enter a ‘mixed marriage’ appeared to be even less. In 
1981, a mere 15.3 per cent of all marriages were mixed.1464. In 1991, 16 per cent of the children in 
Bosnia were born out of a mixed marriage.1465 These figures are frequently cited in the literature, but 
the annual averages between 1962 and 1989 sooner reveal a mixed marriage percentage of 11 to 12, a 
rate which remained almost constant throughout that period.1466 It should also be noted when 
considering this figure that the mixed marriages took place mainly between members of small ethnic 
groups, such as Jews and Montenegrins, for whom the chances of marriage within their own group 
were slim. Such marriages were far less frequent among the three large ethnic entities, viz. Croats, 
Muslims and Serbs. In those three groups, mixed marriages took place mainly between Croats and 
Serbs (in that order), and far less often among Muslims – 95 per cent of Muslim women and 93 per 
cent of Muslim men entered into homogenous marriages.1467 Another marginal note is that mixed 
marriages were as good as confined to the cities, where in a few cases levels of 40 per cent were 
reached.1468 It is often erroneously assumed that the percentage of such marriages was comparatively 
high in Bosnia.1469 On the contrary, it is significant that precisely in Bosnia-Hercegovina where ethnic 
distribution was greater than in the rest of Yugoslavia, the percentage of mixed marriages between 1962 
and 1989 was the lowest of all republics, with the exception of Macedonia.1470

Villages were often more or less homogenous, though scattered at random. The census of April 
1991 showed that of the 109 Bosnian municipalities (opstine), 37 had an absolute Muslim majority, 32 a 
Serb and 13 a Croatian. Fewer than a third of the opstine showed no clear-cut ethnic majority.  

  

                                                 

1461 Djilas, Land, p. 245. 
1462 Muhamed Vlasic, employed by a travel organization in Mostar in N. Lucas, ‘Serviërs in Bosnië: kogels voor bier’(Serbs in 
Bosnia: bullets for beer), Trouw, 28/09/91. 
1463 Calic, Krieg, p. 58. 
1464 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 42. 
1465 Calic, Krieg, p. 45; Crnobrnja, Drama, p. 23. 
1466 Nikolai Botev, ‘Seeing Past the Barricades. Ethnic Intermarriage in Former Yugoslavia, 1962-1989’, in: Halpern & 
Kideckel (eds.), Neighbors, p. 225; Detrez, Sloop, p. 255. 
1467 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 42. 
1468 Sreten Vujovic, ‘An Uneasy View of the City’, Popov (ed.), Road, p. 136. 
1469 Cf. Ali & Lifschulz, ‘Bosnia', p. 367; Cohen, Bonds, pp. 173 and 247; Crnobrnja, Drama, p. 23. 
1470 Nikolai Botev, ‘Seeing Past the Barricades. Ethnic Intermarriage in Former Yugoslavia, 1962-1989’, Halpern & Kideckel 
(eds.), Neighbors, pp. 225 and 229. 
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The positive view Bosnian intellectuals and the West had of the inter-ethnic relations in Bosnia 
on the eve of the conflicts of the last decade of the 20th century was coloured mainly by information 
on ethnic tolerance in the capital Sarajevo or in Tuzla. Inhabitants of Sarajevo themselves put about the 
idea that there was no more cosmopolitan city in the Balkans, no city ‘in which in such a small area so 
many languages, religions and cultures were in contact with one another and intermingled’.1471 And 
given that ‘Bosnian culture (…), in particular in Sarajevo, in its purest form’ was found there1472, the 
area would, it was repeatedly emphasized in Bosnia itself, act as a bridge between the West and the 
Orient.1473 As is often the case with city-dwellers, those in Bosnia forgot that beyond their own cities, 
which they felt showed cosmopolitan tolerance, there were rural areas where quite different standards 
prevailed.1474

Frequently, foreign journalists also reported that in Sarajevo, you could find a mosque, a Roman 
Catholic cathedral, a Christian Orthodox church and a Jewish synagogue, in virtually one and the same 
street. According to their reports, Muslims, Serbs, Croats, Jews, gypsies and Albanians lived alongside 
one another in ‘Europe’s truest melting pot’.

 

1475 Even when Sarajevo was surrounded by Serbs, there 
were still 80,000 Serbs alongside 200,000 Muslims and slightly less than 20,000 Croats.1476

However, decades before the outbreak of the war, some observers felt that even in Sarajevo 
there existed a parallel reality, ‘a deep and obvious separation between the ethnic groups, a separation 
characterized by both mistrust and apprehension’.

 

1477 ‘Most of the peace and quiet rests on hypocrisy 
and on not wanting to attract the regime’s attention …’1478 As a Croat resident of Bosnia said later: 
‘Yes, we lived in peace and harmony. We lived in peace and harmony because every hundred yards 
there was a policeman who made sure that we were really nice to one another.’1479

‘Undercurrents of intolerance could be spotted in unguarded chance remarks of 
hateful envy: snide comments about ‘those’ Croats, Muslims, and Serbs ‘always 
sticking together’; occasional displays of rage over pork-barrel monkeys ‘always 
benefiting them’; and furtive glances at Muslims going to the mosque in a 
largely Christian village, or at Christians going to their churches in 
predominantly Muslim towns. Confidentially, one was told of widespread 
mutual mistrust, at least in certain localities and sometimes even in Sarajevo.’

 Another observer 
noted: 

1480

At the end of the 1980s, consequently, the inter-ethnic situation in Bosnia was open to a dual 
interpretation. More than 90 per cent of those interviewed for a survey in Bosnia in 1990 did indeed say 
that where they lived, ethnic relations were good, and that was also the case at work, according to more 
than 80 per cent. However, 87 per cent considered the ethnic relations in Yugoslavia as a whole bad or 
very bad.

  

1481

                                                 

1471 Karahasan, Sarajevo, pp. 8-10. Cf. ibidem, p. 53; Weine, History, p. 21; Edo Barak in: Ineke Bijnagte, ‘Korak. Een eskimo 
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Kemal Kurspahic, ‘Herzegovina en Bosnië zijn ondeelbaar’ (Hercegovina and Bosnia indivisible), de Volkskrant, 31/12/91. 
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The Communist party in a tight corner 

The Communist party in Bosnia also felt the increase in tension. Monitoring the combination of 
ideological purity and inter-ethnic tolerance was de facto in the hands of a few families from each of 
the three population groups that ruled the roost in the Communist elite in the republic.1482

After the Communist League of Yugoslavia had fallen apart in January 1990 during the 
Fourteenth Party Congress and it had become clear that elections would also held in Bosnia in which 
several parties would be able to participate, the executive of the Communist party employed a variety of 
means to discourage the formation of political parties with an ethnic or religious base. An opinion poll 
held in May 1990 demonstrated that this policy was still supported by 74 per cent of the Bosnian 
population.

 While these 
families at the top of the political and social pyramid compromised to ensure that the republic remained 
governable, the rest of society had, in that respect, little experience. By the late 1980s, once the 
willingness to compromise had began to erode as a result of the decline in the economy, relations 
throughout the whole of society became strained and arguments broke out at each level over the 
political and economic sources of power. At that point, the Communist party in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
itself became very disaffected by ethnic differences and tarnished by countless corruption scandals.  

1483 The party had little choice. Because it was organised along multi-ethnic lines – in 1982, 
42.8 per cent of the members were Serbs, 35 per cent Muslim, 11.9 per cent Croat and 8.4 per cent 
Yugoslav1484

A solution was urgently needed, however, because since the summer of 1989, Serb and Croatian 
mass meetings had been held in Bosnia that were tied up with the increase in ethnic tension elsewhere 
in Yugoslavia, notably in Kosovo, Slovenia and Croatia. At these meetings, Serbs declared their 
sympathy with Milosevic, and Croats their pursuit of independence. From the summer of 1989, the 
media in Belgrade began writing about the risks Serbs ran in Bosnia. Ostensibly, Serbs were being 
treated unfairly in terms of job opportunities and the migration of Serbs from Bosnia was termed 
ethnic cleansing. From 1989 onwards, a growing ethnic nationalism and a religious revival went hand in 
hand in Bosnia. More and more, the Orthodox church stepped into the limelight and gave Serb 
nationalists the opportunity to manifest themselves at religious gatherings.

 – it could not play the nationalist card as Milosevic had done with his reconstructed 
Communist party in Serbia. At the same time, the oligarchic character of the Bosnian party leadership 
prevented reforms, which might have provided a solution to the threat of nationalism in the three 
ethnic groups.  

1485 Religious feasts, such as 
the consecration of churches and mosques, became more ethnonationalist in character.1486 Serbs 
accused Muslims of seeking to islamize the republic, evoking memories of Muslims collaborating with 
the Ustashe during the Second World War.1487 Conversely, rumours did the rounds that Serbs in Bosnia 
were receiving and secretly training with weapons from pro-Milosevic circles.1488 All parties claimed that 
the others were making lists of names of people from other ethnic groups who were to be 
murdered.1489

So, not surprisingly, the support of 74 per cent for a ban on national parties was as large as it 
was lukewarm. It was a reflection of the awareness that division along ethnic lines carried great risks, 
judging by the occurrences of the Second World War. Be that as it may, as soon as the situation were to 
deteriorate, it was to be expected that the diverse population groups would fall back to their own ethnic 
party. As a consequence, the existence of the formerly dominant Communist party in Bosnia, which, 
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with the upheavals elsewhere in Eastern Europe, was under pressure anyway and now at even greater 
risk. 

In the spring of 1990, the Communist party of Bosnia-Hercegovina attempted to deter 
ethnicization of politics by taking a great leap forward, that is to say by calling elections at very short 
notice. When it became clear that no other parties could organize themselves in such a short period, the 
Communist leaders had to abandon this plan as their legitimacy would otherwise be seriously damaged. 
The next attempt at repelling ethnicization was the Bosnian parliament’s adoption in March 1990 of an 
electoral law forbidding political organisations with an ethnic basis. The Bosnian Constitutional Court 
declared the act unconstitutional, however.  

With that, the road was open for the formation of political parties based on ethnic principles. 
The former Communist party was reconstructed into the Communist League – Social Democratic 
Party (Savez Komunista – Socijalisticka Demokratska Partija (SK-SDP)). Pluralism and the transition to a 
market economy were included in its programme. Furthermore, the party also devoted itself to 
preserving the federal Yugoslavia. That was also what the reformist party of the Federal Prime Minister 
Markovic wanted. This party appeared to have excellent prospects during the election campaign. That 
he attracted an audience of more than 100,000 to Mount Kozara, a location in a predominantly Serb 
area, illustrates this. Formally speaking, the only parties that were permitted in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
were autochthonous but in practice that did not stop Serbs or Croats from setting up parties that were 
closely connected to party formations in Belgrade, Knin and Zagreb. Approximately 40 new parties 
were established. However, the most important were three parties whose explicit premise was ethnic 
nationalism. In the run-up to the first, free post-war elections, all ethnic groups wanted to be 
represented by their own specific party. This had the appearance of an ethnic political contest. 

3. Alija Izetbegovic’s political career 

The race was opened by the three most important men sentenced to imprisonment for ‘national 
and Muslim fundamentalism’ in 1983, Izetbegovic, Behmen and Hasan Cengic, who, with a few others, 
had set up the Party of Democratic Action (Stranka Demokratske Akcije (SDA)), a Muslim party. Of all 
the nationalist party leaders in Bosnia, the then 64-year-old Alija Izetbegovic was to be the most 
enigmatic.  

Born in Bosanski Samac in 1925, his forefathers were Muslims who had been in commerce in 
Belgrade, but who had fled from Serbia to Bosnia in the nineteenth century. At the age of three, 
Izetbegovic moved to Sarajevo with his family, where he joined the Young Muslims (Mladi Muslimani), a 
movement with a hundred or so members established in 1939 to protect Muslim interests. After the 
Second World War, the Communists accused the movement of having had ties with the youth 
movement of the Ustashe. Izetbegovic would later deny that. He believed that the activities of the 
Young Muslims were aimed at putting Islam into practice, it being understood that its foremost task 
was the formation of a Muslim state.1490

After his release from prison in 1948, he studied law in Sarajevo. Subsequently, he became a 
legal adviser to two large companies. In 1970, Izetbegovic published the Islamska Deklaracija (Islamic 
Declaration). In the 1990s, in order to demonstrate that Izetbegovic was aspiring to a form of Muslim 
supremacy in Bosnia

 After the war, Izetbegovic co-founded the organization 
‘Fighters of the True Creed’. He was arrested in March 1946, accused of inciting ‘religious hatred’ and 
sentenced to three years’ imprisonment. 

1491

                                                 

1490 Ivan Sabic, ‘Covjek koji se ne mijenja’, Danas, 19/03/93, p. 32. 

, Serb nationalists would frequently cite a number of pronouncements made in 
this manifesto. Incidentally, the word 'Bosnia' appears nowhere in the text. In this declaration, 
Izetbegovic emphasized that it was impossible for Islamic and non-Islamic institutions to co-exist 
peacefully. He also argued in favour of a regeneration of Islam by creating a pan-Islamic world ‘from 

1491 Cf. Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 292, for example.  
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Morocco to Indonesia’. He went on to proclaim that when Turkey was still an Islamic land, it was 
much more powerful than the secular state it later became. As soon as Islam was morally and 
numerically strong enough to bring down non-Islamic rule and replace it with an Islamic version, it 
should indeed, in his view, assume power. For that, Muslims would have to make up at least half of the 
population. Once that situation had been reached, peace or co-existence between the Islamic faith on 
the one hand and non-Islamic political and social institutions on the other would be out of the 
question. Providing they were granted freedom of religion and a normal life, Muslim minorities would 
demonstrate loyalty and discharge their civic duties, ‘excluding those that prejudice Islam and Muslims’, 
as long as Muslim were not yet in the majority.1492

In the early 1980s, when the Communist authorities started to fear the Islamic revival that had 
begun to burgeon after the recognition of the Muslims as an ethnic group, they decided to prosecute its 
principal representatives. Among the Communist authorities, there were also Muslims who wanted to 
prevent Muslim awareness from becoming too overtly religious. Accordingly, in 1983, Izetbegovic was 
arrested and tried together with others for ‘hostile activities’ and ‘fundamentalist aberrations’, i.e. the 
pronouncements he made in the Islamic Declaration published 13 years earlier. The judiciary in Sarajevo 
saw in the actions of Izetbegovic and his followers and in his writing a reconfirmation of the Mladi 
Muslimani proclaiming the establishment of a Muslim state.

  

1493 Moreover, with the exception of 
Izetbegovic, all the defendants had secretly visited Iran at the beginning of 1983 to celebrate the 
anniversary of the Islamic revolution.1494 This time Izetbegovic was sentenced to 14 years’ 
imprisonment, later reduced by the Federal Court in Belgrade to nine years’ detention. The court in 
Sarajevo hearing the case in first instance, did, for that matter, make it clear that the trial was not 
against the Muslim creed or against Islamites in general, but concerned a group whose objective was an 
ethnically clean Muslim Bosnia-Hercegovina, and which aimed at substituting the socialist system of 
Yugoslavia with a social order based on the principles of Islam.1495

In 1984, shortly after his conviction, Izetbegovic published Islam izmedu istoka i zapada (Islam 
between East and West). The book received little attention in the West and if it was at all noted it was 
mainly glossed over, for instance in the magazine The New Republic:

 

1496

‘Izetbegovic’s book, Islam Between East and West, (…) should have been a 
defence lawyer’s dream. An amateurish work, an intellectual hodgepodge, it is 
the product of an anxious assimilé, a child of the western tradition reassuring 
himself that all the sources of his mind add up to a coherent whole, a man of 
our messy world born at the crossroads of cultures. This must be the only book 
on Islam with nine references to Dostoevski, seven to Albert Camus, nine to 
Hegel, three to Malraux, two to Rembrandt, ten to Bertrand Russell, eight to 
Kenneth Clark, and so on. This is not the work of a Muslim fundamentalist, or 
a traditional apologist.’

 

1497

Reading this book might well have revealed that Izetbegovic had a somewhat fundamentalist streak, if 
fundamentalism is defined as the wish to base the organization and the workings of a social and politic 

 

                                                 

1492 For an overview of suchlike quotes, Cf. Allcock & Milivojevic & Horton (eds.), Conflict, pp. 129-130; Johnstone, 
‘Izetbegovic’; Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 220; Stojanovic, Fall, p. 118; Zametica, Conflict, pp. 38-39. In a speech at the beginning of July 
1990, Izetbegovic would even have considered that an Islamic majority of 70 per cent of the population was necessary, 
Silber & Little, Death, p. 208. 
1493 Yugoslav Press Agency, ‘Trial of Muslim fundamentalists in Sarajevo’, 1414 and 1906, 18/07/83 and 1433, 21/07/83, 
BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 02/08/83. 
1494 Ljiljana Smajlovic, ‘Strategy of Flirt’, Vreme, 04/06/96. 
1495 Yugoslav Press Agency, ‘Sentences Reduced on Muslim Nationalists’, 1240, 30/05/84, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 
02/06/84. 
1496 For a critical discussion in the West of both of Izetbegovic’ publications, see Johnstone, ‘Izetbegovic’. 
1497 Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 51. 
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system on religious notions. In his book, Izetbegovic positioned Islam in relation to the materialistic 
and in particular the socialist world, which represented values he could not subscribe to, among them 
rationalism, self-interest and uniformity.1498

The book was Izetbegovic’s attempt to set himself up as intermediary between East and West. 
As he would say later, the Bosnian Muslims lived with their hearts in the Islamic world and with their 
heads in Europe – religious by birth and European by education.

  

1499 According to Izetbegovic, Islam 
itself was in several respects a synthesis of the religious and the material world in particular.1500 Whilst 
Christianity took care of inner well-being and socialism of outward well-being, Islam presented a 
synthesis of both.1501 Hence, Izetbegovic saw Islam not just as a religion, but as a fundamental principle 
for a social and political order.1502 Conversely, the social order should ‘promote the ideals of religion 
and ethics’.1503 For him, an Islam without a political component meant reducing it to religious 
mysticism, which was unacceptable, and at the same time, it meant accepting that others would decide 
the fate of the Islamites and that could not be tolerated.1504 In Izetbegovic’s view, the dualism of Islam 
was also expressed in the shaheed, ‘Islam’s greatest figure’. The shaheed was a fighter for God. He was at 
once a soldier and a saint, unlike the doctrine of the Christian West where religion and worldly 
dominance were separated.1505 In Islam, the pursuit of moral perfection went hand in hand with the 
desire for happiness and power.1506 Just as Islam denounces rulers who do not believe, so it denounces 
believers without power, Izetbegovic said.1507 There is no distinction between law and theology in 
Islam. Consequently, Izetbegovic believed that Islamic law was superior to that of the West.1508

The book also contained some pointers with regard to Izetbegovic’s position with regard to the 
realities surrounding him, albeit rather unspecific ones. In his view, Islam takes up a position between 
historic determinism and idealism. Given circumstances and personal freedom of choice pertain to each 
other as communicating vessels.

  

1509 Izetbegovic’s fatalism does not seem to be entirely consonant with 
this. For him, the most significant value of the Islam is the acceptance of fate.1510 The number of 
factors that man could influence were negligible in the light of what he had no hold over; man was the 
victim of chance. He was steeped in the circumstances in which he existed. In spite of every advance, 
man would continue to suffer. As such, it was better if he were to subject himself to God who 
governed his fate. That, at least, would give him a sense of security.1511

Izetbegovic’s fatalism in tandem with his endeavour to carry at least some weight in history, are 
also found elsewhere in his publications. For instance in June 1995, he said to the executive committee 
of his party, the SDA, that since history is decided by fate and God, its course is as it should be.

  

1512 He 
also felt that the SDA should work towards a nationwide revival of Muslim national awareness in 
Bosnia and emphasize their part in society.1513 He saw pending war in Bosnia-Hercegovina as an ordeal 
for the Muslims ordained by God.1514

                                                 

1498 Izetbegovic, East, pp. xviii and xxvii. 

 

1499 Cf. Izetbegovic, Govori, pp. xviii, 43 and 125. 
1500 Izetbegovic, East, p. xxv. 
1501 Izetbegovic, East, pp. xxviii and xxx. 
1502 Izetbegovic, East, p. xviii. 
1503 Izetbegovic, East, p. xix. 
1504 Izetbegovic, East, p. xxxi. 
1505 Izetbegovic, East, p. 213. 
1506 Izetbegovic, East, p. 225. 
1507 Izetbegovic, East, p. 227. 
1508 Izetbegovic, East, pp. 242-243. 
1509 Izetbegovic, East, p. 233. 
1510 Izetbegovic, East, p. 289. 
1511 Izetbegovic, East, pp. 289-292. 
1512 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 69. 
1513 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 70. 
1514 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 100. 
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In November 1988, Izetbegovic was released early from prison, at the instigation of such 
individuals as Seselj, then professor of sociology. Subsequently, he was assured of being surrounded by 
a small group of faithful followers with a somewhat circumscribed world view. The Izetbegovic who 
emerged from his books remained all but unknown in the West. In the eyes of the world’s media, the 
leader of the SDA and later President of Bosnia was a timid man, who seemed to wear the cloak of 
leadership with a great sense of unease. ‘He seemed diminished, rather than inflated, by the opulence of 
the presidential palace’, wrote Zimmermann.1515 Western diplomats, military and journalists doubtless 
saw in him a pious Muslim, but by no means a fundamentalist.1516 ‘A man of reason and reconciliation: 
a loner’, Peter Michielsen of the NRC Handelsblad newspaper called him, a peculiar characterization in 
the light of a speech by Izetbegovic in the spring of 1991, cited in the same article, in which the 
Bosnian politician said that the Muslims would oppose a splitting-up of Bosnia,1517 ‘taking up weapons’, 
if need be. Kooijmans, the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs, who would succeed Van den Broek at 
the beginning of 1993, saw Izetbegovic as ‘a tormented man. I felt immensely sorry for the man. Fate 
had thrown him in high relief. He had become a standard-bearer and could be nothing other than 
that’.1518 Western politicians and journalists almost always saw in him the advocate of a multi-ethnic 
Bosnia-Hercegovina.1519 Writing about the 1983 verdict, Martin van den Heuvel, an expert on Eastern 
Europe, said that under Communism, a sentence did ‘of course not mean much. And Izetbegovic was 
above all a peaceful Muslim, an advocate of non-violence and harmonious co-operation between all 
peoples and religions in Bosnia. He was often compared to Ghandi because of his peace-loving 
behaviour'.1520 Raymond Detrez, the Belgian expert on the Balkans, wrote that Izetbegovic in fact set 
no more store by religion in politics than Christian Democrat party chairman in Western Europe.1521

Veering between a fatalistic attitude to life and the concept of being the executor of God’s will, 
he often shilly-shallied or tended to retract decisions, a fatal attitude for a political leader who was to 
end up in such a tight corner. This did make him a moderator between various movements in his own 
party, but his vacillating posture and his revocations on prior agreements made him a statesman with 
whom it was difficult to do business. His wavering attitudes were criticized by Bosnian Serbs and 
Muslims alike. Rajko Dukic, the prominent SDS (Serb Democratic Party) man, said on that score:  

 
The enigma Izetbegovic was wasted on them. 

‘It is almost impossible to come to an agreement with Izetbegovic. There are no 
problems at the negotiating stage. You can say to him: this is a pen, that’s what 
we’ll agree on, tomorrow we’ll discuss the notepad. The problem is that 
Izetbegovic doesn’t turn up the next day. He always sent Cengic. And with him 
you could start all over again, as if nothing had happened the previous day.’1522

The Muslim intellectual Muhamed Filipovic, who would join an opposition party, wrote that during 
negotiations Izetbegovic had the habit of: 

 

‘leaving each decision, particularly the important ones, till the following day. 
The most obvious reason for that was that he always had to discuss such 

                                                 

1515 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 172. 
1516 Cf. Laura Silber, ‘The terrifying logic of war’, Financial Times, 02/09/95. 
1517 Peter Michielsen, ‘Bosnië meegesleurd in kolkend conflict’ (Bosnia dragged into seething conflict), NRC Handelsblad, 
16/07/91. 
1518 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
1519 Cf. Zimmerman, Ambassador, p. 9. 
1520 Van den Heuvel, Land, p. 117. 
1521 Detrez, Balkan, p. 135. 
1522 Interview R. Dukic, 14/06/00. 



203 

 

decisions with his most trusted friends, whom he had to turn to for support. 
There is no alternative way of interpreting this behaviour.’1523

Izetbegovic’s principal confidants in the early days of the SDA were Omer Behmen and Hasan Cengic. 
Together with Sulejman Ugljanin, they were to become deputy chairmen of the SDA in 1991.  

 

A contemporary of Izetbegovic, Behmen had been sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment for 
Muslim fundamentalism during the 1983 trial. Prior to that, he had already been given a 20-year 
sentence on similar grounds. In all, he had spent 17 years in prison, a fact that did not make his dealings 
with the outside world any the easier. A particularly repressive prison regime and being spied on in 
prison, had made a suspicious man of him.1524 Shortly after the foundation, he was given the lead of the 
extremely important executive committee of the SDA. Like Cengic, Behmen had good connections 
with the government of Iran1525

Hasan Cengic was the son of Halid (‘Hadzija’) Cengic, one of the members of Mladi Muslimani. 
Hasan had studied theology at the university of Sarajevo and was an Imam. Izetbegovic was a shining 
example for him in the early 1980s and they became close friends. In the circle of fifty and sixty-year-
olds around Izetbegovic, Behmen and his own father, who came from the Mladi Muslimani, Hasan 
Cengic became the link to the group of younger Muslims studying at the Sarajevo Medresa, the Islamic 
religious school. Cengic held radical Islamic positions. For instance, he was to turn against blood 
transfusions between Muslims and non-Muslims. At the invitation of the Iranian authorities, Cengic 
went on a study trip to Teheran in 1982. On return to Sarajevo, he was arrested and stood trial with 
others, including Izetbegovic and Behmen. On appeal, he was sentenced to six years’ imprisonment and 
he remained in prison until 1986. After his release, he became Imam in the mosque in Zagreb, at which 
time it formed the core of the Islamic resistance to the government in Yugoslavia. This time, he was the 
link for Izetbegovic with circles in the Zagreb mosque, which would have an important share in the 
SDA. In 1990, he became SDA secretary. He fulfilled his most important role after 1992 by maintaining 
contacts with the Iranian government and organizing weapon purchases from his villa in Zagreb.

 and was to become Ambassador to Teheran in 1993. 

1526

Apart from Behmen and Hasan Cengic, further individuals such as Enver Mujezinovic, Fikret 
Muslimovic and Bakir Alispahic who were also included in the circle of Izetbegovic familiars came 
from the KOS. In the 1980s, they had fought ‘Muslim fundamentalism’ and suddenly, in 1991 and 
1992, they sided with Izetbegovic, whilst moving to take control of the new Bosnian security 
organizations. They frequently gave Izetbegovic radical advice, whilst giving him the impression that 
the intentions of Milosevic and the Bosnian Serb politicians and the military were not so bad. As a 
result, the idea took root among various leading Bosnian figures that the regime in Belgrade was 
controlling Izetbegovic via the KOS.

 As 
the chief weapon buyer in the Bosnian government army, he was also known as the Shadow Minister of 
Defence.  

1527 Although that may not be ruled out altogether, particularly not 
prior to the outbreak of the war in Bosnia, the influence of the advisers had probably more to do with 
Izetbegovic’s tendency to keep on the safe side and always confer with others. As the commander of 
the Bosnian government army said, ‘His personality structure is highly interesting and even if he is 
against a particular suggestion, he never dismisses anything. His reactions were invariably that it was 
interesting and that he would think it over.’1528

                                                 

1523 Muhamed Filipovic, ‘Hasan Cengic’s Conspiratorial Logic’, Dani, 08/04/00. 

 Obviously, that gave people close to him the chance to 
attempt to influence his way of thinking. 

1524 Cf. ‘Muslim nationalist prisoner interviewed by ‘Borba’’, 1656, 08/06/87, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 11/06/87. 
1525 John Pomfret & David B. Ottaway’, ‘U.S. Allies Fed Pipeline of Covert Arms to Bosnia’, The Washington Post, 12/05/96. 
1526 For information regarding the role of Cengic, cf. John Pomfret & David B. Ottaway’, ‘U.S. Allies Fed Pipeline of Covert 
Arms to Bosnia’, The Washington Post, 12/05/96; Tino Andic & Marko Juric, ‘Muslimanska obavestajna sluzba AIS s 
dopustenjem ministra Suska djeluje pod krinkom humnitarnih organizacija u Zagrebu, Splitu i Rijeci, a bavi se nabavom 
oruza za Armiju BiH!’, Globus, 11/10/96, pp. 14-16. 
1527 Cf. Halilovic, Strategija, p. 82; Alibabic, Bosna, passim. 
1528 Emir Imamovic, ‘Izetbegovic wanted Sarajevo under siege’, Reporter, undated, p. 7. 
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In 1989, Izetbegovic, Behmen and Cengic held talks about establishing a party in Zurich with 
Adil Zulfikarpasic, a rich Muslim businessman who lived there. Zulfikarpasic came from an aristocratic 
family that once owned land near Srebrenica. Like several sons from bey families, he had joined the 
Communist party in the 1930s. After the war, he held the position of deputy minister of trade in 
Bosnia. However, he was soon grew disgusted with the nepotism, greed and corruption of the 
Communists.1529

On 24 February 1990, a few weeks after the collapse of the Communist League of Yugoslavia, 
Izetbegovic and Zulfikarpasic agreed to found a party as soon as possible.

 He went abroad and became active in the diaspora, including such activities as 
promoting a Bosnian sense of identity with his magazine Bosanski pogledi (Bosnian ideas). The brainchild 
of Zulfikarpasic, the Bosniak Institute in Zurich also published a book about the trial of Izetbegovic 
cum suis and induced the Serb nationalist Dobrica Cosic in Belgrade to organize a protest against the 
trial. Izetbegovic’s son, Bakir, later found a job at the Bosniak Institute. Izetbegovic’s visit to his patron 
in Zurich was the beginning of a series of meetings between the future party leaders. 

1530 Together with several 
others in Tuzla, on 27 March 1990, Alija Izetbegovic founded the Party of Democratic Action (Stranka 
Demokratske Akcije (SDA)). Among the forty founders were eight from the group of Mladi Muslimani 
and twelve from the Zagreb mosque. The movement presented itself as a ‘political union of Yugoslav 
citizens who are part of the cultural and historic Muslim tradition’ and appeared not only to focus on 
the Bosnian Muslims, but on those in Kosovo, Macedonia and Sandzak as well. In addition to such 
general objectives as a parliamentary democracy, the party also had more specific Islamic goals, 
including the introduction of Islamic feasts as national holidays and subsidies for building mosques. 
Izetbegovic became the party leader. Zulfikapasic arrived in Bosnia two days after the party was 
founded and was appointed deputy chairman. The SDA grew rapidly under Izetbegovic and his 
followers. In November 1990, more than six months after its foundation, the party had 120 branches in 
Bosnia, 29 in other parts of Yugoslavia and 24 in the rest of the world, including one in the 
Netherlands.1531

That growth unnerved Serb nationalists. Allaying comments that a Muslim state would not be 
established until half the population was Muslim did nothing to set their minds at rest. By 1991, 
Muslims comprised 44 per cent of the population. Serb nationalists believed that Muslims had a 
predetermined plan to eventually outnumber the Serbs with high birth rates.

  

1532

4. Radovan Karadzic’s political career 

 That would have been 
the case when extrapolating demographic developments even without such a plan.  

It was thus a matter of course that the Serb nationalists would organize themselves, although it was 
three and a half months after the formation of the SDA before the Serb Democratic Party (Srpska 
Demokratska Stranka (SDS)) was founded. Three thousand people attended the inaugural conference, 
among them not only the Serb leaders from Knin, Jovan Raskovic and Jovo Opacic, but Izetbegovic, 
the new SDA leader, was also invited. The SDS officially set itself the unconditional task of achieving 
equality for all Serbs in all social fields in Bosnia. From the onset, the SDS endeavoured to be a 
movement for the all Serb people rather than just a party. Consequently, membership was 
impossible.1533

                                                 

1529 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 78-82. 

 

1530 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. xv. 
1531 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 72. 
1532 Sells, Bridge, p. 22. 
1533 Interview R. Dukic, 14/06/00. 
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The role of Dobrica Cosic  

The almost seventy-year-old nationalist writer, Dobrica Cosic, played a significant part in the founding. 
In 1992 and 1993, Cosic was to step into the limelight as the President of Yugoslavia. During this 
period, however, he still played his favourite role, that of the great man behind the scenes, whose 
political activities among the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia were financially and logistically supported by 
the Serb secret police.1534

Cosic had become a Communist in 1939 while studying at a secondary school of agriculture.
  

1535

At the end of the 1950s, he led the jugoslovenstvo campaign and opposed nationalism, which 
appeared to be growing, particularly in Slovenia. Moreover, on account of Cosic’s leadership and the 
close ties he had with Rankovic

 
He had been political commissioner of a partisan unit during the Second World War. Thanks in part to 
his friendship with Tito, he had become a prominent post-war member of the Communist party. 
However, the reputation he acquired stemmed largely from his authorship. First published in 1951, his 
first literary endeavour – Daleko je sunce (Far is the Sun) – was an immediate and overwhelming success. 
With one million copies, it was up till then the best sold book in Yugoslavia, which discussed the 
suffering of the Serb people under Ottoman oppression. 

1536 – the Serb head of the secret service–nationalist-minded individuals 
outside Serbia questioned the merit of the jugoslovenstvo campaign. In the early 1960s, Tito offered Cosic 
the job of chairman of the Serb Communist party, but he refused, having always been better able to 
face the half-light than the limelight.1537

In 1967, Cosic himself set the cat among the Communist pigeons with his talk of an 
existentialist threat of the Serbs from Albanian nationalism in Kosovo, after Rankovic and his rigid 
policy on Albania had been pushed to the sidelines.

 Cosic lost a powerful patron, however, once Rankovic had 
been sidelined. Furthermore, he became convinced that the Serbs would gain nothing from the 
Communist party, despite his long-cherished hopes. Cosic now began to see Yugoslavism, which he 
had previously defended with such force – contrary to many others outside Serbia – as a means for the 
Communist party oligarchies outside Serbia to express national sentiments. His Serb nationalism was 
now fired by talks held at the end of the 1950s with Slovenians, concluding that the break-up of 
Yugoslavia was inevitable. 

1538 He warned that if Albanian nationalism were not 
put to an end, the Serbs would split up the multi-ethnic state of Yugoslavia in order to achieve their 
‘ancient historic goal’ of establishing a Greater Serbia. A shocked Presidency adjourned the meeting, 
but Cosic had prompted a mental process which in time would prove unstoppable.1539

Outside the party, his authority as a Serb nationalist grew over the years. He was often called 
the ‘father of the (Serb) nation’. His historic novels and political essays contributed substantially to the 
idea that Serbs were the victims of history. He stressed the genocide perpetrated against them during 
the Second World War and the way in which they were supposedly deceived by Tito after the war, who, 
in effect, followed an anti-Serb line.

 On the grounds 
of his nationalism, he was ousted from the party’s central committee a year later, resigning his party 
membership.  

1540 In 1977, in a speech to the Serb Academy of Science and Art, 
Cosic made what was to become a frequently quoted pronouncement that in peacetime, Serbs lose 
what they have won in wartime.1541

                                                 

1534 For information regarding the line between the head of the Serb SDB Stanisic and Karadzic, cf. Berislav Jelinic, 
‘Croatian citizen is the primary financier of both Radovan Karadzic and Ratko Mladic’, National online, no. 294, 05/07/01. 

 Initially, the text of the speech circulated illegally and it was only 
after Tito’s demise that it was officially published in Stvarno i moguce, a collection of literary and political 

1535 The S. Djukic interview of 04/08/01is one of the sources for biographic information on Cosic. 
1536 Christopher Cviic, ‘Slovene and Croat Perspectives’, Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, pp. 120-121. 
1537 Jovic, Dani, p. 192. 
1538 Libal, Serben, p. 105. 
1539 Gutman, Witness, pp. 17-18. 
1540 Cf. Mirko Dodevic, ‘Populist Wave Literature’, Popov (ed.), Road, p. 362. 
1541 Brey, Logik, p. 89; Stojanovic, Fall, p. 170. 
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essays. When published in Nin, it was ascribed all the qualities needed for a Serb nationalist bible and 
instantly became a best-seller. Cosic worded it most succinctly in what became known as the Serb 
question (Srpsko pitanje): 

‘Very broadly speaking, it is the demand for equality for the entire Serb nation 
and its republic in Yugoslavia, for recognition of the human and civil rights of 
the Serbs, wherever they live in Yugoslavia; it is the demand for a society in 
which the citizen and not the nation is the foundation of the state.’1542

Cosic believed that like the Serbs, the Croats, Slovenians and Kosovo Albanians had the right to a state 
of their own. However, the Croats and Kosovo Albanians should bear Serb claims to the territory of 
Croatia and Kosovo in mind. Cosic also repeatedly spoke in support of non-Serb nationalists under 
arrest, such as Izetbegovic, Tudjman and Jansa, defending their right to freedom. After his release, 
Izetbegovic went to Cosic to thank him.

 

1543

As such, Cosic’s nationalism could be broadly defined as democratic or liberal, were it not that 
he always placed special emphasis on the rights of Serb citizens, while the same rights could also be 
claimed for Croatian citizens or Albanians in Kosovo.

 

1544

With his body of ideas, Cosic’s adherents in the Serb Academy of Sciences grew. In 1986, the 
Yugoslav Writers Association was the first Yugoslav institution to break up because the Slovenian 
authors feared Serb hegemony led by Cosic. Many say that Cosic was the driving force behind the 
infamous Memorandum of the Serb Academy of Sciences

  

1545, but he has always denied this.1546

As from 1990, the nationalist writer saw – in Milosevic – the man who would at last stand up 
for the Serb people.

 

1547 Cosic’s support for Milosevic was very momentous. His backing meant that a 
permanent bridge was being built for Milosevic to the nationalist groups and the intelligentsia.1548 In 
spite of that, Cosic remained in some respects sceptical towards Milosevic. He disagreed with 
Milosevic's having built his party on the old Communist party. In Cosic’s view, Serbia needed a social 
democratic rather than a socialist party. Cosic understood that everything that smacked of Communism 
would have an enormous image problem in the West. Furthermore, Cosic thought that Serbia should 
not claim a full hold on Kosovo.1549

Towards the end of the 1980s, he advocated for the Serbs to concentrate on their own people 
and leave the rest of Yugoslavia to the other ethnic groups.

 

1550 In the early 1990s, he attended the 
inception of the Serb Democratic Party (SDS) in Knin and maintained close contact with the leaders, 
Jovan Opacic and the psychiatrist Jovan Raskovic.1551 Raskovic’s SDS had set up a branch office in 
Bosnia as early as July 1990, and this office was particularly active in the regions bordering on the Croat 
Krajina. In subsequent months, Cosic developed the idea that the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia should 
be united territorially.1552

                                                 

1542 Quoted in Libal, Serben, p. 106. See also Levinsohn, Serbs, pp. 303-304. 

 At the beginning of the war with Croatia, he called ‘pacifistic rhetoric (…) 

1543 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 118. 
1544 Cf. Drinka Gojkovic, ‘The Birth of Nationalism from the Spirit of Democracy. The Association of Writers of Serbia and 
the War’, Popov (ed.), Road, p. 334. 
1545 Cf. Bennett, Collapse, p. 81; Oliveira Milosavljevic, ‘The Abuse of the Authority of Science’, Popov (ed.), Road, pp. 274 
and 276; Ramet, Babel, p. 200. 
1546 Interview S. Djukic, 04/08/01. Cf. Jdah, Serbs, p. 158 
1547 Cosic quoted in Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 306. 
1548 Jovic, Dani, p. 130. Cf. interview L. Perovic, 01/08/01. 
1549 Jovic, Dani, p. 194. 
1550 Jovic, Dani, p. 28. 
1551 Jovic, Dani, p. 193; Weine, History, p. 92. 
1552 Cohen, Bonds, p. 142. 
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meaningless’. He called on the population to fight for Greater Serbia and praised Milosevic as the best 
Serb leader in fifty years.1553

The role of Nikola Koljevic and Biljana Plavsic 

 

Cosic entrusted a colleague and friend of Jovan Raskovic, Radovan Karadzic,1554 with Serb party 
leadership in Bosnia. As it happened, Karadzic was not Cosic’s first choice. By his own account, he 
preferred Nenad Kecmanovic, the Serb chancellor of the University of Sarajevo, who was known for 
his liberal views on Yugoslav and Bosnian politics. Kecmanovic was later to assume the leadership of 
the Bosnian branch of the reform-minded party of Ante Markovic, loosing the contest for a place in 
the Bosnian Presidency from Nikola Koljevic and Biljana Plavsic. It was precisely these two who, with 
others, had urged Cosic not to appoint Kecmanovic as Bosnian Serb leader, but the initially reluctant 
Radovan Karadzic. Because Cosic was alone in putting Kecmanovic forward, he reconciled himself to 
the suggestion to entrust Karadzic with the leadership.1555

The names Koljevic and Plavsic require some explanation. It is true that the SDS was a party of 
the Serbs, most of whom lived outside the large cities, and the furious attacks this party made on multi-
ethnicity and modernity were often seen as a struggle between the countryside and the city. However, 
there were many professors among the SDA leadership. Plavsic was a professor of biology at the 
University of Sarajevo, Koljevic a professor of English, specializing in Shakespeare, and the man who 
was to become Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republika Srpska in 1992, Aleksa Buha, was 
professor of German philosophy, who had obtained his doctorate with a dissertation on Hegel. 

  

Koljevic was regarded as the brain of the SDS and the man who attempted to justify ethnic 
cleansing intellectually. He has been compared to Alfred Rosenberg, the German Nazi race ideologue. 
Nikola Koljevic suffered from depression after the death of his seventeen-year-old son during a skiing 
accident in Austria in 1977. These depressions were caused by a bizarre guilt complex, which took on 
the character of a Shakespearean drama. He saw his son’s death as a punishment for something he had 
done to his brother Svetozar. Like Nikola, Svetozar had specialized in English literature. The two 
brothers were both intelligent, but it was clear to all that Svetozar was the more brilliant of the two. 
When Svetozar received a scholarship to study abroad, he left his fiancée Milica Medic in the care of 
Nikola. On his return home, Svetozar’s fiancée was pregnant, by Nikola. Nikola and Milica married 
soon after. The family wanted no trouble and forced Svetozar to marry Milica’s sister. After the death 
of his son, Nikola withdrew more and more into Christian Orthodox mysticism. He believed that not 
only did God want to punish him for stealing his brother’s fiancée, but also for having behaved like an 
Englishman up to then. In an attempt to put matters straight, he became an increasingly fanatic Serb 
nationalist. He was increasingly enthralled by philosophy professor and prominent member of the Serb 
Academy of Sciences and Art, Milorad Ekmecic, and Karadzic, who treated him for his depression.1556 
It was a tragic change for the worse. Until then, he had been known as a cultured man and was popular 
among his students.1557 After the outbreak of war, he became the most militant prophet for the 
destruction of Sarajevo. Bosnian Muslim Ejup Ganic, who with Koljevic had become a member of the 
Bosnian Presidency in 1990, later compared him to a well-behaved little boy who had to do the most 
terrible things to be allowed to join the gang.1558

                                                 

1553 Gutman, Witness, pp.18-19. 

 On 17 January 1997, he took his own life.  

1554 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 149; Weine, History, p. 125. 
1555 Interviews D. Cosic, 13/09/01 and V. Matovic, 02/08/01. According to Weine, History, p. 240 n. 6 , before choosing 
Karadzic, apart from Kecmanovic had his eye on Svetozar Koljevic – the latter’s brother Nikolai and Radovan Vukovic – to 
no avail. In the same interview, Matovic also speaks of a list of several names. 
1556 Thomas Deichmann, ‘“Ik heb niets verkeerds gedaan”’ (I did nothing wrong), De Groene Amsterdammer, 13/08/97; Janine 
Di Giovanni, ‘The Cleanser’, The Guardian, weekend page, 01/03/97. 
1557 Cf. Bell, Way, p. 97; Judah, Serbs, p. 166. 
1558 Janine Di Giovanni, ‘The Cleanser’, The Guardian, weekend page, 01/03/97. 
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It was also Koljevic who invited the sixty-year-old Plavsic to join the SDS executive in 1990. In 
the words of the American journalist David Rieff, Plavsic was ‘far and away the weirdest of the lot’.1559

In April 1992, President Izetbegovic sent her as member of the Presidency to Eastern Bosnia to 
investigate the atrocities perpetrated there by Serb troops and paramilitaries. To the horror of the 
world, she kissed Arkan in front of the cameras just after the latter’s savage operations in Bijelina and 
called him ‘a true Serb hero’. Shortly afterwards, she became a member of the Presidency of the 
Republika Srspka, with Karadzic and Krajisnik. As a politician, she would later play a leading role in 
ethnic cleansing and was frequently at the front, encouraging and thanking the soldiers. Like Koljevic, 
she justified ethnic cleansing with great – and in her case, social Darwinist – conviction. She termed 
Muslims ‘genetically deformed’ Serbs and ethnic cleansing a ‘natural phenomenon’.

 
She was born in Tuzla and raised in Sarajevo, in a rich merchant family that had an aversion to the 
Communists. She received a university education in Zagreb, Prague and the United States. Finally, she 
became professor of biology at the University of Zagreb. Like the others in the SDS leadership, she did 
not enter politics until after the fall of Communism, where she soon proved to be a nationalist hawk. 

1560 Serbs had the 
‘biological right’ to cleanse. ‘As a biologist’ she was under the impression that Bosnian Serbs were 
higher in rank than the Serbs in Serbia, as they had more often been compelled to adapt to new 
surroundings. Plavsic went so far in her fanaticism as to say that as far as she was concerned, six million 
Serbs could die for the good cause since six million would be left over to benefit from it. After that 
remark, Milosevic said she was of unsound mind: ‘She does not belong in politics and urgently needs a 
psychiatrist.’1561

Together with Karadzic and Momcilo Krajisnik, Koljevic and Plavsic were to form the 
leadership of the SDS. It was no coincidence that Karadzic, like the leader of the SDS in Knin, 
Rankovic, was a psychiatrist. Among their patients, they had noted the suppressed traumas caused by 
the ethnic struggles during the Second World War. Things that were not allowed out into the open 
during the Communist regime came out in the psychiatrist’s rooms. Both developed an ethnically based 
socio-political programme, based on the tales of woe they had heard and the therapies they 
employed.

  

1562 The leadership of the SDS, whose individual members displayed countless unresolved 
traumas in their biographies, were just right for an electorate with a fear of the future or, as Tim Judah 
writes in his book on the history of the Serbs: ‘In such times it seems that people are simply willing to 
surrender all critical faculties and be led by the mad (…)’1563

The rise of Radovan Karadzic 

 

Like a rocket, Radovan Karadzic, too, had risen from nowhere into the political firmament of the 
Yugoslav republic. Until the foundation of the SDS, few had ever heard of him outside of Bosnia.  

He was born on 19 June 1945 in Petnica, a village in the Savnik district in the Montenegrin hills, 
not far from where Milosevic was born. His father, Vuk Karadzic, had originally belonged to the 
Cetniks during the Second World War, but later switched over to Tito’s Partisan party. Six months after 
Radovan Karadzic was born, his father was arrested on account of his Cetnik past. Whilst Radovan was 
growing up, his father spent five years in prison. The circumstances in which he grew up with his family 
were destitute, in a village with a parochial outlook.1564

                                                 

1559 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 99. 

 His mother looked after the cattle and, when his 
father was released from prison, he soon resumed his shoemaker’s craft. Karadzic left home at the age 
of fifteen to finish his secondary schooling in Sarajevo, after which he trained as a nurse and then 

1560 For the social Darwinist justification of ethnic cleansing, cf. Inic, Portreti, pp. 268-274. 
1561 Corine de Vries, ‘Biljana Plavsic ging zelfs Milosevic te ver’ (Biljana Plavsic even went too far for Milosevic), De 
Volkskrant, 11/01/01. 
1562 Cf. Weine, History, especially pp. 95-98. 
1563 Judah, Serbs, p. 181. 
1564 Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 114. 
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studied medicine. During the 1974/1975 academic year, he followed postgraduate studies in psychiatry 
and poetry at the Columbia University in New York, and studied medical depression in Copenhagen 
for a year. After having completed his studies, he became a psychiatrist, specializing in neurosis and 
depression. From 1979 to 1992, he worked at the psychiatric department at the Kosovo state hospital 
in Sarajevo.  

Karadzic has never been able to forget his rural background. A neighbour in the Bosnian capital 
who had known him as a poor, shy young man with a ‘hillbilly’ head of hair, which was common in his 
village, called him ‘provincial, a typical farmer who felt lost in the big city'.1565 For that reason, he 
subsequently became an excellent representative of the struggle between the countryside and the city, 
which was one of the elements of the conflict in the former Yugoslavia. On 11 December 1992, for 
instance, he said to a Serb magazine: ‘So far, the Turks used to live in the cities and we in the woods, 
and now it is the other way around; we are in the cities and it is the Turks who are in the woods, and 
thanks to that, 'general winter' is going to be the enemy of our enemy’1566. More than twenty years 
earlier, in 1971, he had already written in his poem Sarajevo: The city is burning like incense/our 
consciousness twists in the smoke./Empty clothes glide through the city. Red/dies the stone these 
houses were once built of. The plague!/Rest. A group of armoured poplars/climbs up in itself. The 
aggressor/travels through our veins/and sometimes you’re a human, sometimes a creature of air./I 
know that this is all preparation for a cry…’.1567

With hindsight, Karadzic’s poems from the end of the 1960s reveal how he worked his way up 
from a nightmare to become a god, at once a creator and a destroyer. At first, the nightmare was 
synonymous with Montenegro, later it took on the form of the city. In his poems, Karadzic’s actions 
were inspired by the anticipation of ‘last days’, in which each subtle distinction would disappear and he 
would bring about a regeneration and a rebirth for his followers.

 

1568 Looking back, this poetic struggling 
out of the city can be understood as a metaphor for the ethnic cleansing that was to take place under 
his direction.1569

As likely as not, it was thanks to his origins that Karadzic had an inferiority complex, which he 
endeavoured to compensate with megalomaniac traits. Shy though he was at first in the Bosnian capital, 
he insisted later, as Seselj did, that he be addressed with the Cetnik title of ‘duke’. During student 
demonstrations, Karadzic, who in those days looked like a hippie with his long hair, always walked in 
front, irrespective of whether the demonstration was in favour of Tito or against him.

 

1570 At the same 
time, he operated as police spy.1571 Karadzic’s compensation urge probably did not diminish when he 
married Ljiljana Zelen, a fellow student from Sarajevo’s high society, with whose parents the young 
couple lived. Thanks to his parents-in-law’s money, his growing confidence began to surface.1572

However, as a poet, Karadzic was not taken seriously in the Bosnian capital, which led to his 
hatred of artistic and intellectual circles in Sarajevo.

  

1573

                                                 

1565 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23 & 07/95. Cf.Hirs & Hellinga, 
Geit, p. 178. 

 Marko Vesovic, one of his fellow poets in 

1566 Quoted in Paul Garde ‘The world’s most wanted man’, 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/karadzic/bosnia/bosnia.html consulted on 01/03/00. 
1567 Quoted in Ugrecic, Cultuur, p. 76. 
1568 For examples, see Weine, History, pp. 119-124. 
1569 Weine, History, p. 122. 
1570 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23/07/95. 
1571 Svetlana Slapsak, ‘Waarom Sarajevo?’, Dojcinovic & Keulemans (eds.), Hommage, p. 62; ‘The World’s Most Wanted 
Man’, written and directed by Kevin Sim, PBS air date 26/05/98; Paul Hoggart, ‘The wanted war criminal with wavy hair’, 
The Times, 31/07/98; W. Nelan, ‘Seeds of evil’, Time, 29/07/96; Interview with Vladimir Srebrov, with Adil Kulenov, 
http://www.barnsdle.demon,co.uk/bosnia/srebrov.html , q.v., consulted 06/03/00; 'Vladimir Srebrov speaks 
out’, BosNet, 15/11/99, http://www.bosnet.org/archive/bosnet-bw3archive/9511/msg00342.html consulted 
06/03/00. 
1572 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23/07/95; Weine, History, p. 108. 
1573 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 30. 
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Sarajevo, described him as ‘lazy and constantly dreaming about his own greatness.’ By contrast, 
Karadzic called himself one of the best psychiatrists and poets of all Yugoslavia.1574 Among his 
psychiatrist colleagues, Karadzic was also noted for his mixture of laziness, ambition and 
megalomania.1575

Back in Sarajevo, Karadzic took to crime, making diagnoses and writing prescriptions to help 
people to cheat the social insurance.

  

1576

At the end of the 1980s, Karadzic tried to improve his position at the psychiatric hospital in 
Belgrade. In the Serb capital, he would be surprised that he had far more trouble with his rural 
background than in Sarajevo. He returned to Bosnia with his tail between his legs. Initially, once non-
communist parties were permitted, he founded the Green Party. However, it soon became clear to him 
that that party could never expect much support.  

 Halfway through the 1980s, he came into conflict with the law. 
He was a good friend of Momcilo Krajisnik, who worked at the state company Energoinvest. With a 
grant intended for farmers, Krajisnik and Karadzic had had a house built for Karadzic. Although there 
was never enough evidence to prove this fraud conclusively, Karadzic and Krajisnik spent almost a year 
in prison in 1987. Later, Karadzic claimed that this imprisonment was for anticommunist activities.  

Meanwhile, during his stay in Belgrade, Karadzic had come into contact with Cosic, the Serb 
nationalist talent scout who made sure that Karadzic – craving recognition – finally got what he had 
always desired: greatness. In the SDS top, Karadzic held a position in which he could repair the 
communication breakdown between reality and his own world view by manipulating his surroundings. 
Where necessary, he was spurred on by Cosic who told him that he was to work at the Serb cause until, 
using a well-known expression by the Montenegrin poet prince Njegos, ‘the impossible became 
possible’1577. Originally, Karadzic was not strongly anti-Muslim, even as Bosnian Serb party leader. He 
had several Muslims among his acquaintances, both in his student days and later as a psychiatrist.1578 
Until the end of the 1980s, he lived in Sarajevo, surrounded by Muslims. Neighbours had never noticed 
any hostility on the part of this man who was soon to say that because of century-long differences of 
opinion, Muslims, Croats and Serbs could no longer live in one state.1579 However, shortly after his 
election as chairman of the SDS, for instance, Karadzic criticized the media in Serbia, who were 
cautioning against Muslim fundamentalism in Bosnia. He said that the Bosnian Muslims were also 
Slavs, with the same blood and the same language as the Serbs. He did not think it necessary that the 
Serbs should protect Christian Europe from Islam: ‘We Serbs are closer to our Muslims than to 
Europe’.1580 Karadzic did, it appeared, have an ever growing penchant for Serb traditions.1581 More so 
than against the Muslims, Karadzic’s hatred was first directed towards the Communists.1582 But that 
hatred also resulted in his resurrecting their suppressed history and thus helping to topple Bosnia’s 
multi-ethnic house of cards.1583

Karadzic’ friend Krajisnik became the most important executor of his politics. Those two 
would have formed a perfect team: Karadzic had all the grand ideas and Krajisnik was a good organizer 
who knew how to get things done.

 

1584

                                                 

1574 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23/07/95; Samantha Powers, 
‘The world of Radovan Karadzic’, U.S. News and World Report, 24/07/95; Weine, History, p. 108; ‘The World’s Most Wanted 
Man’, written and directed by Kevin Sim, PBS air date 26/05/98. 

 Yet their relationship was less dissimilar than it would seem on 
the surface. In this relationship, too, Karadzic was very much aware that he was a Montenegrin and that 

1575 Weine, History, pp. 108, 112, 113 and 118. 
1576 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23/07/95. 
1577 Quoted in Weine, History, p. 109. 
1578 Cf. Weine, History, pp. 114 and 116-117 
1579 Tracy Wilkinson, ‘Bosnians Recall Karadzic, a Neighbour Turned Enemy’, L.A. Times, 23/07/95. 
1580 Quoted in Maas, Neighbor, p. 159. 
1581 Cf. Weine, History, pp. 113 and 115. 
1582 Cf. Weine, History, pp. 110 
1583 Cf. Weine, History, pp. 111 
1584 Andrew Purvis, ‘Under arrest’, Time, 17/04/00. 
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as a ‘real’ Serb, Krajisnik was more of an authority. In most cases, Karadzic allowed himself to be led 
more often than the other way round.1585

After having finally opted for Karadzic, Cosic sung the new leader’s praises to the Serb 
leadership.

 

1586 However, from the onset, relations between Milosevic and Karadzic were never warm.1587 
Milosevic waited until a month after the founding of the Bosnian SDS before inviting Karadzic to 
come to Belgrade.1588 Milosevic would never have that degree of influence on Karadzic, Koljevic and 
Krajisnik as he had on the Serb leadership in Croatia.1589

There were strong personal differences between Milosevic and Karadzic. Where Karadzic was 
quite a balanced person, Milosevic was volatile and screamed constantly if presented with policy 
options. Milosevic was originally a Communist, Karadzic a vehement anti-Communist and deeply 
religious. He would later say that he had made no single decision without consulting the church.

 Karadzic had seen how Milosevic had treated 
Serb leaders in Croatia who did not fully comply with his wishes. He realized that he had to pursue a 
careful line with respect to the Serb President. He could not do without him nor rub him up the wrong 
way, but it could be dangerous if he were to become too dependent on the Serb leader in Belgrade. 

1590 
Irrespective of whether this was true or not, it indicated what his frame of reference was. Milosevic had 
no relationship at all with the church, using it only if it suited him personally. Karadzic’s popularity was 
to grow among the Serbs, not only in Bosnia itself, but also in Serbia.1591 That was one of the reasons 
why Milosevic’s wife, Mira Markovic, was not sympathetic towards Karadzic. She saw herself as the last 
Yugoslav Communist and detested Karadzic on account of his anti-Communism. If Karadzic phoned 
the Milosevic household, and Mira answered the phone, she always said that her husband was not at 
home. She never wanted Karadzic to set foot in her house.1592

For opportunist reasons, they pretended that they had nothing to do with each other. The 
uneasy relationship between Karadzic and Milosevic remained hidden from the outside world. That 
also gave Milosevic the opportunity to avoid taking responsibility for Karadzic and his supporters. In 
turn, it was of great importance to Karadzic not to be made out to be Milosevic’s marionette.

 

1593

Notwithstanding the distance between these two men, be it assumed or personal, Karadzic and 
Milosevic had close ties, both directly and indirectly through Kertes, who has already been discussed in 
Chapter 2 of this section.

  

1594 Kertes was the man who had been in charge of arming the Serbs in 
Krajina from 1990, and who became the head of state security and then minister of the Serbs in the 
diaspora. In the words of one of Kertes’s close assistants, the Bosnian Serb leaders could not even 
drink a glass of water without being ordered or permitted to do so by Milosevic.1595 Apparently, each 
week, Karadzic went to Bosnia to receive instructions from Milosevic, not only for himself, but also for 
Mladic, who travelled less outside Bosnia.1596

5. Election contest in Bosnia in 1990 

 

On 18 August 1990, the Croatian Democratic Union (Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica Bosnia - HDZ) 
was formed, a full month after the founding of the SDS. The party was closely linked to the movement 

                                                 

1585 Interviews V. Andreev, 07/07/00, V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01 and M. Milutinovic, 20 and 22/03/00. 
1586 Jovic, Dani, p. 193; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 149. 
1587 Interview B. Pellnäss, 03/11/99. Cf. Stoltenberg & Eide, Dagene. p. 107. 
1588 Obrad Kesic, ‘Defeating ‘Greater Serbia’, Building Greater Milosevic’, Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), Crises, p.64. 
1589 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 173; interview V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
1590 Nobjsa Popov, 'Traumatology of the Party State', Popov (ed.), Road, p. 103. For information regarding Karadzic's 
relationship with his religion, cf. Paul Mojzes, 'Religioznost Radovana Karadzica', Genocid, pp.295-298. 
1591 Cf. Vojin Dimitrijevic, ‘The International Community and the Yugoslav Crisis’, Popov (ed.), Road, p. 648. 
1592 Interviews S. Djukic, 04/08/01; V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
1593 Cf. Zimmermann, ‘Ambassador’, p. 18. 
1594 Spasic, Lasica, pp. 234, 250-251; interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
1595 Interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
1596 Interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
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of the same name in the ‘homeland’ Croatia and opted for independence from Bosnia-Hercegovina and 
the right of the Croats to separate from it. Soon the party was divided between moderates, who were in 
favour of keeping Bosnia-Hercegovina intact, and extremists hoping to unite a Croat part of Bosnia 
with Croatia. The moderates under Stjepan Kljuic lived for the most part in Sarajevo and North and 
Central Bosnia, where Croats were generally in the minority. The extremists, also known as the 
Hercegovina faction, under Mate Boban, lived chiefly in Western Hercegovina, where most of the cities 
and villages were predominantly Croatian. Kljuic had the upper hand, for the time being. With this 
Croatian party in Bosnia, the nationalist party trio was complete.  

Despite the various ethnic backgrounds of these three parties, the election contest was, at first, 
relatively restrained. The parties had not yet honed their party programmes and were not battling with 
one another because, due to their ethnic background, there was no cause to fish for votes in the same 
pond. They mostly targeted the Communists, from whom they hoped to wrestle control, and any 
dissidents among their own ranks. Nevertheless, the election campaign led to tensions between the 
ethnic groups because the parties tried to organize rallies that were as large as possible, which then 
became shows of strength towards the others. Moreover, the symbols used at these meetings were 
offensive.  

For example, it stung the Serbs that at a meeting of probably 100,000 party members and 
sympathizers in Foca on 25 August 1990, the SDA paid homage to the Muslims who had been 
slaughtered there during the Second World War by the Cetniks. On 27 September 1990, the SDA held 
a meeting in Novi Pazar in Sandzak in Serbia, where 50,000 people were present and where the idea of 
autonomy for Sandzak was proclaimed.1597

At several rallies, Izetbegovic declared that if Croatia and Slovenia were to leave the Yugoslav 
federation, Bosnia could not stay behind because it would otherwise become part of Greater Serbia.

 

1598 
After Slovenia and Croatia had left, Serbia – with Vojvodina, Kosovo and Montenegro – would then 
have four of the six votes in the Presidency. Izetbegovic was, for that matter, convinced that the Serbs 
had a tendency towards hegemony ‘in their blood’.1599 Since 1918, they had tormented the other 
Yugoslav peoples with those aspirations, employing the army and the police in particular.1600

However, the SDS made it clear that any change in the status of Bosnia-Hercegovina or the 
position of the Serbs in Bosnia would have to be decided by referendum among the Serb peoples in the 
republic.

  

1601 In the election campaign, Karadzic advocated a Yugoslav federation, consisting of Serbia, 
Montenegro, a large part of Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Serb territories in Croatia and Macedonia, in short 
Greater Serbia.1602 Even the moderate Croat, Kljuic, let it be known that participation of Bosnia-
Hercegovina in a ‘rump’ Yugoslavia would be completely off target. They would regard that as an 
‘occupation’ and a cause for revolt.1603

The perceptions of the SDA founders became more and more sharply divided. Zulfikarpasic 
was irked by the religious exclusivity of the party and the increasingly prominent position it assumed 
among the Muslim clerics. In his view, it was wrong for the SDA to be preoccupied with Sandzak, the 

 Hence, Izetbegovic and his party were caught up in a prisoner’s 
dilemma. Whatever option the SDA chose – be it to remain part of Yugoslavia or to split off – it would 
always lead to violence on the part of one of the two other ethnic groups. In addition, the SDA was 
itself divided into a wing that advocated a Muslim state, which might come into being if Bosnia-
Hercegovina were split up, and one that advocated a multi-ethnic, secular Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

                                                 

1597 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 72. 
1598 ‘Bosnië-Herzegovina gaat zijn eigen weg’ (Bosnia-Hercegovina goes its own way), Trouw, 16/10/91; Grémaux & De 
Vries, ‘Crisis’, p. 37; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 47. 
1599 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 5. 
1600 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 68. 
1601 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 47. 
1602 Chuck Sudetic, ‘Ethnic Rivalries Push Yugoslavia to Edge’, The New York Times, 14/10/90. 
1603 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 73; Kitty McKinsey, ‘Bosnia fears it will be sliced up by Croatia and Serbia’, The Ottawa Citizen, 
04/08/91. 
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area in Serbia inhabited mainly by Muslims, because it underscored the religious character of the party. 
He was, on the contrary, a proponent of a party with a secular Bosnian national character. It worried 
him to see that Omer Behmen and Hasan Cengic in particular emphasized the religious character of the 
party more and more with readings from the Koran and speeches by Imams at mass meetings. These 
two were also responsible for building a kind of personality cult around Izetbegovic. Also, the hunt for 
jobs and the accompanying hypocrisy irritated him.1604 Instead of becoming a middle-class party of the 
centre with support among the intelligentsia, as Zulfikarpasic had wished, the SDA became a populist 
party.1605 He had no qualms about using the word ‘fascism’ and ‘fundamentalism’ for the development 
he so deplored.1606 He gave up his intention of inviting to SDA meetings prominent individuals from 
the liberal European movement with whom he had good contacts, as they would get the impression of 
having ended up at a gathering in Egypt or Algeria.1607

Izetbegovic, on the other hand, applauded the leading role the Imams played within the SDA 
because they could reach a large section of the Muslim electorate.

  

1608 Zulfikarpasic also blamed 
Izetbegovic for tolerating Salim Sabic in his entourage, according to Zulfikarpasic a KOS agent run by 
Belgrade, whose aim it was to bring the ethnic differences of opinion in Bosnia to a head.1609 Sabic was 
an important representative of the mosque in Zagreb. He led a group of others from circles in that 
mosque who were said to exert considerable influence over Izetbegovic. Sabic was to become one of 
the deputy chairmen of the SDA and was later appointed head of the Islamic community in Croatia, as 
successor to Hasan Cengic. Neither did Zulfikarpasic agree that the SDA was secretly engaged in 
buying weapons and organizing military training courses.1610 Moreover, Zulfikarpasic was convinced 
that a form of co-operation with the Serbs had to be sought to avoid a drama in Bosnia.1611

On 10 September 1990, the largest SDA rally in the election campaign in Velika Kladusa 
pushed Zulfikarpasic over the edge. In the presence of at least 200,000 people, the party made it clear 
that the Muslims were not prepared to live in a ‘rump’ Yugoslavia and that if need be they would take 
up arms to defend Bosnia-Hercegovina.

  

1612 Now, Zulfikarpasic really became frightened by what he saw 
and heard. There were hundreds of green flags, people in Arabic dress and portraits of Saddam 
Hussein. People were chanting ‘Long live Saddam Hussein’ and ‘We’re going to kill Vuk 
[Draskovic]’.1613

They formed a new, liberal party for people of all ethnic backgrounds, although that could not 
be readily deduced from the name Muslimanska Bosnjacka Organizacija (MBO). Izetbegovic was able to 
prevent several SDA branches from following the schisms, using old Communist tactics, according to 
Zulfikarpasic.

 After this, Zulfikarpasic no longer trusted Izetbegovic and, on 18 September, along 
with a few allies, he and Muhamed Filipovic left the SDA.  

1614 Soon after the establishment of the MBO, the party had to cancel all election meetings 
because the SDA had arranged incidents and threatened MBO members. SDA members smashed 
windows at a secondary school in Srebrenica, for instance, because the head of the school was a 
prominent member of the MBO.1615

                                                 

1604 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. xv, 94, 110, 135-137 and 141. 

 Izetbegovic himself felt little need to explain the substantial and 

1605 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 153. 
1606 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 136-137 and 142. 
1607 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 137. 
1608 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 136. 
1609 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 140-141. 
1610 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 139-140. 
1611 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 94, 138. 
1612 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 72. 
1613 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 141. 
1614 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 143. 
1615 Yugoslav press agency, ‘Other reports in brief; Muslim Bosniak Organisation cancels meetings because of harassment’, 
1207, 13/11/90, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 15/11/90. 
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tactical differences. He believed that Zulfikarpasic and his associates had made an illegal attempt to gain 
control of the party. Izetbegovic and his supporters had thwarted that.1616

As the election campaign went on, feelings ran higher and higher and the demand for armed 
struggle grew louder. At a press conference in October 1990, Karadzic declared that the defence of 
territory and people no longer sufficed to protect the Serbs in Bosnia-Hercegovina. He wanted the 
Federal Presidency of Yugoslavia to issue new instructions for their defence. In addition, the army 
garrisons in ‘threatened’ areas should be reinforced.

 

1617 During SDA party meetings, those present now 
shouted for weapons to be handed out.1618

During the elections in November and December 1990, it emerged that the parties based on 
ethnic principles had won the race. The three largest ethnic-based parties gained 83.7 per cent of the 
vote, the SDA won 35.8 per cent, equal to 86 of the 240 parliamentary seats, the SDS polled 29.1 per 
cent (72 seats) and the HDZ 18.8 (44 seats). 

 

In no other Yugoslav republic was the Communist loss as great as in Bosnia, where they won 
18 seats, less than eight per cent of the votes. With 5.4 per cent of the votes, the alliance of reform-
minded forces of Federal Prime Minister Markovic took 13 seats in parliament. The MBO of 
Zulfikarpasic and Filipovic obtained just two seats. The distribution of seats deviated only slightly from 
the demographic ratios among the ethnic groups. 

For a long period, the hopes of humanitarian groups in the West were focused on those groups 
prepared to maintain a multi-ethnic society in Bosnia, although their numbers did decrease through 
emigration. However, the governments in Europe saw the leaders of the ethnic parties mainly as 
interlocutors.1619 They failed to live up to what Van den Broek said at the opening meeting of the 
Hague peace conference, namely that a lasting solution to the conflict could be achieved by building a 
bridge between the peace-loving forces inside and outside Yugoslavia.1620

6. New political relations in Bosnia 

 

Hand in hand, the three ethnic parties now began dismantling the undivided state of Bosnia-
Hercegovina. After the elections, a Presidency came into being, consisting of two Muslims, two Serbs, 
two Croats and a representative of the other population groups. They all represented ethnically-
oriented parties, who at this stage worked together to break (former) Communist power. However, 
from time to time, there were sometimes angry clashes among their supporters. 

Izetbegovic became chairman of the Presidency, HDZ representative Jure Pelivan became 
Prime Minister and Momcilo Krajisnik the President of Parliament. Chairmanship of the Presidency 
was to rotate every twelve months. A cabinet was formed consisting of ten ministers from the SDA, 
seven from the SDS and five from the HDZ. As from this moment, a distribution of jobs and positions 
took place on the grounds of ethnic origin, at all administrative and official levels. Not only did this 
lead to countless conflicts, but also to an immobilisation and disbanding of the state machinery and to 
flagrant corruption. 

Illustrative for the unworkable relations was the struggle that developed in the Bosnian 
Parliament about the text used for the swearing of the oath. The SDS demanded that the text be 
printed not only in Latin, but in Cyrillic script. Croatian members of parliament called for a text in 
‘Croatian’, although there was a difference of just one letter in the oath between ‘Croatian’ and 

                                                 

1616 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 72. 
1617 Tanjug report of 11/10/90, 11:07, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 15/10/90. 
1618 Cf. Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
1619 This complaint came, for instance, from Prof. Vojin Dimitrijevic of the opposition Civil Alliance for Serbia and member 
of the Human Rights Commission of the United Nations, ‘Interventie zal de lijdensweg verlengen’ (Intervention will 
prolong the agony), Tribune 29(1993)8 p. 19. 
1620 Cf. Quaedvlieg-Mihailovic, ‘Betrokkenheid’, p. 9. 
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‘Bosnian’1621. In reply to that, one SDS member said sarcastically that there should also be a text in 
‘Muslim’.1622

Moreover, the distribution of posts increasingly took on the character of a territorial division. 
Ethnically pure administrations were installed at local level. It became clear that there was considerable 
resistance to the ‘ethnicization’ of society among the public when Sarajevo TV organised a poll among 
its viewers about whether they thought the station should be divided up into three ethnic broadcasting 
stations, as the SDS had demanded. A total of 330,000 viewers voted against and only 35,000 were in 
favour. In response, the SDS took possession of the local station in Banja Luka in August 1991. From 
then on, politicians tried to organize all television stations in Bosnia along ethnic lines.  

  

Meanwhile, the views held by the three nationalist parties on the future of Yugoslavia differed. 
The SDS wanted a federalist solution, and the HDZ wished to break away from Yugoslavia, but then 
Bosnia would, at the very least, have to become a confederation of three ethnic regions. For the SDA, 
upholding Bosnia-Hercegovina as an integrated, separate administrative entity was the most important. 
In February 1991, the SDA and the HDZ suggested that Parliament declare that laws of the Bosnian 
republic have preference over federal Yugoslav laws. 

On 27 February 1991, Izetbegovic declared in the Bosnian Parliament: ‘I would sacrifice peace 
for a sovereign Bosnia-Hercegovina, but for peace in Bosnia-Hercegovina, I would not sacrifice 
sovereignty.’1623 This was a remark the Serbs would hold against him for years, seeing it as proof that 
Izetbegovic himself had wanted war in Bosnia. For that matter, Izetbegovic had to vacillate between 
the multi-ethnicity he avowed as a means to uphold Bosnia-Hercegovina’s sovereignty, and the 
exclusiveness of his Muslim party.1624 Confronted with this inconsistency, Izetbegovic declared that he 
had no choice but to lead an ethnic party as multi-ethnic parties would attract too few supporters.1625 
Izetbegovic did not manage to dispel suspicions among other ethnic groups. For instance, political 
relations deteriorated because the election results had reinforced Muslim triumphalism, which was 
already noticeable in the SDA at election time. During the discussions on the distribution of the three 
top positions in the republic, Izetbegovic remarked, for example, he felt it was logical for Bosnia to 
become a state for the Muslims, as Croats and Serbs each already had a state of their own.1626 In 
December 1990, after the elections, Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, a prominent SDA member, wrote that 
Serbs and Croats now had to adapt all aspects of their development to those of the Bosnian 
Muslims.1627

When Izetbegovic, also as president, spoke of ‘our people’, he meant the Muslims and not the 
Croats and Serbs.

  

1628

                                                 

1621 The difference between demokratija and demokracija. 

 On state occasions, the SDA flag often flew alongside the Bosnian one. At party 
meetings, those present expressed their support for the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and saw Arab 
clothing. The many green flags flying on such occasions, some with half moons, were a clear reference 
to Islam, not to any multi-cultural Bosnian identity. Not surprisingly, Izetbegovic drove the Serbs to 
distraction with his ethnic party. He was certainly no less clumsy, to phrase it carefully, than Tudjman 
when choosing symbols that offended other ethnic groups in their republics. For instance, the first 
three countries Izetbegovic visited after being inaugurated as president were Libya, Iran and Turkey. 
During a trip to Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Turkey in July 1991, he conveyed the impression that he 
was looking to conclude an Islamic alliance. He also requested that Bosnia-Hercegovina be granted 
observer status as it were in the Organization of Islamic Countries. Karadzic said that with his journey, 

1622 Burg & Shoup, War, pp. 53-55. 
1623 Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 91; Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 56. 
1624 Cf. Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië, on the exclusive character of the SDA who refers to the repeated 
refusal of the SDA in Srebrenica to admit a Serb woman. 
1625 Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 92; Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 219. 
1626 Cohen, Hearts, p. 186; interview R. Dukic, 14/06/00. 
1627 Mahmutcehajic, Bosnia, p. 30. 
1628 Izetbegovic, Govori, passim. 
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Izetbegovic had proven his most sombre suspicions that Bosnia would become an Islamic country.1629

Karadzic feared serious acts of violence in Bosnia were Yugoslavia to fall apart. A civil war in 
Bosnia could lead to a mass slaughter among the Serbs. For this reason, on 21 February 1991, he 
requested the Serb member of the Yugoslav Presidency, Jovic, that the Serbs be protected by the JNA. 
Jovic informed him that he was, in theory, prepared to pledge such support, but could give no 
guarantees because the JNA itself was subject to serious ethnic tension and might split up.

 
Shortly after the referendum of 29 February and 1 March 1992 on the independence of Bosnia, 
Izetbegovic was to set out on a pilgrimage to Mecca, where he was received by King Fahd of Saudi 
Arabia. 

1630 As early 
as the spring of 1990, when they had decided that Croatia and Slovenia could leave Yugoslavia, the 
question presented itself to Milosevic and Jovic how much store they would set by preserving Bosnia-
Hercegovina in a rump Yugoslavia. There was little interest since it was assumed that an integrated 
Bosnia would produce few votes for Milosevic’s party.1631 Always thinking of his own power, Milosevic 
did want to hold a referendum to allow the Serbs in Bosnia to choose autonomy.1632 Needless to say 
there were votes to be had in this group.1633

Accordingly, at the meeting on 21 February 1991, Jovic enjoined Karadzic that he should resist 
any developments that stood in the way of a Greater Serbia. If there should be a vote on independence, 
he should leave Parliament before voting started. Furthermore, he could count on the support of the 
JNA. Karadzic promised to do everything possible to keep the Muslims within the rump Yugoslavia, 
but he, too, said that he could offer no guarantees, because in his view, the Muslims were working 
towards a Muslim state that included Sandzak and Kosovo.

 

1634

In the following months, SDS politicians vigorously proclaimed their opposition to Bosnia-
Hercegovina’s independence. For example, as soon as May 1991, the month prior to the declarations of 
independence of Croatia and Slovenia, the SDS Minister D. Balaban said that: 

  

‘If Bosnia becomes an independent and sovereign state, the Serb section of the 
population will not become a national minority within that state. If that 
happens the [Serb] communities will break away and proclaim their own 
autonomous province, with all the trappings of a state… Within 24 hours, at 
least one military unit will be called into being in each Serb community. The 
Serbs will not let themselves be surprised again as they had done in 1941.’1635

On 21 June 1991, when President Izetbegovic spoke to US Secretary of State Baker, he told him that if 
civil war were to break out in Yugoslavia, it would be in Bosnia-Hercegovina.

 

1636

                                                 

1629 Silber & Little, Death, p. 213. 

  

1630 Jovic, Dani, pp. 273-274. 
1631 Jovic, Dani, p. 152. 
1632 Jovic, Dani, pp. 176-177. 
1633 This information from Jovic’s diary refutes arguments that Milosevic long entertained the hope of holding on to the 
whole of Bosnia-Hercegovina for a rump state of Yugoslavia, after Slovenia and Croatia had left. Cf. for those views 
Kadijevic, View, p. 159; Pedrag Simic, quoted in: Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 161. 
1634 Jovic, Dani, pp. 273-274; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 150. 
1635 Borba, 14/05/91, quoted in X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda 
(ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 100. See also Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 50. 
1636 ‘US Secretary of State in Yugoslavia’, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 27/06/91. A few days later Raymond van den 
Boogaard wrote that Bosnia-Hercegovina itself feared that it would become the largest battlefield if the Yugoslav crisis were 
to degenerate into a civil war, ‘Angst voor provocaties Servië’(Fear of Serb provocations), NRC Handelsblad, 24/06/91. 
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Green Berets and Patriotic League  

‘We are not afraid of weapons, which can be found everywhere, as 
weapons do not of their own accord find troops; we are afraid of 
troops who always find themselves weapons.’1637

The conflicts in Slovenia and Croatia did indeed have immediate implications for Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
Early in June 1991 already, a few weeks before Croatia proclaimed its independence, two hundred Serb 
paramilitaries from the Serb Autonomous Region of Krajina held military exercises in the vicinity of 
Banja Luka. Milan Martic, the Serb Minister of the Interior in the autonomous region, declared that 
with this ‘invasion’ of his troops, the frontier between Bosnia and the Serb areas in Croatia had, to all 
intents and purposes, disappeared. That was Izetbegovic’s cue on 9 June to declare that ‘the struggle for 
Bosnia has begun.’

 

1638

The following day, a meeting took place in the police station – the Dom Milicije – in Sarajevo 
under the auspices of the SDA, where official Muslim representatives from all over Bosnia decided to 
fight to defend the republic.

  

1639 During the meeting, the Council for the Defence of the Muslims was 
set up, comprising Izetbegovic, Muhamed Cengic, Deputy Prime Minister and brother of Hasan 
Cengic, one of the founders, Ejup Ganic, member of the Bosnian Presidency, Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, 
Minister of Energy, Salim Sabic, co-founder of the SDA and confidant of Izetbegovic, and Sulejman 
Ugljanin, the leader of the Muslims in Sandzak. A course was set, in which the Bosnian leadership 
would try to gain international recognition, while preparing to defend Bosnia.1640

Evrim Svrakic had founded the Green Berets (Zelene Beretke), more or less on his own 
initiative.

 In that respect, a few 
things had already taken place.  

1641

With the SDA leadership’s blessing, Svrakic’s movement was able to grow. At the start of 1992, 
there were 52 groups (Bosne), each of which comprised forty to fifty people. Eventually, the Zelene 
Beretke had three thousand men in Sarajevo, ranging in age from fifteen to sixty. They were armed with 
the help of the Bosnian Ministry of the Interior under Alija Delimustafic. At the outbreak of war in 
April 1992, they were equipped with Kalashnikovs, rocket launchers, and 60 mm and 82 mm mortars. 
Some of the groups were destined to defend Sarajevo, another would operate in the city itself in order 
to capture barracks and weapons from the JNA. Only one professional officer from the JNA was active 
in the Zelene Beretke, Major Zijo Rujanac. Some of the commanders were criminals, including Musan 
Topalovic (‘Caco’), with whom Izetbegovic had become friendly in his years in prison in the 1980s, 
Ramiz Delalic (Celo II) and Jusuf Prazina (‘Juka’). They were to make an important contribution to the 
defence of Sarajevo at the beginning of the war. Zelene Beretke were also active in Konjic, Mostar and 
Travnik. According to Izetbegovic, the Green Berets complied readily with the political leadership.

 Part of his family had been murdered in Glamoc by the Serbs during the Second World 
War. He had become a member of the SDA shortly after it had been established. Having seen what 
happened in Croatia in the spring of 1991, he was afraid of a repeat of the terrible incidents during the 
Second World War. With family and friends, he set up an organization in Sarajevo that would 
undertake to organize the defence of the Muslims. He named the organization Bosna, but it would later 
become popular as ‘Green Berets’ (Zelene Beretke). At the time of the Dom Milicije meeting, the 
movement consisted of four hundred members.  

1642

                                                 

1637 General Aleksander Vasiljevic, head of the KOS, to Izetbegovic, on the outbreak of war in Bosnia, Mahmutcehajic, War, 
p. 21. 

  

1638 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, p. 228. 
1639 Izetbegovic, Govori, pp. 6 and 53. Cf. Mahmutcehajic, War, p. 13; Marko Attila Hoare, Civilian-Military Relations in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina 1992-1995’, Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 181. 
1640 Mahmutcehajic, War, pp. 14-15. 
1641 For more information on the Zelene Beretke, see Vildana Selimbegovic, ‘Evrim Svrakic, Zelena Beretka: Mismo poceli, 
Atif zavrsio’, Dani, January 1996, pp. 46-49. 
1642 Izetbegovic, Govori, p. 90. 
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A second organization that existed as an idea at least on 10 June was the Patriotic League 
(Patriotska Liga). It was meant as the military arm of the SDA. The deputy Minister of Defence, Munib 
Bisic would later maintain that, as early as April 1991, it was clear to the SDA leadership that a war 
would be unavoidable.1643 Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, one of the political leaders of the Patriotic League, 
also said that, in the spring of 1991, it was a foregone conclusion among the leading Bosnian Muslims 
that war was unavoidable.1644 As such, the Patriotic League was founded at the end of March 19911645

However, at the time of the Dom Milicije meeting, the Patriotic League comprised no more than 
a few individuals, who were active in their own right, collecting documentary material or 
misappropriating conscription cards, for instance. At the 10 June meeting, it was decided that the 
Patriotic League should be further enlarged. A political branch was appointed, under the leadership of 
President Izetbegovic, Minister Rusmir Mahmutcehajic and Hasan Cengic. The military arm did not 
begin to take shape until after September 1991, after the first Muslim officers – Sulejman Vranh (‘Sule’), 
Meho Karisik (‘Kemo’) and Sefer Halilovic (‘Halil’) – had left the JNA to make up the military 
command. Together with a number of others, they made up the General Staff of the League. On 
account of their illegal activities, members could not stay at the same address for longer than two nights 
in a row.  

, 
which was very early, given that it took place at a time when the large-scale supply of weapons to the 
Bosnian Serbs had yet to begin. 

The Bosnian Muslims prepare for war 

In October 1991, Halilovic and Karisik were ordered by the political leadership to organize the defence 
of Bosnia. Halilovic’s priority was to draft a plan for defending Sarajevo. Later, after a meeting between 
the League top with Izetbegovic and the SDA top on 2 December, Izetbegovic agreed to Halilovic’s 
Sarajevo defence plan and to his suggestion to subsequently prepare the defence of the entire republic 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina. Incidentally, on that occasion, Halilovic got the impression that Izetbegovic 
was not very interested in military preparations for independence. Moreover, he called the defence plan 
for all Bosnia ‘megalomaniac’.1646

Yet here, too, Izetbegovic was ambiguous. Whilst publicly preaching peace to the gullible 
public

  

1647, behind the scenes he was still preparing the Muslims for war. An idealist on the outside, who 
continued to maintain that he was against the forming of paramilitary groups1648, he was in actual fact a 
tactician evaluating what chances of success the use of violence would have. In November 1991, when 
the SDA mayor of Srebrenica, Ibisevic, phoned to ask whether he should organize resistance in 
response to the JNA announcement that federal army troops would be passing through the city, 
Izetbegovic replied that the mayor should only resist if he had sufficient weaponry and was sure that 
the Muslims could defend themselves.1649 And one of the other leaders of the Patriotic League, Karasik, 
believed that, on the contrary, Izetbegovic was urging the Patriotic League to work harder at the 
defence plans for Bosnia.1650

                                                 

1643 Hannes Hofbauer, ‘Neue Staaten, neue Kriege. Die Zerstörung Jugoslawiens (1991-1999), idem (Hg.), Balkankrieg, p. 85. 

  

1644 Mahmutcehajic, War, p. 19; Marko Attila Hoare, Civilian-Military Relations in Bosnia-Hercegovina 1992-1995’, Magas & 
Zanic (eds.), War, p. 181. Ibidem, p. 260. 
1645 Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 111; Mahmutcehajic, Bosnia, pp. 98; Mahmutcehajic, War, p. 20. The following information about the 
Patriotic League is based mainly on serial instalments by Sefko Hodzic, ‘Meho Karisik Kemo – Tajne Patriotske Lige’, 
Oslobodenje, 09 to 17/01/99 and ‘Kako je nastajala Bosnië-Hercegovina. armija’, Oslobodenje, 15/04 to 10/05/1997. 
1646 Halilovic, Strategija, pp. 55-56. 
1647 Wijnaendts, for instance, thought that Izetbegovic was not making any military preparations, interview H. Wijnaendts, 
08/06/00. 
1648 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 43. 
1649 Appendix, Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
1650 Meho Karasik quoted in Sefko Hodzic, ‘Meho Karasik Kemo – Tajne Patriotske Lige (6)’, Oslobodenje, 14/01/99. 
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There were discussions in the military top of the League about whether the defence should be 
based on small, well-armed and trained commandos or on mobilizing the masses, which would at first 
not be well-armed. Halilovic opted for the latter. He was counting on the members of the League to 
apprehend the arms themselves. Eventually, Halilovic’s plan was chosen, but a small number of 
commando troops were installed, whose very object it was to accumulate arms.  

Meanwhile, the General Staff of the League was recruiting more and more JNA deserters and 
setting up underground formations. As soon as the military arm of the League was formed in October 
1991, it began to send co-ordinators to the separate regions of Bosnia to form units in secret, 
reconnoitre terrain and chart the movements of the JNA and Serb paramilitary groups. The SDA and 
the Muslims in the Ministry of the Interior checked the antecedents of those who registered in the 
League. On the eve of war, there were nine regional and almost one hundred municipal commandos. 
They were trained by military and members of the Bosnian police. Training consisted of such actions as 
making explosives, blocking roads and sabotaging bridges. In the spring of 1992, for example, members 
of the Patriotic League placed explosives on all bridges across the Drina to prevent units of the Uzice 
and Niksic Corps of the JNA from entering Eastern Bosnia. However, Izetbegovic ordered the 
explosives to be removed as he was frightened that using them would endanger recognition of Bosnia-
Hercegovina.1651

Various key persons at the Ministry of the Interior played an important role in the formation of 
the Patriotic League, including Minister Delimustafic, Deputy Interior Minister Jusuf Pusina, Assistant 
Interior Minister Avdo Hebib, and head of internal state security Bakir Alispahic. In the early months 
of 1991, Bosnian Interior Minister Delimustafic began buying Kalashnikovs and munitions for the 
League in Vienna.

 The Patriotic League also secretly set about producing weapons, having components 
for their own hand grenade – later given the name Bosanka – manufactured all over Bosnia, for 
instance. 

1652 Avdo Hebib was the chief contact between the Ministry and the League. On 10 
April 1991, Hebib was arrested with a few assistants when they rode into Sarajevo with three trucks full 
of weapons. The military prosecutor of Sarajevo threatened to prosecute him1653

It was Halid (‘Hadzija’) Cengic, the father of Hasan and Muhamed who had the biggest hand in 
organizing the arms.

, after which the 
directors of the Ministry of the Interior kept a lower profile.  

1654 In that respect, he had good contacts with Iran, as did his son Hasan. The 
Cengic family had made a name for themselves in the weapons trade. As Deputy Prime Minister, 
Cengic signed a contract for military collaboration with Turkey in March 1992, under the pretence of 
ensuring that Turkey would purchase arms from Bosnian weapon manufacturers who could no longer 
supply the Yugoslav army.1655 Given the position of the Cengic family and the interests of the Bosnian 
Muslims, it would seem obvious to assume that the Turkish-Bosnian weapon transport was, in actual 
fact, going in the other direction. From late 1991 to early 1992, Hebib created a secret police to back 
Izetbegovic.1656

From 7 to 9 February 1992, the regional commanders of the Patriotic League met in secret in 
Mehurici, a village near Travnik. Each commander was accompanied by two other men. Also present at 
the meeting were the General Staff and Hasan Cengic. Each co-ordinator reported how many men and 
weapons he had under his charge. It seems to have been established at this point that the Patriotic 
League had at its disposal 60,000 to 70,000 men under arms

  

1657

                                                 

1651 Medina Delalic, ‘SDA Strategy: Low Blows’, Slobodna Bosna, 20/04/00; Obrad Kesic, ‘Defeating ‘Greater Serbia’, 
Building Greater Milosevic’, Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), Crises, p. 62. 

, which is probably a slight exaggeration. 

1652 Interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
1653 Yugoslav Press Agency, ‘Sarajevo military prosecutor charges Assistant Interior Minister with spying’, 1436, 08/06/91, 
BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 12/06/91. 
1654 Tino Andic & Marko Juric, ‘Muslimanska obavestajna sluzba djeluje pod krinkom humanitarnih rijeci, a bavi se nabavom 
oruzja’, Globus, 11/10/96. 
1655 Moore, Relations, p. 9. 
1656 Interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
1657 Marijan, War, pp. 160-161. 
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Halilovic and Karisik reported separately that, in the spring of 1992, the League had 120,000 members, 
thirty per cent of whom bore arms. That would amount to about 36,000 armed men, which 
corresponds to the number of between 35,000 and 40,000 mentioned by Izetbegovic.1658

On 25 February, the SDA top approved Halilovic’s Bosnian defence plan. The basis of this plan 
was that the Patriotic League would defend the lives of the Muslims and the integrity of a multi-ethnic 
Bosnia against the JNA, SDS and ‘extremist wing’ of the HDZ. The League would collaborate as far as 
possible with the Croats.

 

1659

7. The consequences of the war in Croatia for Bosnia  

 According to the handbook, the League would liberate all Bosnia within 67 
days. That was a statement intended mainly to boost morale. The military command of the League 
actually surmised that it would need at least two to three years. Nonetheless, with that supposition, too, 
those who had drafted the plan were still too optimistic. They assumed that war in Bosnia would 
coincide with a conflict in Kosovo, Macedonia and Sandzak. They had also sent various persons to 
those regions to act as co-ordinators. Since, at that stage, things remained quiet, the JNA and Serb 
paramilitary groups could focus without restraint on Bosnia.  

Milan Martic’s remarks of early June 1991 about the disappearance of the frontiers between Bosnia and 
Croatia had accelerated the Bosnian Muslims’ military preparations. A few weeks later, when Croatia 
and Slovenia declared independence, threats regarding the borders of Bosnia-Hercegovina grew. 
Verbally, Serbs and Croats went for each other’s throats. On the eve of the declaration of Croatia’s 
independence, the Croatian Serbs announced that on 28 June they wanted to align their autonomous 
regions with Serb-dominated areas in Bosnia.1660 On 27 June, a day earlier than announced, the union of 
the Bosnian and Croatian Krajinas was proclaimed in Bosansko Grahovo. In a declaration adopted at 
the time, it was said that the union of all Serbs was imperative. A day later, the SDS warned that a 
peaceful division of Bosnia was out of the question.1661

President Tudjman said in his declaration of independence to the Croatian Parliament that 
Croatia would respect all internal Yugoslav borders ‘and those of Bosnia in particular’. Should Serbia 
aspire to a Greater Serbia, however, it would then raise the matter of the Croats in Bosnia. It was one 
of the three moments in his long speech that Tudjman had to pause for applause from the Croatian 
delegates.

 

1662 Early in July 1991, the leader of the HDZ in Bosnia Stjepan Klujic, warned that if Croatia 
were to actively devolve from Yugoslavia, the Croats would not want to remain in a Bosnia that was 
still part of it.1663

Once war had broken out in Croatia, this soon had even more consequences for Bosnia. Not 
only did the war fuel the memories of the Second World War, but it showed each day what the various 
population groups could do to one another. As early as the beginning of July, Serbs started fleeing from 
Croatia to Bosnia. Conversely, Serbs, Croats and Muslims went from Bosnia to Croatia to join the 
war.

  

1664 Early in December 1991, there were a total of approximately 10,000 Bosnians fighting in 
Croatia.1665 ‘No Vukovars here’, boards along the roads in Bosnia announced towards the end of 
1991,1666

                                                 

1658 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 74. Incidentally, he called them the Green Berets, a term that was increasingly being used in the 
Bosnian forces in the making. In January 1992, the Serb leadership was said to have had access to information showing that 
the League had 96,000 armed men at its disposal. Interview D. Cosic, 13/09/01. 

 referring to the struggle between Serbs and Croats for this town. A total of 100,000 people 

1659 Marijan, War, p. 161. 
1660 Blaine Harden, ‘Yugoslav Regions Assert Independence’, The Washington Post, 26/06/91. 
1661 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 152. 
1662 ‘President Tudjman’s speech proclaiming the independence of Croatia’, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 27/06/91. 
1663 ‘Other reports on Bosnia-Hercegovina’, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 11/07/91. 
1664 Cf. Gajic Glisic, Vojska, p. 116; Tanner, Croatia, p. 286; Marijan, War, p. 158. 
1665 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 428 n. 100. 
1666 Bell, Way, p. 33. 
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protested in Sarajevo on 12November against the war in Yugoslavia, but it was illusory to think that the 
Croatian war would not also leave its mark on Bosnia.1667

From September 1991, JNA units used Bosnia as an operating base for attacks on Croatia. That 
was initially the case in Bosanska Krajina, from where attacks on West Slavonia were launched. Croats 
and Muslims blocked the passage of JNA troops on their way to Croatia at various points. When 
Croatian and Muslim citizens attempted to stop a column of armoured cars on the road to Vukovar in 
September 1991 near Visegrad in Eastern Bosnia, the latter opened fire.

  

1668 Moreover, units under the 
command of General Nikola Uzelac of the Banja Luka Corps of the JNA started bombarding Croatian 
cities and villages from Bosnian territory.1669 Tudjman then tried to convince Izetbegovic to launch 
Bosnian territorial defence against the JNA, so that the federal army would become implicated in a war 
on two fronts.1670

Apart from the Bosnian Krajina, JNA units were also active in the area of Eastern Hercegovina. 
This took place in the light of the war in Croatia, in this case, the attacks on Dubrovnik and Prevlaka. 
On 20 September 1991, units of the Uzice and Podgorica Corps of the JNA fanned out in Central and 
Eastern Bosnia, where, they maintained, the Mostar airport was in danger.

  

1671 In their wake, 3,000 
Montenegrin reservists appeared in Mostar, who stirred up a lot of trouble with their undisciplined and 
trigger-happy behaviour. Their actions elicited reactions from armed Muslims on the spot, who set up 
barricades against the JNA.1672 In October, the village of Ravno near Trebinje – where Croats lived – 
was razed to the ground by the JNA and other volunteer units, in addition to ten or so other villages.1673 
Elsewhere in Bosnia, the presence of irregular troops, who were on their way to or from the front in 
Croatia, caused great trouble, firing at mosques, for instance1674, or inciting and provoking the local 
population en route, as was the case in Foca, Bijeljina and Visegrad.1675

The arrival of the Uzice and Podgorica Corps of the JNA on Bosnian territory induced the 
government in Sarajevo to mobilize territorial defences, all the more since the JNA was not only 
deployed to fight the war in Croatia, but was also starting to ‘protect’ Serb areas in Bosnia. The 
atmosphere of tension grew when the Bosnian government refused to co-operate in calling up Bosnian 
youth to fight for the JNA in Croatia. On 21 September, Izetbegovic demanded that all JNA troops, 
who had recently entered Bosnia-Hercegovina, make an about-turn and go back where they came 
from.

 

1676 Milosevic promised to withdraw certain JNA units, if Izetbegovic were to disband the Islamic 
paramilitary groups. In the end, neither took place.1677 An agreement was made however, in which the 
Bosnian government promised to make sure that the JNA could move through Bosnia unhindered, 
while the JNA agreed to refrain from every kind of ethnic provocation.1678

                                                 

1667 Bell, Way, p. 33. 

 In October, Izetbegovic 

1668 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 228. 
1669 ‘Stipe Mesic orders JNA to withdraw to barracks’, Croatian radio, 11/09/91, 15:00, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 
13/09/91. 
1670 Kumar, Divide, p. 47. 
1671 Cekic, Aggression, p. 166. 
1672 Wilbur G. Landrey, ‘In Yugoslav breakup, there is plenty of blame to go around’, St. Petersburg Times, 27/09/91; 
Mahmutcehajic, Bosnia, pp. 41-42 and 82-84; Th. Engelen & R. van de Boogaard, ‘Groot offensief van leger 
Joegoslavië’(Yugoslav army launches full-scale offensive), NRC Handelsblad, 21/09/91. 
1673 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 167 and 186. 
1674 Cekic, Aggression, p. 167. 
1675 Woodward, Tragedy, p. 276. 
1676 ‘Izetbegovic message to Igalo signatories wants troop columns out of republic’, Tanjug, 21/09/91, 17:15, BBC Summary of 
World Broadcasts, 23/09/91. 
1677 Sremac, War, p. 84. 
1678 ‘Agreement reached between government and army in Bosnia-Hercegovina’, Radio Sarajevo, 2000, 25/09/91, BBC 
Summary of World Broadcasts, 27/09/91; ‘Other reports on Bosnia-Hercegovina’, Radio Sarajevo, 1700, 28/09/91, BBC Summary 
of World Broadcasts, 03/10/91. 
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declared Bosnia’s neutrality in the conflict between Croats and Serbs. ‘It is not our war’, said the 
Bosnian President.1679

Where the polls in Bosnia had until mid-1991 shown a majority of 80 to 90 per cent in favour 
of retaining a federative Yugoslavia, there was now a change of heart.

  

1680 The feeling that one’s own 
safety could be threatened by other groups intensified this. A survey in November 1991 revealed that 
almost 60 per cent of the Muslims and 70 per cent of the Croats thought that the Serbs had too much 
influence in Bosnia. Conversely, 52 per cent of the Serbs were of the opinion that Croats and 44 per 
cent that Muslims had too much say.1681 The fact that the map of Bosnia-Hercegovina was an ethnic 
patchwork, without the comparatively clear dividing lines as in Croatia, did nothing to alleviate that 
feeling of being threatened. On the contrary, the closer ‘the others’ got, the greater the perceived 
danger and the stronger the need to get rid of ‘the others’ before they struck. Visits to pubs took place 
more and more along ethnic lines and there were regular fights among Serb and Muslim pub-goers.1682

Ethnic relations came under additional pressure because the war in Croatia also had economic 
consequences for Bosnia. In the autumn of 1991, Croatia forbade the export of foodstuffs to Bosnia, 
the first motive being to keep these products for its own market, but also because it wanted to prevent 
Bosnia from ‘re-exporting’ them to Serbia. In the early part of 1992, Serbia took a similar step, intended 
also as punishment for Bosnia’s neutrality. 30 per cent of the Bosnian working force was out of work in 
February 1992, a quarter had earnings of no more than DEM 50 per month.

 

1683

8. Serb preparations for war 

  

Meanwhile, in consultation with political and military leaders in Belgrade, the Bosnian Serbs were also 
preparing for war. A day after the Karadjordjevo meeting, at which Milosevic and Tudjman had, in 
principle, agreed to divide Bosnia-Hercegovina, Seselj left for Bosnia to meet Karadzic ‘to proclaim the 
uprising’ there.1684

In June 1991, the JNA confiscated weapons from the territorial defence in Bosnia, as it had 
done earlier in Croatia and Slovenia, fearing that these weapons would be used for an independence 
struggle.

 In other words, Seselj was already active in Bosnia before he made a move in Croatia 
with his paramilitary troops. 

1685 This appropriation was not successful everywhere. Whilst the JNA was impounding 
weapons in areas in which the Bosnian Muslims were in the majority, they began distributing them to 
Bosnian Serbs. To avoid the impression that the JNA was only disarming the territorial defence in 
Croatian and Muslim communities, the federal army even confiscated weapons in Serb localities only to 
distribute them in secret to Serbs in other places later on.1686

By Mid-1991, the SDS in Bosnia-Hercegovina placed a summons that the JNA make weapons 
available to all Serbs of fighting age.

 

1687 The Serb sections of the Bosnian territorial defence and 
‘voluntary units’ were to be brought together under the command of the JNA. Conscientious objectors 
would be regarded as traitors and punished.1688 As in Krajina before, the first to be terrorized were 
moderate elements in the movement’s own ranks.1689

                                                 

1679 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 228. 

 

1680 Calic, Krieg, pp. 87-88. 
1681 Calic, Krieg, p. 80. 
1682 Cohen, Hearts, p. 195. 
1683 Calic, Krieg, p.65. 
1684 Libal, Serben, p. 174. 
1685 Appendix, Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
1686 Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 147. 
1687 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 42 and 182. 
1688 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 44-45. 
1689 Cf. Calic, Krieg, p. 93. 
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From May 1991, the Bosnian authorities stopped weapon transports meant for Serb 
(para)militaries.1690 In September 1991, the Serb Minister of Information in the Bosnian government, 
Velibor Ostojic was prepared to admit to the Dutch newspaper Trouw correspondent Nicole Lucas that 
although the Bosnian Serbs were heavily armed, so were the other parties. He believed that the fact that 
all parties had organized themselves and procured arms was, in a way, advantageous. This, he thought, 
created a ‘balance of fear’.1691

As from the end of May, Milosevic phoned Karadzic regularly.
 

1692 The reports were tapped by 
the Federal Secret Service and the transcripts handed to Prime Minister Markovic. In August 1991, 
Milosevic referred Karadzic for initial assistance to JNA General Nikola Uzelac, the commander of the 
Banja Luka Corps, in charge of arming the Serbs in Bosnia. However, if he so wished, Karadzic could 
always go directly to the Serb President himself.1693

In September 1991, Prime Minister Markovic disclosed the transcript of a conversation in 
which Milosevic instructed Karadzic to contact General Uzelac, who was in charge of carrying out the 
‘RAM’ or outline plan of the JNA General Staff.

  

1694 Most authors believe that this plan dates from 
shortly before the telephone conversation in question. One of the co-founders of the Bosnian SDS, 
Vladimir Srebrov, believed that the plan dated from as early as the 1980s1695

According to Defence Minister Kadijevic, whilst planning the war in Croatia, the JNA had 
decided to take full control of Bosnia-Hercegovina with the aim of looking after Serb interests there, 
should that become necessary, because the role of the Serbs in Bosnia-Hercegovina ‘would be 
instrumental for the future of the Greater Serb nation’.

, though this seems unlikely 
given both the contents and the names and ranks of the signatories. 

1696 When that was seen as aiming too high, the 
JNA confined itself to focusing on Serb areas in Bosnia. Protection of Serb residents there was not the 
only reason why the army command did that. Firstly, Bosnia was as important recruitment area – 
during the mobilization for the Croatian war, the Bosnian Serbs had caused the fewest problems.1697 
Secondly, a strong presence of the JNA in Bosnia was important to be able to station rapidly 
deployable forces who could, if necessary, be sent to Serb areas in Croatia.1698

According to Italian journalists, who it seems had insight into it – incidentally, it was only two 
pages long, said Srebov – the document was drawn up by General Adzic, Major General Gvero, Major 
General Cedo Knezevic, Lieutenant-Colonel Radenko Radinovic and General Aleksander Vasiljevic.

 The realization of the 
RAM plan should be seen in that context.  

1699

                                                 

1690 Cf. Cekic, Aggression, pp. 45-114, for a detailed report. 

 
This plan of the JNA General Staff was based on a Greater Serbia at the expense of Croatia and 
Bosnia. The JNA set itself the target of creating a Greater Serbia, in collaboration with paramilitary 
groups from Serbia, Montenegro, Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. The plan focused on provoking 
interethnic conflicts, followed by the occupation of strategic points by the JNA. To this end, the plan 
counted on the support of Bosnian-Serb militias. According to Srebov, the plan was aimed at a kind of 

1691 N. Lucas, ‘Doodvonnis voor Bosnië’ (Death penalty for Bosnia), Trouw, 26/09/91. Others also entertained the notion 
that a balance of fear could prevent an armed ethnic conflict from erupting in Bosnia, Judah, Serbs, p.194. 
1692 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 152. 
1693 Williams & Cigar, ‘War Crimes’, IV.A; Cekic, Aggression, p. 43; Doder & Branson, Milosevic, pp. 95-96; Hartmann, Milosevic, 
p. 152-153. 
1694 Cf., for instance, F. Hartmann, ‘Sévère réquisitoire du premier ministre M. Ante Markovic, contre l’armée’ (Severe 
indictment of the army by Prime Minister Ante Markovic), Le Monde, 21/09/91; Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, p. 148. 
1695 Interview with Vladimir Srebrov, with Adil Kulenov, 
http://www.barnsdle.demon.co.uk/bosnia/srebrov.html q.v., consulted on 06/03/00. A more extensive version 
of this interview was published in Vreme on 30/10/95; ‘Vladimir Srebrov speaks out’, BosNet, 15/11/99, 
http://www.bosnet.org/archive/bosnet-bw3archive/9511/msg00342.html consulted 06/03/00. 
1696 Kadijevic, View, p. 145. cf. ibidem, p. 97. 
1697 Kadijevic, View, p. 159. 
1698 Kadijevic, View, pp. 159-160. 
1699 Allen, Warfare, p. 56. 
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‘Endlösung’ of the Muslims in Bosnia, comparable to the treatment the Serbs underwent at the hands 
of the Ustashe during the Second World War: half would be killed, some converted to orthodoxy and a 
smaller number – those who could pay – would be ‘allowed’ to leave to Turkey.1700

Whether the plan did indeed go that far is questionable. It seemed more likely to have been a 
plan for the process of ethnic cleansing, the aim of which was primarily to chase Muslims out of the 
area the Serbs had set their sights on. According to the plan, psychological warfare would play a 
significant part. Attacks on their religious and social structures would undermine Muslim morale, which 
would lead to panic, thus putting the Muslims to rout. The Slovenian newspaper Delo surmised that this 
plan had been flanked by another one aimed at breaking the morale of the Muslim population by 
executing Muslim men and raping Muslim women as soon as war broke out.

  

1701 The state security and 
counter-intelligence service of the JNA, KOS, was also given an important role. The SDS top seemed 
to regard the KOS as the principal agents of its share in the plan.1702

The SDS leaders such as Karadzic, Krajisnik, Plavsic, the future Minister of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republika Srpska, Aleksa Buha, the future Minister of Information of the republic, Miroslav Toholj 
and the Bosnian Memorandum ideologist, Milorad Ekmecic, were among the first to receive weapons 
in June 1991.

  

1703 According to Jovan Divjak, a Serb, who after the independence of Bosnia-
Hercegovina would go on leading the territorial defence of Sarajevo, in the summer of 1991, 8,000 
automatic weapons were handed out to local Serb militia in the Drvar region alone.1704

In the same period, the first reports were published of attacks in Bosnia by Cetniks from Serbia 
and large-scale issuing of arms to local Serb militia by the JNA.

 

1705

A compromise still possible? 

 Towards the end of the summer of 
1991, the shelling of Muslim targets in Eastern Bosnia from the Serb side of the Drina began.  

In the year prior to the outbreak of war in Bosnia-Hercegovina, it was undoubtedly the SDS, Karadzic’s 
party – with the Belgrade leadership in the background – that was making preparations for military 
actions with a view to safeguarding the autonomy of at least those areas in Bosnia referred to as Serb. 
The Bosnian Muslims secretly tried to set up a defence with whatever means they had at their disposal.  

Yet it goes too far to say that there were no more openings left to avert a war. In the course of 
the year preceding the war, there were a number of situations in which a compromise might have been 
possible. Of what subsequent value they would have been, we shall never know. The root lies in 
Izetbegovic’s and the SDA leadership’s behaviour. Each time a compromise was within reach or even 
carried out in essence, it was always Izetbegovic who backed out. The description below of the 
discussions in Split between Milosevic, Tudjman and Izetbegovic on the division of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, and the account of the attempts by Adil Zulfikarpasic to reach a settlement between 
Muslims and Serbs will uphold this. Later on in this section, this will also be shown to have been the 
case at other times, particularly the first months of 1992. 

From the moment Milosevic and Tudjman in Karadjordevo had, in theory, reached a settlement 
on the partitioning of Bosnia-Hercegovina, there were rumours about further discussions. Two joint 
working committees were set up as a consequence of ‘Karadjordjevo’, which were to work out the 
                                                 

1700 Interview with Vladimir Srebrov, with Adil Kulenov, 
http://www.barnsdle.demon,co.uk/bosnia/srebrov.html q.v. consulted on 06/03/00. A more extensive version 
of this interview was published in Vreme on 30/10/95; Vladimir Srebrov speaks out’, BosNet, 15/11/99, 
http://www.bosnet.org/archive/bosnet-bw3archive/9511/msg00342.html consulted, 06/03/00. 
1701 Duijzings, 12/06/01, p. 133; Cohen, Bonds, p. 231. 
1702 Cf. Cekic, Aggression, p. 42 n. 3. 
1703 For a detailed overview of the weapons handed out to SDS leaders, see Cekic, Aggression, pp. 86-88. 
1704 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 41. 
1705 Peter Michielsen, ‘Bosnië meegesleurd in kolkend conflict’ (Bosnia dragged into seething conflict), NRC Handelsblad, 
16/07/91; E. Nysingh, ‘Moslims blijven Tito trouw’(Muslims stay faithful to Tito), de Volkskrant, 19/08/91; Cohen, Hearts, 
p. 195; Gow, Forces, p. 1; Zimmermann, US, p. 3. 
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details of the agreement on the map. The commission convened three times in April, but the ethnic 
confusion in Bosnia deadlocked their discussions.1706 Dozens of these kinds of discussions on the 
apportionment of Bosnia-Hercegovina were to be held in subsequent years; some claim as many as 
48.1707

Milosevic left no stone unturned in arousing Tudjman's interest in a joint partitioning of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. At a secret meeting in Tikves in April 1991, he presented Tudjman a document 
which would reveal that Muslims and their descendants, who had earlier emigrated from Bosnia to 
Turkey, were on the brink of returning and would take control in Bosnia. Milosevic believed this 
demonstrated that the Muslims were pursuing what was known as the ‘Green Transversal’ (a 
continuous Muslim area that would stretch from Turkey through Bulgaria, Macedonia, Kosovo and 
Sandzak to Bosnia-Hercegovina).

  

1708 Milosevic, who himself did not believe in the Green 
Transversal1709, knew that Tudjman was obsessed by the fear of the emergence of a (fundamentalist) 
Muslim state in Bosnia.1710 A shocked Tudjman asked Milosevic for a copy of the document and waved 
it around at home during meetings. However, the 'top secret' document was nothing more than a plan 
that had been published in September 1990 in the satiric magazine Vox, in which various young people 
in Sarajevo were attacking sacred cows and bringing up taboo subjects. They had written the ‘plan’ in 
question in response to the increasingly loud claims to Bosnia-Hercegovina by Croats and Serbs1711

On 12 July 1991, at a meeting with Izetbegovic in Split, Tudjman and Milosevic came up with 
the idea for a partitioning of Bosnia-Hercegovina. Milosevic made no secret of his intentions. That very 
same day, he announced to US Ambassador Zimmerman that he did not mind if Croatia were to annex 
the Hercegovina region. He had little pity for the ‘Muslim fanatic Izetbegovic’.

 

1712 In what was for him 
a typical move, Izetbegovic did not resist the partitioning during the meeting, but complained 
afterwards that he had had no chance to put his own opinion forward. Moreover, Izetbegovic declared 
that he had not protested because the Muslims could not do without the Croats in the fight against the 
Serbs. That was why Izetbegovic felt compelled to accept the plan in the presence of Tudjman.1713

Immediately after returning from Sarajevo, Izetbegovic started to speak out loudly against the 
plan. He called partitioning Bosnia the worst solution imaginable.

  

1714 He might be prepared to discuss 
partitioning it into cantons.1715

                                                 

1706 Hartmann, Milosevic, pp. 129-130. 

 Apparently, once he was back from Sarajevo, Izetbegovic felt pressure 
from the home front. Minister Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, Salim Sabic, who had succeeded Zulfikarpasic 
as Deputy Chairman of the SDA, and Deputy Prime Minister Muhamed Cengic let it be known that the 

1707 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 130. 
1708 Mile Stojic & Senad Pecanin, ‘Punkeri kao ratnici Dzihada’, Dani 29/03/99; Tudjman’s assistant Hrvoje Sarinic, cited in 
‘His Master’s Voice: the adventures of Hrvoje Sarinic in the land of the Serb aggressor’, Bosnia Report, new series no. 8, 
January-March 1999. 
1709 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 130. 
1710 Cf. ABZ, DEU/ARA/05252, Nederlof to Kooijmans, 07/12/93, no. ZAG-93.19. 
1711 Mile Stojic & Senad Pecanin ‘Punkeri kao ratnici Dzihada’, Dani 29/03/99. 
1712 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 150. 
1713 Izetbegovic, Govori, pp. 122-123. Cf. Larrabee, Instability, p. 40; X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and 
Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 102; Zimmermann, Origins, p. 132; M.Boroagovic and S. 
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neighbours will be its downfall), Trouw, 15/07/91; André Roelofs, ‘Kroatië bevestigt plan voor opdelen republiek Bosnië’ 
(Croatia confirms plan for division of Bosnian republic), de Volkskrant, 13/07/91. 
1714 ‘Izetbegovic: division of Bosnia-Hercegovina the worst possible solution’, Yugoslav news agency, 13/07/91, BBC Summary of 
World Broadcasts, 15/07/91. 
1715 Charles Richards, ‘Intrigue returns to a Sarajevo caught in the political crossfire’, The Independent, 18/07/91. 
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integrity of Bosnia would be defended militarily.1716 Izetbegovic now said that an attempt to partition 
Bosnia ‘would most certainly lead to a civil war in which Yugoslavia, the Balkans and maybe even 
Europe would get involved’.1717 Meanwhile, because he had taken part in a debate on partitioning, 
Izetbegovic had thwarted a joint initiative of his and Zulfikarpasic to visit Major, Kohl and Mitterrand 
in order to seek international support to prevent a civil war in Bosnia. The journey was cancelled 
immediately.1718

In the meantime, it had become clear to the Muslim leaders in Sarajevo from Tudjman’s 
position, that no more than spurious support was to be expected from the Croats in a conflict with the 
Serbs. As such, Zulfikarpasic – who had always been of the opinion that a political solution for Bosnia 
would only be possible with the approval of the Serbs – consulted with Izetbegovic to reach an 
agreement to avoid a bloodbath. Zulfikarpasic was in no doubt that the confrontation between the 
three ethnic groups would have such results: 

 

‘This is a country of murderers (…) We are not the Lebanon, where various 
religions and ethnic groups live separately. In the space of one week, there will 
be 200,000 dead. No one is better than the other, be he Serb, Croat or Muslim. 
And yet, there is so much hatred here. If we could sell that, we would all be 
millionaires.’  

If an agreement could not be made with the Serbs, there would be mass murder: ‘The knives have been 
sharpened, the guns oiled'.1719

Izetbegovic agreed with Zulfikarpasic that something had to be done, but he was not prepared 
to contact the Serbs himself, fearing that he would come up against recriminations from his own party 
following. However, he did assent to Zulfikarpasic and Filipovic, the second-in-command of the MBO 
party, which had broken with the SDA, having discussions with the Bosnian Serb leadership.

 

1720

On the morning of 14 July, the two Muslims spoke to the Bosnian Serb leaders Karadzic, 
Krajisnik and Koljevic. Zulfikarpasic propounded the idea that Bosnia-Hercegovina should remain part 
of a union of states, which also included Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia and maybe Croatia. The 
integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina would have to be maintained, however. To begin with, the Bosnian 
Serbs were not prepared to relinquish their regions, in which they were showing intensified 
autonomous behaviour. In contrast to Zulfikarpasic, who had said that a confrontation was imminent, 
they thought that that stage was already passed. Finally, they agreed and the deal was clinched verbally 
with Izetbegovic. A meeting with Milosevic was scheduled for Zulfikarpasic for the following day. 
Izetbegovic said that he was leaving for a short visit to the United States the following day, and he 
would sign the agreement on his return. At that point Koljevic said in front of the others, including 
Izetbegovic himself, that the President was lying. Even so, that same evening Koljevic announced the 
agreement on television and added that for the first time in months, he was relieved that an impending 
conflict between Muslims and Serbs had thus been averted. Karadzic also publicly backed the 

  

                                                 

1716 Charles Richards, ‘Intrigue returns to a Sarajevo caught in the political crossfire’, The Independent, 18/07/91; ‘Bosnian 
government seeks official explanation on Tudjman statement’, Yugoslav news agency, 17/07/91, BBC Summary of World 
Broadcasts, 19/07/91. 
1717 ‘Izetbegovic warns against civil war in Bosnia-Hercegovina’, Tanjug, 21/07/91, 09:48, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 
23/07/91. Cf. Kitty McKinsey, ‘Bosnia fears it will be sliced up by Croatia and Serbia’, The Ottawa Citizen, 04/08/91. 
1718 Dusko Doder, ‘Yugoslav Muslims Align With Serbs’, The San Francico Chronicle, 27/07/91. 
1719 Dusko Doder, ‘Yugoslav Muslims Align With Serbs’, The San Francico Chronicle, 27/07/91. 
1720 Cf. Zulfikarpasic, Bosniak, pp. 171-185 for a discussion of this meeting and the incidents that followed immediately after 
that; Dusko Doder, ‘Yugoslav Muslims Align With Serbs’, The San Francisco Chronicle, 27/07/91, in addition to the sources 
listed below. 
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agreement.1721

On his return to Sarajevo airport from the United States, Izetbegovic declared on Bosnian 
television that he had heard that negotiations between Muslims and Serbs were underway and that he 
gave them his assent, hoping that they would come up with results.

 Zulfikarpasic was given a warm welcome by Milosevic who approved all parts of the 
agreement. In Zulfikarpasic’s view, the Serb President considered the idea appealing that an ethnic 
group had suggested remaining part of Yugoslavia at a time when the rest of the world was blacklisting 
him.  

1722

On 23 July, a two-hour meeting took place between Zulfikarpasic, Filipovic, Karadzic, Koljevic 
and Krajisnik with Izetbegovic in the latter’s presidential office. At the end of the talks, Izetbegovic 
concluded that the parties had drawn up close to one another and he suggested that Filipovic and 
Koljevic draft an agreement. Filipovic, however, thought that there was still one obvious difference: the 
Serbs thought in terms of a Yugoslav federation, whereas the Muslims saw Bosnia as a part of a future 
confederation of states. It was decided that Filipovic and Koljevic would each draft an outline 
agreement, after which any remaining differences of opinion would be discussed two days later.

 

1723

However, shortly after, in a press declaration, the SDA leadership said that it did not approve 
the talks and had no wish for an agreement. The implication was that Cengic was behind this about-
turn.

 
Filipovic advised Kljuic on how the discussions were progressing so that the political top of the 
Bosnian Croats was also up to date.  

1724

Meanwhile the war in Croatia began to accelerate and Izetbegovic did not fancy taking sides 
with either the Serbs or the Croats.

 Nevertheless, at the instigation of Zulfikarpasic, Izetbegovic visited his colleague Milosevic in 
Belgrade, after which meeting he indicated that he was no longer enthusiastic about the agreement. 

1725

The longer Izetbegovic’s signature was in coming, the more watered down the interest among 
the Bosnian Serbs. After a few weeks, mutual distrust returned. On 7 August, Izetbegovic said that he 
could not accept an agreement to which Croats were not a party, nor a Yugoslavia to which Croatia and 
Slovenia did not belong. ‘We have not written them off yet,’ he said. One of the Bosnian Serb leaders, 
Koljevic, replied that neither Muslims nor Serbs would be dictated to by Tudjman. He could not 
understand Izetbegovic’s consideration for the Croats; if it was so that two parties were conspiring 
against a third, then that was not Muslims and Serbs against Croats, but Muslims and Croats against 
Serbs, who were continually being voted down in the Bosnian Parliament and the Presidency.

 Even after Izetbegovic had rejected the plan, the SDS went on 
backing it in public. In support of the initiative, the SDS and the MBO, Zulfikarpasic’s and Filipovic’s 
party, held well-attended joint meetings at various locations in Bosnia. During one such meeting in 
Zvornik, Karadzic announced that Greater Serbia was a wonderful dream, but no more than that 
because Muslims and Serbs lived intermingled throughout Bosnia. 

1726

In the third week of August, Izetbegovic made it known that he would publicly oppose a 
permanent participation of Bosnia-Hercegovina in a Yugoslavia dominated by Milosevic. He 
announced that he was going to organize a referendum on secession, which would, he believed, show 

 On 12 
August, Milosevic convened a meeting in Belgrade of representatives of three of the four republics that 
had not (yet) seceded from Yugoslavia: Serbia, Montenegro and Bosnia. Izetbegovic was invited on 
behalf of Bosnia. He declined with thanks. One person who did attend, however, was the chairman of 
the Bosnian Parliament, Momcilo Krajisnik. 

                                                 

1721 Dusko Doder, ‘Yugoslav Muslims Align With Serbs’, The San Francico Chronicle, 27/07/91; ‘Bosnian Serbs and Muslims 
‘about to reach historic agreement’ on Yugoslavia’, Belgrade home service, 25/07/91, 13:00, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 
29/07/91. 
1722 Muhamed Filipovic, ‘Hasan Cengic’s Conspiratorial Logic’, Dan, 08/04/00. 
1723 Muhamed Filipovic, ‘Hasan Cengic’s Conspiratorial Logic’, Dan, 08/04/00. 
1724 Muhamed Filipovic, ‘Hasan Cengic’s Conspiratorial Logic’, Dan, 08/04/00. 
1725 Yugoslav news agency, 31/07/91, 12:28, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 06/08/91. 
1726 ‘Controversy over ‘historic accord between’ Serbian and Muslim parties in Bosnia’, Yugoslav news agency 07/08/91, 11:46, 
BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 12/08/91. 
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that three quarters of the Bosnians were against the idea of Bosnia having permanent ties with 
Yugoslavia.1727 A few months earlier, Izetbegovic had opposed a proposal put forward by Milosevic to 
organize a referendum on independence among each large ethnic group in each Yugoslav republic. 
Izetbegovic had warned that that ‘could cause an explosion that would completely shatter Bosnia-
Hercegovina and that in the future, people would shoot at one another through their windows (…) The 
population of Bosnia-Hercegovina is as mixed as grain and flour’.1728 At this point, Izetbegovic 
evidently had no problem with a referendum that would sideline the Bosnian Serbs. Krajisnik declared 
right away that if such a referendum were to be organized, the Serbs would walk out of the Bosnian 
Parliament.1729

Autonomous regions 

 

Shortly after that, the Bosnian Serbs made it clear that they were going their own way. Between 
September and November, they proclaimed five autonomous Serb regions1730: Eastern and ‘Old’ 
Hercegovina, around Rudo and Trebinje, Bosanska Krajina with Banja Luka as centre, Romanija, east 
of Sarajevo, Semberija, and Ozren-Posavina in North Eastern Bosnia with Bijeljina as centre (see map 
in this section). In those regions, Bosnian Serbs began to assemble illegal paramilitary formations, 
which were trained and armed by the JNA.1731 Non-Serb residents were discriminated and terrorized. 
Serb leaders did not take Bosnian legislation seriously if it was in conflict with Yugoslavian legislation. 
Mobilization was carried out against the will of the government in Sarajevo. In October, JNA General 
Uzelac ordered a general mobilization of the population of Northwest Bosnia. Taxes were no longer 
paid into the Bosnian state treasury by autonomous regions. In fact, as from the summer of 1991, 
several businesses elsewhere in Bosnia only paid taxes to parties with whom they were on friendly 
terms.1732 At their request, JNA troops secured the borders of the regions declared autonomous by the 
SDS. 

 

                                                 

1727 Blaine Harden, ‘Bosnia Braces for Arrival of Ethnic Violence’, The Washington Post, 23/08/91. 
1728 Quoted in Kumar, Divide, p. 45. 
1729 Blaine Harden, ‘Bosnia Braces for Arrival of Ethnic Violence’, The Washington Post, 23/08/91. 
1730 Srpske Automne Oblasti 
1731 Ramet, Babel, p. 243. 
1732 Calic, Krieg, p. 88. 
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Under normal circumstances, it was the Muslims who were able to wield influence in Bosnia, so 
that as a result, decisions that were taken favoured the Croats and the Serbs by turns. In the situation in 
which Muslims and Serbs appeared to be heading straight towards a conflict, the Croats had now 
become the swing factor. They supported the Muslims in their pursuit of independence, but also 
backed the Serbs in their attempt at easing away parts of Bosnia. In that respect, they were in the 
comfortable position that they could support the Muslims and then have the Serbs do the dirty work. 
As Tudjman was said to have remarked to one of the Bosnian HDZ leaders: ‘You should always ask 
the same as the Serbs, but after they have asked it first.’1733

However, that did not mean that the government in Zagreb was not busy working through its 
own agenda, in close collaboration with Bosnian Croat leaders. On 13 and 14June, Tudjman conferred 
in Zagreb with the Croatian leaders in Bosnia, among them Mate Boban, on the implementation of the 
Croat share in the partitioning of Bosnia-Hercegovina.

  

1734

In the autumn of 1991, the Bosnian Croats held several meetings
  

1735, which on 12November 
resulted in a decision by the chairmen of the Croatian crisis staff of Hercegovina and that of Travnik 
that the Croatian people should realize their ‘ancient dream’ of a Greater Croatia. The first steps in that 
direction were that Croatia should declare its own ‘banovina’ (district) in Bosnia-Hercegovina, and hold 
a referendum. At the same time, the Bosnian Croat nationalists realized that even inside the HDZ, 
there were people who were against these ‘historic interests’ and who continued to support a sovereign 
Bosnia-Hercegovina.1736

On that twelfth of November, the Bosnian Croats formed the Croatian Sava valley community 
(Bosanska Posavina) in the eight municipalities in the North of Bosnia, with Bosanski Brod as the 
centre.  

  

Six days later, on 18 November, whilst Vukovar was on the verge of falling, the ‘Croatian 
Democratic Community of Herceg-Bosna’ was proclaimed in the thirty municipalities in the West 
Hercegovina region, where Croats were in the majority. The Bosnian Croat leaders said that despite this 
autonomy, they would continue to respect the authority of the Bosnian government on condition that 
Bosnia were independent of Yugoslavia.  

Finally, on 27 January, the Croatian Community of Central Bosnia was proclaimed as the third 
autonomous Croatian region in Bosnia. As such, more and more regions were removed from Sarajevo 
government rule.  

Towards the end of 1991, once things had quietened down on the Croatian front, the issuing of 
arms to Bosnian Croats started from Croatia.1737

9. Towards independence for Bosnia-Hercegovina  

 In the months to follow, Croats who had taken part in 
the struggle in Croatia returned to Bosnia. 

On 9 October, Milosevic’s party held a conference in Pec. In his speech to the delegates, party 
ideologist Mihailo Markovic said in no uncertain terms that the new Yugoslavia would comprise Serbia, 
Montenegro and an area consisting of Bosnia and Knin. If the Muslims so wished, they could also be 
part of this new Yugoslavia. If they did not want this, then they would have to reckon on being 
surrounded by Serb territory.1738

                                                 

1733 Mahmutcehajic, War, p. 17. 

  

1734 Other participants were: Vladimir Soljic, Bozo Raic, Ivan Bender, Pero Markovic and Dario Kordic, ‘Plans for a ‘Greater 
Croatia’’, Bosnia Report, New Series no. 1 (November-December 1997). 
1735 On 15 October in Grude, on 22 October in Busovaca and once again on 12 November in Grude. 
1736 ‘Plans for a ‘Greater Bosnia’’, Bosnia Report, New Series no. 1 (November-December 1997); Cekic, Aggression, pp. 37-38 
and 329-332; idem, Causes, pp. 52-53. 
1737 Cekic, Aggression, p. 243; Donia & Fine, Bosnia, p. 239; Marijan, War, p. 160. 
1738 Quoted in Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 229. 
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The die was cast within a week, on 15 October 1991. In the Bosnian Parliament, the Muslim 
and Croatian delegates adopted – there were no negative votes and a few abstentions – a declaration of 
sovereignty initiated by the SDA. This proclamation did not yet constitute formal independence, but 
established conditions under which internal laws could take precedence over those of the federation, 
stipulations Slovenia and Serbia had already included in their constitutions. Moreover, representatives 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina would no longer take part in activities of the Federal Presidency and Parliament, 
if representatives of all other republics did not do so either. As soon as Croatia seceded from 
Yugoslavia, a start would be made realizing the right to self-determination, ‘including secession of the 
population groups of Bosnia-Hercegovina (Muslims, Serbs and Croats)’.1739

The Serb SDS felt that Parliament could not adopt such a bill because the Bosnian constitution 
required a two-thirds majority for an amendment and the bill had been adopted by 142 to 240 votes. 
Radovan Karadzic warned the other two parties: ‘I seriously ask you to take note that what you are 
doing is not good. Do you want to send Bosnia-Hercegovina in this direction, the same fast track to 
hell and suffering that Slovenia and Croatia are following? Do not be sure that you will not send 
Bosnia-Hercegovina to hell, or that you might not be bringing the Muslim population to ruin, because 
the Muslims cannot defend themselves if war breaks out.’

 One of the aims of this bill 
was to prevent JNA troops from moving across Bosnian territory. 

1740 Those were far less mild words than those 
spoken by Mihailovic. Izetbegovic did not dispute that there could be a ‘bloodbath’, given that 200,000 
Bosnians were already armed to the teeth.1741 However, he believed that Karadzic’s words had stated 
exactly why groups other than the Serbs did not want to remain part of Yugoslavia.1742 Out of protest, 
the Bosnian Serb members of parliament had left the chamber before the vote, obediently following 
the instructions Jovic had received from Karadzic eight months earlier. When the other members left 
Parliament after the vote, they were wearing bullet-proof jackets and were escorted by armed police. 
They were afraid of being attacked by their Serb colleagues.1743

That same day, UN envoy Cyrus Vance reported to EU mediator Carrington, with the Dutch 
diplomat Wijnaendts as go-between, that all his recent interlocutors – Gligorov, Tupurkovsky, 
Djukanovic, Kostic, Izetbegovic, Bogicevic, the Bosnian Prime Minister Jure Pelevan and the Bosnian 
Foreign Minister Silajdzic – regarded the adoption of the declaration of sovereignty by the Bosnian 
Parliament as ‘a seminal event in the current crisis’. In their view war in Bosnia-Hercegovina was now 
imminent.

 

1744

On 24 October, in response to these events, the Serb delegates in the Bosnian Parliament 
decided to establish their own Serb Parliament under the chairmanship of Krajisnik, also chairman of 
the Bosnian Parliament. Meanwhile, they would also remain part of the Bosnian Parliament.

 

1745

The twelve-month period ended in November 1991, after which Izetbegovic, as chairman of 
the seven-strong Bosnian Presidency had to make way for one of the other members. However, he 
refused to relinquish his seat, pleading special circumstances. As from that moment, he became the de 

 On 9 
and 10 November, the new Bosnian Serb representatives organized a plebiscite among the Serbs on the 
question whether they wanted to become part of Greater Serbia. The response was an almost 
unanimous ‘yes’. 

                                                 

1739 Quoted in Hayden, Blueprints, p. 93. 
1740 Burg & Shoup, War, pp. 77-78. Similar quotes in Cekic, Aggression, p. 288; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 247; Oslobodjenje, 
15/10/91, quoted in X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), 
Yugoslavia, p. 100; Silber & Little, Death, p. 215. 
1741 U. Rudberg, ‘Soevereiniteit van Bosnië wekt woede Serviërs’(Bosnian sovereignty stirs up Serb anger), de Volkskrant, 
16/10/91. 
1742 Silber & Little, Death, p. 215. 
1743 ‘Bosnië-Herzegovina gaat zijn eigen weg’ (Bosnia-Hercegovina going its own way), Trouw, 16/10/91; U.Rudberg, 
‘Soevereiniteit van Bosnië wekt woede Serviërs’, de Volkskrant, 16/10/91. 
1744 ABZ, PVNY. Vance to Wijnaendts, 15/10/91 
1745 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 289-291. 
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facto president of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The SDS backed Izetbegovic’s decision. However, it was one 
of the SDS last actions in an interethnic context.  

Now that the conflict in Croatia was coming to an end and Bosnia seemed on the verge of one, 
the final touches could be put to military preparations. After the referendum among the Bosnian Serbs 
on 9 November 1991, the distribution of arms to the Serbs was accelerated.1746 According to Divjak, 
during the winter of 1991-1992, the Bosnian Serb volunteers received another 51,000 automatic rifles 
and 800 rocket launchers and guns.1747

Bosnian Serbs get the upper hand in the JNA 

  

On 5 December, Milosevic instructed his entourage to start negotiations on the withdrawal of the JNA 
from Macedonia, which had declared its independence on 22 November.1748 With a ceasefire in Croatia 
and the JNA pulling out of Slovenia and Macedonia, Milosevic could give all his attention to Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Jovic’s diary states that, as early as December, Milosevic had given the order to ensure 
that the Bosnian troops be made up of as many Bosnian Serbs as possible so that when Bosnia-
Hercegovina declared independence only the command would have to be changed.1749

Within three weeks, 85 per cent of the JNA troops in Bosnia-Hercegovina came from that 
republic.

  

1750 Although Croats and Muslims continued to leave the JNA, the JNA troops doubled in 
Bosnia from 50,000 to somewhere in the region of 90,000 to 100,000 soldiers in the period from 
December 1991 to March 1992.1751 After a reorganization, the officer’s corps comprised 92.6 per cent 
Serbs and seven per cent Montenegrins. The federal army had approximately 500 tanks, 400 armoured 
vehicles and 1,000 mortars.1752 At almost the same time, the federal state security operation Jedinstvo 
(Unity) got off the ground by order of Petar Gracanin, the federal Minister of the Interior. 
Representatives of the federal state security were placed next to existing department heads in all large 
cities in Bosnia.1753

On 21 November, the Slobodna Bosna newspaper published a secret plan, which it had been able 
to attain, showing that with the help of paramilitaries to be trained by the JNA, the SDS was going to 
blockade Sarajevo.

  

1754 In December, the JNA began digging in artillery in the hills around Sarajevo, with 
guns pointing towards the city. This was just the beginning of a large-scale deployment of the JNA and 
Serb units at strategic positions in Bosnia, which took place in late 1991 and early 1992.1755 In the first 
days of January 1992, Major General Ratko Mladic, who had lead the war in Krajina, began organizing 
‘volunteer formations’ in Bosnia.1756 He was able to recruit almost 70,000 men, half of whom resided in 
Sarajevo and surrounding areas.1757

                                                 

1746 Cekic, Aggression, p. 48. 

 In areas in which Serbs were not in the majority, they were ordered 
to establish parallel municipal councils that were wholly Serb. A ‘crisis staff’ was set up in each locality, 
consisting of representatives of the SDS and Serb police. In collaboration with the JNA, they organized 
arms for the Serb population and created a climate of war. In addition, they made lists of HDZ and 
SDA activists. 

1747 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 41. 
1748 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 186. 
1749 Jovic, Dani, p. 420; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 187. 
1750 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 188. 
1751 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 41. 
1752 Domazet-Loso, Aggression, p. 139. 
1753 Spasic, Lasica, p. 237; interview Spasic, 16/09/01. 
1754 Cohen, Hearts, p. 158; Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 97. 
1755 Cf. Cekic, Aggression, pp. 115-154 for a detailed overview of the movements of and positions taken up by the JNA and 
Serb soldiers.  
1756 Cekic, Aggression, p. 198. 
1757 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 200 and 319-321. 



232 

 

And meanwhile, the European Community tackled the question of whether Bosnia-
Hercegovina should be recognized. 

10. Recognition by the European Community and the United States  

Double game by Izetbegovic 

Apparently, Izetbegovic was fully convinced that a break-up of the Republic of Yugoslavia would lead 
to the outbreak of civil war in Bosnia-Hercegovina. For this reason, he had made several attempts early 
in 1991 to prevent the break-up together with Macedonian President Kiro Gligorov.1758 By the end of 
April 1991, he told the EC Ambassadors in Belgrade that any attempt by one of the three ethnic groups 
to split up Bosnia-Hercegovina would certainly lead to civil war.1759

On 21 November, the day before Izetbegovic was to visit Bonn to attend the recognition talks 
between the German government – that had taken the initiative – and the leaders of the region, UN 
envoy Vance and UN Undersecretary-General for Peacekeeping Goulding travelled to Sarajevo. They 
talked to Izetbegovic and his Foreign Minister Haris Silajdzic. Izetbegovic again pointed out the danger 
of fights breaking out between Croats and Serbs and asked that a peacekeeping force be deployed. 
Milosevic was against it however. He was also against the UN setting up headquarters in Sarajevo to 
carry out peace operations in Croatia, fearing that Izetbegovic would take advantage of the UN 
presence to effect Bosnia’s secession from the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The Bosnian Serbs also 
spoke out against deployment.

  

1760

Meanwhile, Hansjörg von Eiff, the German Ambassador in Belgrade, shared Izetbegovic’s 
worries about what would happen to Bosnia after German or EC recognition of Croatia and Slovenia. 
Nearly overstepping the mark in respect of his authority, he gave Izetbegovic elaborate instructions, 
before the latter’s visit to Bonn on 22 November, about the arguments he should use in Bonn to 
prevent Genscher from forcing through recognition among the EC partners.  

 

However, while visiting Kohl and Genscher in Bonn, Izetbegovic did not bring up the issue of 
recognition at all.1761 Disappointed, US Ambassador Zimmermann concluded that Izetbegovic was 
playing a double game. Apparently, the Bosnian President was hoping that the recognition of Bosnia’s 
independence would lead to a Western intervention in support of his government the minute Serb 
cannons would threatened his country.1762

On 25 November, three days after Izetbegovic, Croatian Foreign Minister Ivan Separovic 
arrived in Bonn. After he had aired his worries about the precarious situation in his country and the 
lack of Western aid, Genscher reminded him of the final recognition date set by Van den Broek, two 
months after 10 October. The German Minister did however point out to his Croatian colleague that 
Zagreb should create a climate in which the rights of minorities were better protected.

 Izetbegovic was indeed pursuing the course that had been 
determined at the Dom Milicije at Sarajevo on 10 June, i.e. pressing for recognition while preparing for 
war at the same time.  

1763

The next day, 26 November, a meeting of Christian Democrat government and party leaders 
was held at Stuyvenberg Castle near Brussels. Attended by German Chancellor Kohl and Prime 
Ministers Andreotti, Lubbers, Martens, Mitsotakis and Santer, the meeting decided to recognize Croatia 
and Slovenia before Christmas.

 

1764

                                                 

1758 Zimmermann, Ambassador, p. 10. 

 The outcome was not made public. The status of the agreement is 

1759 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00402, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Bosnië-Herzegovina, Fietelaars 124, 07/05/91. 
1760 Shawcross, Evil, pp. 63-64. 
1761 Libal, Limits, p. 77; Zimmermann, Origins, p. 176; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 193. 
1762 Zimmerman, Ambassador, pp. 16-17 ; Origins, pp. 176 and 178. 
1763 Libal, Limits, p. 77; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 316. 
1764 Both, Indifference, p. 131. 
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not entirely clear, but it must at least have encouraged Bonn that the term of 10 December set by Van 
den Broek as an ultimatum would not again be deferred.  

On 27 November, the day after the meeting at Stuyvenberg Castle, Kohl announced in the 
Bundestag that the German government would recognize Croatia and Slovenia before Christmas.1765 
Although he said that a unilateral action of Germany would be dangerous and unsound, he also said 
unanimity would not be required. He just hoped that as many EC countries as possible would support 
Germany’s position. Neither should the issue of recognition be linked to the conclusion of the Treaty 
of Maastricht in any way, he warned, i.e. Yugoslavia should not dominate the important EC summit 
taking place in Maastricht, the Netherlands, on 9 and 10 December.1766 The unanimity that was so 
crucial for the summit’s success would no longer be put to risk by the issue of the recognition of 
Croatia and Slovenia after the Maastricht Agreement had been adopted by the 12 EC member states on 
9 and 10 December, German Chancellor Kohl must have thought. Recognition should therefore be 
effected between 10 December, i.e. the day of the Maastricht summit, and Christmas.1767 Later, it was 
officially decided to avoid the subject of Yugoslavia in Maastricht. Yugoslavia would be discussed 
during a special European Political Cooperation (EPC) meeting the week after the summit. The day 
after Kohl’s announcement, Italian Prime Minister Andreotti said the Italian government would back 
Germany, in the ‘conviction’ that other governments would follow suit.1768

In spite of a telegram sent by the Dutch Ambassador in Bonn
 

1769 about the agreement that had 
been reached, it seems that Van den Broek was not aware of such a settlement.1770 This was possibly the 
result of deficient communication between Dutch Foreign Minister Van den Broek and Lubbers.1771 
However, Foreign Affairs staff might have known the truth if they had read the newspapers more 
carefully. Interviewed by Die Welt on the subject of the forthcoming EC summit in Maastricht on 9 and 
10 December, Lubbers - described by the German newspaper as unusually clear for a Prime Minister 
renowned for his ‘clever but often also vague diplomatic phrasing’ - said the German and Italian 
announcements regarding the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia did not come as a surprise. Only the 
actual moment was new: ‘But we have to close the books on this matter, in any case before the end of 
the year.’1772 The magazine did not fail to conclude that the Prime Minister appeared to disregard the 
objections made by Van den Broek. Dutch daily newspaper De Volkskrant quoted the crucial 
statements made by Lubbers in the German newspaper .1773

On 3 and 5 December, respectively, Kohl received Slovenian President Kucan and Croatian 
President Tudjman and told them that Germany, and as many other EC member states as possible, 
would recognize both countries before Christmas.

 

1774 In a telephone conversation with Mesic about this 
time, Kohl announced that he did not intend to postpone German recognition until all EC countries 
were in agreement.1775

                                                 

1765 Axt, Jugoslawien, p. 352; Eisermann, Weg, p. 74; Genscher, Erinnerungen, p. 958; J.M. Bik, ‘Bonn erkent Kroatië nog vóór 
Kerstmis’ (Bonn recognizes Croatia before Christmas), NRC Handelsblad, 28/11/91. 

 Almost at the same time, i.e. on 5 December, the Croatian Parliament recalled 

1766 ‘Italy, Germany prepared to recognize Slovenia and Croatia’, Agence France Presse, 28/11/91. 
1767 Libal, Limits, p. 78. 
1768 ‘Italy, Germany prepared to recognize Slovenia and Croatia’, Agence France Presse, 28/11/91; Zeitler, Rolle, p. 196; 
‘Servische terroristen bereiden aanslagen op EG-politici voor’ (Serb terrorists plan attacks on EC politicians), NRC 
Handelsblad, 28/11/91, ‘Rome steunt Kohl in eis tot erkenning’ (Rome supports Kohl’s demand for recognition), de 
Volkskrant, 29/11/91. 
1769 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00404, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Kroatië, memorandum Van der Tas to DGPZ, 28/11/91. 
1770 Both, Indifference, p. 132. 
1771 Both, Indifference, p. 132. 
1772 Helmut Hetzel, ‘Ruud Lubbers, der Handlungsreisende in Sachen EG’ (Ruud Lubbers, commercial traveller in EC 
matters), Die Welt, 30/11/91. 
1773 ‘EG erkent Kroatië en Slovenië dit jaar’ (EC recognizes Croatia and Slovenia this year), de Volkskrant, 30/11/91. 
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Mesic as President of the collective Federal Presidency, a decision that would have retroactive effect 
from 8 October, the day on which the Brioni moratorium expired and Croatia considered itself 
independent. Federal Foreign Minister Budimir Loncar, a Croat, had resigned two weeks earlier on 20 
November. 

After having obtained Kohl’s promise, Tudjman no longer objected to the deployment of UN 
forces in the disputed areas in Croatia instead of along its border with Serbia.1776

Many objections to German rush  

 Formal recognition is 
within reach, so sovereignty of the entire Croatian territory will only be a matter of time and military 
power, Tudjman must have thought. Vance’s peace plan was ready for submission to the Security 
Council on 11 December.  

In spite of the promises regarding recognition made at Stuyvenberg Castle, the German government 
had not yet won the day, which was apparent from the Mitterrand interview published in the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung on 29 November. The French head of state declared that although his country was 
not against the recognition of Croatia’s independence, it could only come about if all EC countries 
supported it and after the rights of the Serb minority in Croatia had been guaranteed. It seemed that 
Mitterrand even wanted to discuss the borders of Croatia. ‘Will the internal frontier within Yugoslavia 
separating Serbia and Croatia automatically become an international frontier?’, the French head of state 
contemplated aloud.1777 Nor did he seem in much of a hurry with regard to recognition: ‘I do not think 
that the recognition of Croatia would improve matters at this moment.’1778

There were also many objections against an early recognition of Croatia and Slovenia at the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Officials were aware of the enormous implications it could have for 
the Yugoslavia conference. The Slovenians would see no need at all to negotiate. The Croatians would 
perhaps be willing to talk, if only to obtain the area that was now under Serb control. To make matters 
worse, Serbia would no longer regard the EC as a neutral mediator if it recognized Croatia and 
Slovenia. Nor would it be very willing to continue talks about a Yugoslavia that no longer comprised 
Croatia and Slovenia. Recognition would also affect the establishment of a peace force, which was now 
under discussion following Resolution 721 of the Security Council. Serbia would probably not accept 
the presence within the peace forces of troops from countries that intended to recognize Croatia. If, on 
the other hand, recognition took place when peace forces were already stationed in the area, the safety 
of the troops could be jeopardized. The British government had expressed serious concerns about this 
matter to the Hague and wanted a carefully arranged organisation of UN peace forces before 
proceeding to recognition. The danger of Serb reprisals following the recognition of Croatia also 
involved the observers of the European Monitoring Mission, the ECMM.

 

1779

Besides, for months now, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the Hague had been aware of the 
seriousness of developments within Bosnia-Hercegovina. News reaching the Foreign Office, both 
through its diplomatic post at Belgrade and through the media, was very alarming. According to 
Fietelaars, the Dutch Ambassador in Belgrade, there was an ‘escalation of the polarization’ of the three 
ethnic groups in Bosnia-Hercegovina as early as the end of April 1991.

 

1780

                                                 

1776 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 197-198. 

 No more than Izetbegovic 
did D.R. Hasselman, Dutch Counsellor of the Embassy in Belgrade, entertain any illusions with regard 
to a conflict in Bosnia. In the summer of 1991, he expected the problems in Bosnia to be far more 

1777 In early December, Mitterrand used similar words on Dutch television: ‘France supports EC recognition for Croatia, 
Slovenia’, Agence France Presse, 05/12/91. 
1778 ‘Mitterrand: Frankreich will in Maastricht den Erfolg’ (Mitterrand: France wants Maastricht to be successful), Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung, 29/11/91. 
1779 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00404, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Kroatië, memorandum from DEU/OE to DGPZ via 
DEU, 06/12/91 no. 157 and Speaking note of the British Embassy, ‘Consequences of recognizing Croatian independence’, 
02/12/91. 
1780 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00402, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Bosnië-Herzcegovina, Fietelaars 124, 07/05/91. 
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serious than those occurring at the time in Croatia. Also, in his view, possible frustrations of JNA units 
that were being withdrawn from Slovenia and sent to Bosnia should be taken into account. However, 
given the ethnic diversity and the excessive violence that was expected, Hasselman thought that a 
monitoring mission in Bosnia would ‘not be the proper technical instrument’ for peacekeeping.1781 In 
early August 1991, Izetbegovic had told the European Troika that he hoped observers would also be 
sent to Bosnia at some point as he did not rule out the possibility that, after Croatia, Bosnia-
Hercegovina would become a victim of Milosevic’s Greater Serbia aspirations.1782

By the end of September, Fietelaars also recommended that observers be sent to Bosnia. He 
reported movements of JNA troops and equipment from Serbia and Montenegro to Bosnia, which he 
interpreted as an attempt to realize the Greater Serbia objective. He observed the JNA provocations 
against the Muslims and a marked growth of Serb militias, which, in its turn, prompted the forming of 
Muslim militias. Events that took six months to happen in Croatia took only a week in Bosnia, 
according to Fietelaars. The Bosnian Presidency, whose member Ejup Ganic was Fietelaars’s contact, 
asked him daily for the immediate deployment of observers in those parts of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
where incidents had occurred.

  

1783 The day Fietelaars reported this to the Hague, the Dutch daily 
newspaper Trouw featured an article in which Ganic said he had been pleading for the deployment of 
observers in Bosnia for more than six months now – in vain. ‘It could still do some good,’ he added. 
‘Two weeks from now it will be too late.’1784

When, by the end of October, Dutch helicopters deployed for the monitoring mission were 
called back to the Netherlands as they had been grounded for weeks because of the dangerous situation 
in the Yugoslav airspace

 

1785, and, shortly after, the EC observers posted in the area around Vukovar and 
Dubrovnik had to be recalled because hostilities had broken out, Van den Broek still favoured the 
presence of the remaining observers in Bosnia-Hercegovina. He praised their stabilizing influence on ‘a 
potentially explosive situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina’, where the Serbs held their referendum against 
Bosnian independence on 9 and 10 November.1786

Others were also aware that Bosnia would quickly erupt into violence. A ‘joke’ going around in 
Yugoslavia at the time said: ‘Why is there no fighting in Bosnia? Because Bosnia will get to the finals 
directly.’

 

1787 In July, Nijaz Durakovic, leader of the formerly communist Social Democratic Party in 
Bosnia said it would be an understatement to say that Bosnia was on the verge of civil war, as it was 
already in the middle of one.1788 On 7 August, Volkskrant commentator Koen Koch warned that 
Croats, Serbs and Muslims in Bosnia would thrash out among themselves where the borders of Croatia 
and Serbia and a future Muslim state would run: ‘As the violence in Croatia is much worse than the 
violence in Slovenia, the bloodbath in Bosnia will be much worse than the violence in Croatia.’1789 
According to Trouw correspondent Nicole Lucas, by the end of September 1991, leading politicians of 
the various ethnic groups in Bosnia were in agreement about what would happen if Europe did not 
find a solution for Bosnia: ‘There will be a civil war worse than ever before in history. Lebanon will 
seem a nursery game compared to the cruelties that will take place here.’1790

At the beginning of November 1991, Second Secretary of the Embassy, J.L. Werner, learned 
from Karadzic in Sarajevo that he had forced Milosevic to extend his protection to the Serbs outside 
Serbia. This, according to Karadzic, had led Milosevic to reject the propositions of Carrington, 
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although he was personally inclined to accept them. There is no doubt that Karadzic, who liked to give 
the impression that he exerted real influence over Milosevic, was boasting. However, this did not alter 
the fact that the JNA was distributing weapons to Serbs, which, according to the Secretary of the 
Embassy, only made the break-out of a civil war in Bosnia-Hercegovina more likely.1791

The Hague was also aware of the fact that by the end of November and at the beginning of 
December – except during Izetbegovic’s visit to Bonn –, the Bosnian and Macedonian governments 
had urgently requested the EC countries not to proceed to recognition too soon. However, they also 
made it clear that, if recognition took place, they also wanted to be recognized as independent states, as 
they did not want to stay part of a rump Yugoslavia. The Bosnian government pressed for the 
establishment of UN peace forces in Bosnia prior to EC recognition of Croatia. The British 
government was sensitive to these arguments. Given the ethnic patchwork in Bosnia-Hercegovina and 
possible JNA reprisals against Croats in Bosnia after the recognition of Croatia, London expected 
violence to break out.

 

1792 The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs shared the British concerns, but 
seemed, as yet, more preoccupied with the potential consequences for Macedonia and Kosovo, which 
were expected to have both internal and international implications.1793

Meanwhile, the British and the French mounted another offensive against early recognition. By 
the end of November, Foreign Office staff had told journalists that British recognition of Croatia and 
Slovenia would soon come to pass now that the deployment of peace forces in Croatia seemed likely. 
Recognition would probably even take place before Christmas, they said.

 

1794 Apparently, Minister Hurd 
felt the need to explain his country’s formal position once more declaring in The Times of 3 December 
that any Yugoslav republic that wanted to could gain independence: ‘This is a matter of judgement and 
timing rather than principle.’ As such, his position on record had shifted towards that of the French 
government, which had already accepted recognition on 9 October, although it questioned the timing 
of it. As a result of the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia, Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia would 
also want to gain independence soon, Hurd said in The Times. And this would threaten the peace in 
these countries. According to the British Minister, it was an illusion to think that the recognition of 
independence would stop the fighting. The West was not prepared to supply troops to protect the new 
states. Moreover, if recognition was pushed through too hastily, it would be impossible for the 
international community to demand adequate protection of minorities from the governments of the 
states that wanted to be recognized.1795

The day Hurd’s article was published in The Times, Mitterrand criticised the German 
government’s intention in a personal conversation with Kohl. He told the German Chancellor that 
recognition would have no impact on the fighting in Yugoslavia.

  

1796 As he had done a few weeks earlier, 
Kohl replied that internal pressure in his country left him no choice.1797 Nor did contacts between 
American President Bush and Chancellor Kohl after the summit in Rome have the outcome 
Washington desired.1798 In the first week of December, UN envoy Vance also gave up hopes that Bonn 
could be made to change its mind and sighed, ‘My friend Genscher is out of control.’1799

When it was clear that Kohl and Genscher would stick to their intentions, Hurd at last accepted 
that the EC would probably recognize the independence of Croatia and Slovenia before the year was 
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out, even if it would be impossible to impose conditions for recognition.1800 On 3 December, the EC 
Foreign Ministers met in Brussels. After the meeting, Danish Minister Uffe Ellemann-Jensen 
announced that the EC would recognize Croatia and Slovenia at the special EPC meeting on 16 
December. Hurd confirmed this statement of his Danish colleague.1801

In spite of this, the governments in London and Paris had still not accepted Bonn’s attitude 
entirely. Before Hurd’s public change of heart and before the Dutch Embassy in Washington reported 
the American government’s failure to make Kohl and Genscher change their minds, the Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in the capacity of EC President, had taken up a position that was based on 
the expectation that recognition could be postponed by demanding Croatian guarantees regarding the 
observance of human rights. It was thought at the ‘Monkey Rock’ (Foreign Ministry) in the Hague that 
the German government would support this view.

 The British Minister had made a 
remarkable U-turn in the matter of the timing of recognition since the publication of his letter in The 
Times that very morning. However, this quick reversal – and probably previous statements of Hurd’s 
staff as well – was explicable, as the need for the United Kingdom to oppose recognition was 
considerably diminished. The fear – mostly felt by staunch British ally the United States – that 
recognition would affect the situation in the Soviet Union was virtually gone. In December 1991, it was 
clear to anyone willing to recognize it that the Soviet Union would break up, with or without a 
Yugoslav precedent. British concerns that the WEU might be deployed in Yugoslavia had also been 
removed nor could the British government have continued to cherish much hope that the conference 
presided over by their fellow countryman Carrington could still succeed and should not be thwarted by 
recognition.  

1802 The Dutch EU Presidency intended to use these 
conditions to stall recognition until 1 March 1992. However, there were facts Foreign Affairs officials 
failed to anticipate. Firstly, they had yet to understand that their own Prime Minister Lubbers had 
meanwhile accepted that recognition would take place before the year was out. Secondly, the German 
government was busily conferring with the government in Zagreb to remove any objections to the lack 
of protection of minorities as quickly as possible.1803 Thirdly, a few days after the Dutch position was 
determined in the Hague, Hurd declared that the United Kingdom would accept early recognition, if 
necessary even without conditions being imposed. Lastly, the Paris government realized that an EC 
recognition forced through by Germany was unavoidable. After Kohl’s message to Mitterrand 
indicating that Germany would recognize Croatian independence no matter what, French Foreign 
Minister Dumas proposed that the Directors General for Political Affairs of the German and French 
Ministries of Foreign Affairs formulate recognition criteria. Genscher agreed to this. The criteria 
proposed by the two Directors General were an attempt to make certain demands which had not been 
made at the Yugoslavia conference, including demands with regard to human rights, the rights of 
minorities and the inviolability of borders. Prior to the special EPC meeting of 16 December, Kohl and 
Mitterrand agreed to these terms.1804

The European summit held at Maastricht on 9 and 10 December had been successful after all, 
which must have been quite a relief for the Dutch government after the rejection of its draft treaty on 
‘Black Monday’. A week later, on 16 and 17 December, Yugoslavia would be on the agenda of an EPC 
meeting of Foreign Affairs Ministers, where Germany was expected to push through recognition of 
Croatian and Slovenian independence. Both Bonn and the Hague were warned against this German 
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intention on innumerable occasions before this meeting took place. In his report to Perez de Cuellar of 
10 December, UN envoy Vance, working out the preconditions for peace operations in Croatia, stated 
his fear that recognition would lead to an outburst of violence which would jeopardize the 
establishment of a peace force.1805 The UN Secretary-General himself was worried about the risks 
recognition entailed for the minorities in the independent republics, particularly the danger that ‘an 
early, selective recognition could widen the conflict and fuel an explosive situation, especially in Bosnia 
and Hercegovina’.1806 In a letter to the EC President, he warned that a premature recognition of the two 
republics could have a destabilizing effect.1807 There was even an usually sharply-worded 
correspondence between Perez de Cuellar and Genscher about the matter of recognition. The UN 
Secretary-General declared that recognition would only be possible within a general settlement for 
Yugoslavia, as proposed by Carrington, to which Genscher retorted that the conference chaired by 
Carrington had not yielded any results in weeks, for which the Serbs were mostly to blame, and that any 
further postponement of recognition would only lead to more violence on the part of the Serbs.1808

The American government indicated it shared the objections of Perez de Cuellar, Vance and 
Carrington in a letter to EC President Van den Broek. Washington feared that, once its independence 
was recognized, Croatia would be less inclined to refrain from the use of violence, and hinder Vance’s 
attempts to enable peace operations. For this reason, the American government wanted the EC to stick 
to the agreement of 8 November, which stipulated that recognition would only be possible as part of a 
general settlement for Yugoslavia.

 

1809 In addition to the other objections, the American government 
expected that recognition of the two republics would cause the JNA to intervene in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Recognition would also imply that the US were prepared to protect the republics’ 
borders, which, at the time, they were not all willing to do.1810 American diplomats also urged the 
Foreign Ministries of the other EC countries to postpone recognition.1811 Even Germany’s own 
Ambassador in Belgrade, Von Eiff, urgently requested the government in Bonn to refrain from early 
recognition.1812 Finally, the ECMM argued that recognition of Croatia would result in more Serb 
aggression and would ‘directly threaten the lives’ of observers.1813

On 15 December, the Security Council adopted Resolution 724, urging all countries to refrain 
from any actions that could increase tensions or delay a peaceful outcome of the conflict in Yugoslavia. 
It could hardly have been a secret that this resolution was mostly meant for Germany and that is was 
sponsored by the United States, France and Great Britain. The resolution was fairly unique in Western 
diplomacy.  

 

Still, as a final attempt to prevent the German government from recognizing Croatia and 
Slovenia, it had failed. In its initial wording, the resolution referred explicitly to the recognition 
intended by Germany, but after Genscher had embarked on a telephone offensive, the governments in 
London and Paris that had let themselves be led by Washington, decided to delete the warning against 
recognition from the draft.1814
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 This demonstrated once again that the British and French governments 
were not prepared to go to any length to stop Germany. 
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Germany’s success in the matter of recognition  

Against this background, the Foreign Ministers at the special EPC meeting of 16 December were to 
address the question whether to go ahead with the recognition of the Yugoslav republics and in what 
manner. The Ministerial meeting was preceded by a meeting of Directors General. At this Political 
Committee meeting, Dutch Director-General for Political Affairs Van Walsum, who was acting on 
instructions from Van den Broek, made a final attempt to suspend recognition. Senior officials of the 
Dutch Foreign Ministry probably still had the date of 1 March 1992 in mind.1815 In Both’s opinion, the 
Dutch Foreign Ministry urged for suspension of the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia as it realized 
too late how recognition would affect the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina. In spite of continual 
warnings from the Dutch Embassy in Belgrade and the Dutch press, the Minister and Foreign Affairs 
staff had temporarily forgotten about the consequences for Bosnia, which had been such an important 
part of Van Walsum’s famous COREU message of 13 July.1816

It became apparent during the Political Committee meeting that doubts had arisen among the 
representatives of Italy, Denmark, Belgium and Luxembourg too, who were under the impression of all 
these warnings and who had appeared, until then, to support Germany. Suddenly, Germany found itself 
in an isolated position. ‘Most EC partners do not follow Genscher,’ cheered Dig Ishta, spokesperson of 
the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

 It is hard to believe, but the final efforts 
of the Dutch Ministry with regard to recognition seem only to have been based on the warnings 
received the week before and the adoption of Resolution 724. There is no other explanation than that.  

1817

However, Ishta’s own Minister was not cheering. To Van Walsum’s amazement, Van den Broek 
was not pleased at all when informed by him of the results. What had happened? On 15 December, 
Mitterrand had sent a letter to Lubbers, Kohl and Major, stating that, in spite of Perez de Cuellar’s 
warnings against recognition, the unity of the twelve EC countries should be preserved as to both the 
timing of and the terms for recognition. If Croatia and Slovenia agreed to the terms, they should be 
simultaneously recognized by the twelve EC countries.

  

1818 The letter to Lubbers was to be delivered by 
French Ambassador Jean-René Bernard, who sent it to J.M.P.H. Merckelbach, senior adviser of the 
Ministry of General Affairs, on 19 December. However, the accompanying letter shows that Bernard 
had already informed Merckelbach of the nature of Mitterrand’s letter on 16 December. It seems that 
Van den Broek was notified of this while Van Walsum was still trying to thwart German insistence at 
the meeting. This would explain his rather piqued reaction to Van Walsum’s report, describing the 
matter as ‘complex’ and recognition as ‘unavoidable’.1819

At the meeting of Foreign Ministers that took place the same day, the Directors General were 
overruled by their political bosses who wanted no dissension at the time the Maastricht Treaty was 
being signed. In the early morning of 17 December, the EC Ministers found a solution that was in line 
with the French and German proposition. They proposed to set criteria with regard to the inviolability 
of borders and the protection of human rights and minorities for states asking for recognition before 
23 December. This was opposed by Greek Foreign Minister Samaras and his Dutch colleague Van den 
Broek. Samaras had already informed the other EC Ministers at the meeting of 28 October 1991 that 
his country would never accept the recognition of an independent state bearing the name of 
Macedonia. Then, on 16 December, he managed to add ‘no hostile propaganda’ against neighbouring 
countries that were also EC member states as a condition for the recognition of parts of the former 

 Once again, it was clear how close-knit the 
Bonn-Paris axis was and to what extent the partnership of Germany and France had been able to 
hoodwink the Dutch EC Presidency.  
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1816 Both, Indifference, p. 134. 
1817 Zeitler, Rolle, pp. 320-321. 
1818 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek, box 7 (1991), Joego chairmen, Mitterrand to Lubbers, 15/12/91. 
1819 Both, Indifference, p. 134. 
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federal republic of Yugoslavia. This included the stipulation that no names could be used that ‘imply 
territorial demands’, which was a reference to the name of Macedonia.  

Van den Broek says he himself tried to change the course of events by pointing out to his 
colleagues that Vance and Carrington had advised against recognition, and by saying that one should 
not simply ignore this. The other eleven countries argued that consensus within the EC was more 
important, an argument that had been supported by Van den Broek himself throughout the Dutch 
Presidency. Van den Broek was also sympathetic to the argument that if recognition were suspended, 
Serbia could draw out the talks to block recognition of Croatia.1820 ‘The Germans held on to the 
essence of their point of view. As a result, the views of the other partners were gradually adjusted to 
that of Germany, during talks that lasted until after 1am,’ Van den Broek wrote afterwards to the Dutch 
Embassy in Belgrade. Nor would he himself have been pleased to see dissension over foreign policy 
during the Dutch EC Presidency1821

‘I could have done so with regard to the role he played when he complicated 
matters during the attempt to formulate an (…) overall solution for Yugoslavia. 
However, in December we had to admit that one third of Croatia was de facto 
occupied. Only by recognizing Croatia’s independence could one speak in terms 
of one country terrorizing another, which would then become the basis for 
subsequent Security Council resolutions, or (…) a sanction policy or similar 
actions against the country we already perceived as the aggressor.’

 which was why he did not criticize Genscher too harshly in the 
press:  

1822

According to several authors, Germany’s concession to Great Britain, i.e. enabling it to opt out of the 
Social Charter of the Maastricht Treaty, had smoothed out British opposition, after which there was 
nothing else France could do but formulate a few conditions for recognition.

  

1823

British Prime Minister Major vehemently denies that the United Kingdom had received certain 
promises from Germany regarding the Maastricht Treaty in exchange for its support of recognition.

  

1824 
Authors claiming the opposite offer no more proof than a few references to press articles. The most 
important one is Newhouse’s publication of August 1992 in which the author uses various arguments 
that contradict rather than prove a connection between the Maastricht Treaty and recognition1825

‘agrees that the Germans made no direct link between the treaty and 
recognition.’ He adds, ‘But just before and during the meetings on the 
sixteenth, they said, “We have been helpful to you. We backed John Major 
when he was in some tight corners. We backed you French against the 
Americans on defence. You owe us something.”’

. The 
article goes on to quote a senior diplomat who: 

1826

                                                 

1820 Leonard Ornstein, ‘Minister Van den Broek: ‘Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg'‘ (Minister van den 
Broek: “Let’s start with a warning shot”) Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, p. 10; also, ‘Het stratego van de experts’ (The stratego 
played by the experts), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, p. 12. 

 

1821 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00411, COREUs regarding the EPS position in the matter of Yugoslavia, October-December 1991, 
Van den Broek 190 to the Belgrade Embassy, 17/12/91. Cf. Both, Indifference, pp. 134-135. 
1822 Interview H. van den Broek, 15/11/99. 
1823 Both, Indifference, p. 133; Bell, Way, p. 37; Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 112; Hannes Hofbauer, Neue Staaten, neue 
Kriege. Die Zerstörung Jugoslawiens (1991-1999), also (Hg.), Balkankrieg, p. 68; Kumar, Divide, p. 50. 
1824 Major, Autobiography, pp. 533-534. 
1825 Newhouse, Round, p. 65. This article appears in edited form as Newhouse, ‘Bonn’. 
1826 Newhouse, Round, pp. 65-66. 
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So even according to this much-quoted source there was not really a quid pro quo deal. When trying to 
persuade other countries, German diplomats may have used a few examples of generous German 
concessions made to those countries in the recent past. 

Another source is an article published in The Independent almost two years after the decision to 
recognize Croatia and Slovenia. In this article two anonymous ‘senior Whitehall sources’ claim there 
had been a deal between Kohl and Major. ‘One UK official’ – the article does not clarify whether this is 
one of the sources mentioned – was quoted saying: ‘Kohl supported us on the crucial points we needed 
at Maastricht and we gave in on recognition in return.’1827

Which was why they assumed that their colleagues from the other EC member states would 
probably give in if Kohl and Genscher stuck to their points. And that is exactly what happened in early 
December, i.e. even before the summit in Maastricht took place. It is apparent from statements made 
by Hurd that, by 5 December, he had accepted the fact that Germany could not be stopped. After the 
conclusion of the Maastricht Treaty, for which consensus had been required, there was now nothing to 
prevent Bonn from pursuing a solo path. The treaty was no longer at issue. However, the EC countries 
also considered the matter of recognition as a first test to see whether the community was able to 
operate as a unity after the conclusion of the Treaty. Or, as an anonymous senior EC diplomat put it: 
‘It will be very bad news indeed if the aspiration to a common policy falls at the first fence.’

 The possibility that such an exchange of 
favours really took place cannot be excluded. On the other hand, it would be difficult to conceive how 
German pressure for recognition, which dated from the first six months of 1991, could have been 
subdued much longer given the increasing criticism of Serb actions. Besides, the other EC countries 
could not rule out the possibility that Germany – perhaps together with or followed by other countries 
– would proceed to recognize Croatia and Slovenia by itself, given the nature of some statements made 
by Kohl following the joint statement of Germany and Italy in Venice on 15 September. It seems that 
the British and French governments found it of the utmost importance that EC unity be preserved.  

1828 Dumas 
declared that the unity of the EC was more important to him than the Yugoslavia ‘epiphenomenon’: 
‘The break-up of Yugoslavia is a tragedy, the break-up of the European Community, however, would 
be a catastrophe’1829

It has been suggested that Mitterrand agreed to the recognition of Croatia in exchange for 
Kohl’s agreeing to accept 1 January 1999 as the commencing date of the European Monetary Union.

. Immediately after the conclusion of the Maastricht Treaty, which provided for a 
common foreign and security policy, it was clear that this common EC policy could be moulded to the 
will of whichever member state was the most determined as was the case shortly afterwards when 
Greek opposition against the recognition of Macedonia dragged on for a year and a half, in spite of the 
wishes of eleven other countries.  

1830 
The then Dutch Ambassador in Paris, Wijnaendts, did not want to suggest there was a direct 
connection between German concessions regarding the monetary union and the French attitude 
towards recognition. ‘That is not the way it works.’ However, he thought Mitterrand must have realized 
that Kohl expected support from Paris in the matter of recognition without having to mention it. As 
such, Wijnaendts believed there had been a ‘silent understanding’.1831

Other authors claim that Germany had promised France an intensification of the existing 
European Union instead of expansion and agreed to a less representative European Parliament than it 
originally intended.

  

1832

                                                 

1827 Michael Sheridan, ‘United Nations: What’s gone wrong? The high cost of peace-keeping. Failure in Yugoslavia’, The 
Independent, 01/11/93. 

 However, there is no proof to confirm either of these ‘deals’.  

1828 John Palmer, ‘German plan to recognize Croatia puts EC in turmoil’, The Guardian, 16/12/91. 
1829 Favier & Martin-Roland, Décennie, p. 244. 
1830 Ronald Havenaar, ‘Passie en bederf in Parijs en Bonn’ (Passion and corruption in Paris and Bonn), review by Kenneth 
Dyson & Kevin Featherstone, The Road to Maastricht. Negotiating Economic and Monetary Union, NRC Handelsblad, 
10/03/00. 
1831 Interview H. Wijnaendts, 08/06/00. 
1832 Edwina S. Campbell & Jack M. Seymour Jr., ‘France, Germany, and the Yugoslav Wars’, Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), 
Crises, p. 306. 
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The EC Ministers had agreed that the arbitration commission presided over by French judge 
Badinter would determine whether the criteria for recognition had been met. Republics that met the 
requirements could then be recognized on 15 January 1992. However, the German government had 
already broken any possible link between the recommendations of the Badinter Commission and the 
implementation decision of 15 January by Genscher’s statement in the morning of 17 December, 
immediately after the EC Ministers had in principle decided to agree to recognition, by saying that his 
government in Bonn would announce its intention to recognize Croatia and Slovenia on 19 December. 
Apparently, the German government wanted to avoid the scenario of being unable to proceed with 
recognition because the Badinter Commission advised against it.1833

The German government eventually announced its intention to recognize the independence of 
Croatia and Slovenia on 18 December, a week before Christmas and without waiting for the opinion of 
the Badinter Commission. As a gesture of ‘courtesy’ towards the EC partners, the government in Bonn 
decided to suspend actual recognition until 15 January. 

  

Obviously, this was an insult to the Badinter Commission, although Germany should not bear 
the sole blame. After all, the governments of the other EC member states had accepted that this would 
happen, as is apparent from the explanation given by Van Eenennaam, head of the Directorate for 
Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs (DAV) of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at the 
Defence Council on 18 December:  

‘The majority of the “12” holds that there are risks to a premature and selective 
recognition and is supported in this by the UN Secretary-General and the 
Security Council. The outcome for now is that preservation of the unity of the 
“12” comes foremost. Republics that want to be recognized by the middle of 
January 1992, may obtain this recognition subject to certain conditions. 
Countries who want to recognize them sooner may do so. Germany will send 
diplomats no sooner than after 15 January.’1834

The adamant German position partly

 

1835 originated from Kohl’s wish that the matter of Croatia and 
Slovenia’s recognition be concluded by the time the congress of his party took place in Dresden on 17 
December. Kohl got his intended ovation at the congress when he spoke of a ‘grosser Erfolg’ for 
German foreign policy. The Anglo-Saxon press translated Erfolg (success) as ‘victory’ or ‘triumph’,1836 
making it a case of sour grapes for those politicians who had tried to steer Kohl and Genscher away 
from recognition. After that, a veritable anti-German hysteria broke out in Great Britain, with the use 
of expressions such as ‘overmighty Hun’ and comparisons between Genscher and Hitler.1837 The 
Economist came up with a new word for recognition: ‘wreckognition’.1838

11. Fears for Bosnia  

 

Outside Germany, there was a general reaction of stupefaction or anger to the decision of the EC to 
proceed with recognition. Lord Carrington was thoroughly disillusioned and left the meeting of 16 
December before it was closed.1839

                                                 

1833 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00411, COREUs regarding the EPS position in the matter of Yugoslavia, October-December 1991, 
Van den Broek 190 to the Belgrade Embassy, 17/12/91; Genscher, Erinnerungen, pp. 961-962. 

 He was furious that he had been deprived of the one weapon that 

1834 KAB. Defence Council report, 18/12/91. 
1835 According to Jakobsen, Multilateralism, p. 376, it was the most important reason.  
1836 For examples cf. Eisermann, Weg, p. 80. This faulty translation also appeared in relevant literature. Cf. Maull, Germany, p. 
104; Silber & Little, Death, p. 200. Oscar Garschagen, ‘Kohl erg blij over EG-besluit over Kroatië’ (Kohl very pleased with 
EC decision about Croatia), De Volkskrant, 18/12/9, also said that Kohl had spoken in terms of a ‘big triumph’. 
1837 Cf. Tanner, Croatia, p. 272. 
1838 The Economist, 18/01/92, pp. 48-49, quoted in Eyal, Europe, p. 50. 
1839 Kadijevic, View, pp. 23-24; Marijnissen & Glastra van Loon, Oorlog, p. 74. 
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could be used to enforce the protection of minorities.1840 Yugoslav Prime Minister Markovic resigned 
on 20 December, officially because he did not agree to the federal budget for 1992, 81% of which was 
reserved for the army.1841 The always overly optimistic Prime Minister had waited until his last hope, the 
EC, had also abandoned him. Now, people had nearly forgotten about him already. According to 
Dutch newspaper Trouw, his position over the last few months had been ‘less useful than that of an 
empty battery in a broken radio’.1842 Hardly anyone noticed his political demise. Fietelaars called it the 
end of ‘a serial coup’ against the remaining federal institutions of Yugoslavia which had started with the 
coup against the Federal Presidency on 3 October.1843

Germany’s solo path also left a bitter taste in the mouths of the Dutch. In a speech before the 
Evangelical Academy in Tutzing, Bavaria, Junior Minister Piet Dankert said that Germany  

  

‘had made a big fuss about the matter, preferring powerful language to sound 
arguments. Sometimes it seemed as if Germany’s recognition was at stake 
instead of Croatia’s. A very inauspicious beginning of a common European 
foreign and security policy. (…) Also, it would have done the German 
government credit if it had defended the Dutch EC Presidency against mostly 
unjustified and sometimes even vicious attacks by sections of the German 
media.’1844

The German attitude was not forgotten by the Netherlands or by other countries. In early June 1993, 
Van Walsum, recently appointed Ambassador in Bonn, was taken to task by Genscher’s successor 
Klaus Kinkel for commenting to the Bonn newspaper General-Anzeiger that the recognition might have 
been unwise.

  

1845

Many expected a bloodbath to follow in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Vance and various media 
repeated their warning that the recognition of the independence of Croatia and Slovenia would sooner 
cause the war to spread to Bosnia-Hercegovina than put an end to war in Croatia.

 

1846 Disappointed, 
American Ambassador Zimmermann telegraphed from Belgrade to Washington that the Croatian death 
toll of ten thousand would now be multiplied by ten in Bosnia.1847 Bosnian Foreign Minister, Muslim 
Haris Silajdzic, warned that, within a few months, Bosnia might number 200,000 to 300,000 dead.1848 
Vance sent his special adviser, American diplomat Herbert Okun, to Izetbegovic and Ejup Ganic, a 
member of the Bosnian Presidency. They told him they had decided to ask for international recognition 
and asked him to send 10,000 peace troops to Bosnia immediately. Izetbegovic expected total war to 
break out in Bosnia if the West did not intervene.1849 Okun said he did not expect the Security Council 
to take such steps, to which Ganic replied that Bosnia did not want to miss the boat now the EC had 
decided to set it in motion.1850

                                                 

1840 Major, Autobiography, p. 533; Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 112; Silber & Little, Death, p. 200; Newhouse, ‘Round’, p. 66. 

 

1841 Theo Engelen, ‘Markovic treedt af als premier van Joegoslavië’ (Markovic resigns as Prime Minister of Yugoslavia), 
NRC Handelsblad,, 21/12/91. 
1842 ‘EG wil VN-troepen in Bosnië-Herzegovina’ (EC wants UN forces in Bosnia-Hercegovina) Trouw, 21/12/91. 
1843 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00411, COREUs regarding the EPC position in the matter of Yugoslavia, October-December 1991, 
Fietelaars 424 to Van den Broek, 20/11/91. 
1844 ‘Staatssecretaris Dankert in Beieren: Duitsland vervult cruciale rol in Centraal- en Oost-Europa’ (Junior Minister 
Dankert in Bavaria: Germany has a prominent part to play in Central and Eastern Europe), Staatscourant (Netherlands 
Government Gazette), 15/01/92. 
1845 Daan Dijksman & Bart Rijs, ‘Henry Wijnanendts’, HP/De Tijd, 11/06/93, p. 24; interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. 
1846 Gutman, Witness, pp. 4-5, 7. 
1847 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 178. 
1848 Gutman, Witness, p. 7. 
1849 Gutman, Witness, p. 8. 
1850 Michael Sheridan, ‘United Nations: What’s gone wrong? The high cost of peace-keeping. Failure in Yugoslavia’, The 
Independent, 01/11/93. Also cf. Perez de Cuellar, Pilgrimage, p. 491. 
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In common with the governments of Slovenia, Croatia and Macedonia, Bosnia-Hercegovina 
informed the EC within a week after its decision on principle to proceed with recognition that it too 
wanted to qualify for recognition. The governments of the other republics, Serbia and Montenegro, did 
not. They insisted they would preserve the former republic of Yugoslavia. Not seeking recognition, 
they avoided being required to offer guarantees regarding minorities, such as the Albanians in 
Kosovo.1851

The response of Serb leaders in Bosnia followed soon after the Bosnian government had asked 
for recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina as an independent republic on 20 December.

 

1852 Maps were 
circulating among Bosnian Serb leaders as early as December, with colours indicating areas that were 
coveted by the Serbs to create a corridor around Banja Luka between Belgrade and the Serb areas in 
Croatia.1853 On 18 December, the autonomous Bosnian Serb region of Bosanska Krajina declared itself 
part of Yugoslavia instead of Bosnia-Hercegovina. An EC decision to recognize Bosnia-Hercegovina 
would therefore not apply to this territory. On 21 December, the day after recognition had been 
applied for, the Serb Parliament in Bosnia decided to proclaim the areas where Bosnian Serbs 
constituted a majority a ‘Serb republic’ within Bosnia-Hercegovina, with effect from 14 January 
1992.1854 Apparently, the Bosnian Serbs did not want to lose any time. Only two days later, on 23 
December, Karadzic declared that Bosnia-Hercegovina no longer existed.1855 He expected that Bosnia’s 
declaration of independence would cost at least half a million lives.1856 Nor was the proclamation of the 
Serb Republic in Bosnia to wait until 14 January; it was proclaimed as early as 9 January 1992. This 
Bosnian Serb republic or ‘Republika Srpska’ considered itself entitled to 60 per cent of the Bosnian 
territory.1857

Dutch Counsellor of the Embassy Hasselman declared that, after the EC decision of 16 
December, a ‘timely arrival of, above all, a sufficiently strong’ UN peace force in Bosnia would be 
crucial to prevent bloodshed.

 

1858 The EC thought so too and pressed for the deployment of a 
preventive UN peace force in Bosnia.1859 This was indeed done through Van den Broek who was about 
to lay down the EC Presidency. On the next-to-last day of 1991, he consulted with his colleague De 
Deus Pinheiro in Portugal, the country that would take over the Presidency from the Netherlands two 
days later. Carrington and Vance were also attending. Again, Carrington urged the twelve member 
states to delay their recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina. However, Van den Broek had no intention of 
going back on the promised recognition. The Dutch Minister held that Serbia should not be rewarded 
for ‘faits accomplis’ and for holding Bosnia hostage. Besides, he thought it would not matter at all 
whether the Twelve recognized Bosnia if Milosevic really intended to cause trouble by trying to redraw 
Bosnia’s borders too.1860

                                                 

1851 Cf. Gied ten Berge and Mient Jan Faber, ‘EG-Ministers maken het nog bonter dan de Duitsers’ (EC Ministers make it 
even worse than the Germans did), de Volkskrant, 19/12/91. 

 Meanwhile impressed with the potential consequences for Yugoslavia of the 
decision on principle regarding recognition, he urgently asked his discussion partners again to ask for a 
UN peace force to be deployed in Bosnia-Hercegovina as soon as possible, as ‘otherwise the threat of 
another Croatia would become very real’. However, the Dutch Minister was told by those present that 

1852 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00402, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Bosnië-Herzegovina, Silajdzic to Van den Broek, 
20/12/91. 
1853 Gutman, Witness, p. 9. 
1854 Cekic, Aggression, p. 298. 
1855 Quoted in Eyal, Europe, p. 61. 
1856 Theo Engelen, ‘Serviërs in Bosnië willen hun republiek opdelen’ (Serbs in Bosnia want to split up their republic), 
23/12/91. 
1857 Sremac, War, p. 87. 
1858 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00402, Joegoslavië/Binnenlandse politiek/Bosnië-Herzegovina, Hasselman 454, 23/12/91. 
1859 EG wil VN-troepen in Bosnië-Herzegovina’ (EC want UN troops in Bosnia-Hercegovina), Trouw, 21/12/91; ‘EG wil 
snel VN-macht naar Bosnië sturen’ (EC wants to send UN forces to Bosnia soon), de Volkskrant, 21/12/91; Unclassified 
State Department report, annex 13. The Charge of the Light Blue Brigade: UNPROFOR First Deploys Fall-Winter 1992, p. 
1. 
1860 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00775, Van den Broek 64 to Lisbon Embassy, 31/12/91; Both, Indifference, p. 145. 
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the Serb government objected to a peace force, and the Security Council would not decide to deploy a 
force without the consent of Belgrade. The UN also feared that the establishment of a peace force in 
Bosnia would lead to requests for the same from Macedonia, Kosovo and Vojvodina, which could then 
not very well be refused, although such forces had better be deployed in ‘the real crisis areas’ the UN 
thought were in Croatia.1861 Vance had for several months stuck to the classic UN opinion that a peace 
force should be deployed only after a conflict has erupted and not before.1862

In his report to the Security Council of 5 January 1992, Boutros-Ghali, who had succeeded 
Perez de Cuellar as UN Secretary-General, held that ‘for now’ there was no reason to send peace forces 
to Bosnia-Hercegovina. For now, only observers were sent to the areas in Bosnia that bordered on 
Croatia. It seems that Vance did not want to endanger the arrangements made for Croatia by the 
stationing of peace forces in Bosnia-Hercegovina, which was so strongly opposed by Milosevic.

  

1863

On 15 January 1992, the EC recognized Slovenia and Croatia, although, according to the 
Badinter Commission, the latter had not offered sufficient guarantees with regard to the rights of 
minorities.

 

1864

The recognition of Macedonia did not meet with objections of the Badinter Commission.

 Germany was the only EC country to open embassies in Ljubljana and Zagreb right 
away, which amounted to nothing more difficult than granting a diplomatic status to the consulates 
general already there. Presently, 43 other countries followed the EC’s example. They did not include the 
United States. The Vatican needed no example and had already recognized the republics on 13 January. 

1865 
Contrary to Bosnia-Hercegovina, Macedonia had nothing to fear from Milosevic, who had expressed 
his contempt for Macedonia in the presence of Zimmermann in July 1991. ‘A nonentity’, the American 
Ambassador heard him say, ‘a detail, so insignificant that we don’t even need to worry about it. It will 
disintegrate. The Macedonian nationalists will gravitate toward Bulgaria, Macedonia’s Albanians will 
join Albania, and the rest of the Macedonians can stew in their own juices.’1866

However, Macedonia’s request for recognition was not complied with immediately because of 
the objections of Greece, which focused on the country’s name. Greek resistance would only end in the 
spring of 1993. Early in 1992, the Netherlands were even faced with a short-lived Greek trade boycott, 
as Van den Broek had been too eager to recognize Macedonia’s independence. 

 

Bosnia-Hercegovina would not be recognized immediately. The Badinter Arbitration 
Commission thought it not clear whether all sections of the population would be in favour of 
independence. The twelve EC countries would therefore await the outcome of the referendum 
recommended by the Badinter Commission.1867

The entire issue of recognition had become a terrible mess. The republics that basically met the 
requirements for recognition – i.e. Bosnia and Macedonia - were not recognized (yet). Croatia, although 
it did not guarantee protection of its Serb minority, was recognized, because the EC countries thought 
they could not fall out of step with Germany. The EC also disregarded the fact that the Croatian 
President Tudjman had repeatedly demonstrated his eagerness with regard to certain parts of Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Had the EC received any guarantees from Croatia that it would respect the independence 
of Bosnia it had desired so much for itself? 

 It is doubtful what the commission and the EC meant 
to achieve by a referendum. In previous months, it had become absolutely clear what the political 
parties in Bosnia thought and they received massive support from their ethnic followers.  

                                                 

1861 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00775, Van den Broek 64 to Lisbon Embassy, 31/12/91. Minister Van den Broek claims to have 
warned Vance twice that observers should be sent to Bosnia-Hercegovina which was likely to become the next target of 
Serb aggression, Leonard Ornstein, ‘Minister Van den Broek: ‘Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg'' 
(Minister Van den Broek: "Let's start with a warning shot"), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, p. 10. 
1862 Zimmerman, Ambassador, p. 16; also, Origins, p. 172. 
1863 Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 153. Cf. unclassified State Department report, annex 13. The Charge of the Light Blue Brigade: 
UNPROFOR First Deploys Fall-Winter 1992, p. 1. 
1864 Terrett, Dissolution, p. 164. 
1865 Terrett, Dissolution, p. 165. 
1866 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 150. 
1867 Terrett, Dissolution, p. 162. 
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Tudjman and Milosevic would later claim that the independence of Slovenia and Croatia 
triggered off a chain reaction. After all, what was granted to these territories could not be denied to 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. If Yugoslavia was allowed to break up, why not Bosnia – often called ‘small 
Yugoslavia’ because of its ethnically heterogeneous population – as well? This seemed an argument that 
supported the claims of a Greater Serbia and a Greater Croatia. However, Tudjman disregarded the fact 
that he himself refused to apply this argument to the areas in Croatia that were claimed by Serbs. 
Moreover, Milosevic refused to recognize the right of separation of the Albanians in Kosovo, a right he 
had assigned to the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia.  

Bonn’s expectation that the recognition of Croatia (and of Bosnia at a later date) would prevent 
further Serb aggression was totally unfounded and could certainly not be based on the reality 
represented by the former Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The fact that the war in Croatia came to an 
end was the result of the attitude adopted by the conflicting parties, not because Germany had 
supported recognition. Although the prospect of recognition might have made it easier for the 
government in Zagreb to accept the establishment of peace forces – which it had itself requested – on 
Croatian territory instead of along its borders.  

The war that should have been prevented was the war in Bosnia. Demanding a useless 
referendum before it would proceed to recognize Bosnia, the EC had afforded all the parties in Bosnia 
– Croats, Muslims and Serbs – time to prepare for the conflict. Florence Hartmann, a Frenchwoman, 
wrote: ‘The recognition of the Yugoslav republics, often described as premature, eventually came too 
late to prevent more bloodshed.’1868 Recognition as such had little to do with the outbreak of conflict in 
Bosnia. It would have made a difference if the countries that recognized Bosnia had been prepared to 
use military means to prevent a conflict. As both Hurd and Mitterrand had told the German 
government in early December: recognition would not affect the conflict in Yugoslavia if no troops 
were made available at the same time. And as Dumas had told Mitterrand on 3 December when they 
discussed the German insistence on recognition: ‘There was no miraculous solution for Yugoslavia as 
nobody was prepared to intervene militarily even then.’1869

12. The EC and the Dutch Presidency: an assessment  

 Given the lack of opportunity and 
willingness to intervene militarily, Bonn’s urge for recognition was the German version of ‘doing 
something’, or the ‘ethics of conviction’ (for an explanation of this term, see Chapter 1 of this section).  

In the introduction to this section, the importance of perceptions is explained: the Western perception 
of Yugoslavia and vice versa, the Dutch perception of international politics, the clarity of policy targets, 
the policy instruments including institutional capacity, the political will, the interaction between policy 
circuits, and policy timing. At this point in the report, we take stock of how the European Community, 
the most important actor in the first six months of the Yugoslav conflict, operated, focusing especially 
on the role of the Netherlands as President. 

The conclusion of this Chapter is that the West did not adequately assess the power of the 
actors it was dealing with in Yugoslavia. It was a delusion to continue pinning one’s hopes on the 
influence the federal government and presidency of Yugoslavia could wield in the summer of 1991. 
People such as Markovic and Mesic were of no real account anymore in June and July 1991. Nor was it 
very useful to help Mesic retain his position as President of the collective Federal Presidency. It is a 
miracle he lasted for five months, i.e. until 5 December when he retired with retroactive effect from 8 
October. There were few illusions about the actions of Milosevic, his staff and his confidants such as 
Jovic and Jovanovic. The EC was aware of their aspirations to a Greater Serbia. However, it was clear 
at the same time that no solution could leave out Serb leadership. Any other external actor would have 
been facing the same tensions. 

                                                 

1868 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 188. 
1869 Favier & Martin-Roland, Décennie, p. 245. 
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However, the EC did not realize that Milosevic actually did not set that much store by the ‘Serb’ 
areas in Croatia. Greater Serbia was no principle but a means to maintain power. The EC had more 
room for manoeuvring than it realized, but in the early stages of the conflict the Community did not 
fully recognize the cynicism of the Serb leading figure. 

Nor was the European Community sufficiently aware of the JNA’s true part. Initially, the 
twelve EC countries expected that the JNA would be prepared to accept the authority of the federal 
government. Later on, the JNA was too easily thought of as an extension of the Serb leadership. The 
EC did not understand the great tensions that were felt in the highest ranks of the JNA during the first 
months of the conflict about the question as to whether the army should try preserve the integrity of 
Yugoslavia or pursue the goal of a Greater Serbia. In other words, the JNA was a more or less 
independent factor manoeuvring between federal and Serb levels. It was unknown that the irresolute 
attitude of the army also caused major tensions with the Serb leadership. Later, Yugoslav Defence 
Minister Kadijevic would write slightingly: 

‘The high-ranking officials of the EC went through several stages in their 
attitude towards the army. The first consisted of their attempts to have Mesic 
appointed President of the Yugoslav Federal Presidency in order to gain control 
over the army, preventing it from being used to serve Serb interests or from 
following an independent course. During this time, EC officials who visited 
Yugoslavia did not even consider involving JNA officials in their talks.  

The second stage of the EC attitude towards Yugoslavia is characterized by the 
attempts to regain control over the army through the Federal Executive 
Council, i.e. Prime Minister Markovic’s attempts (…). The fact that these were 
entirely unconstitutional made it easier for us to thwart them. 

The third stage began when Mesic, Drnovsek, Tupurkovski and Bogicevic left 
the Federal Presidency and EC officials, refusing to recognize the ‘rump or Serb 
Presidency’ as they called it, decided to establish direct contact with the army. It 
was then that the EC encouraged the JNA to operate independently, although 
they had previously accused us of acting without permission of the civil 
authorities.’1870

Kadijevic even suggests that eventually the West would have been prepared to support the JNA if it 
brought down Milosevic. But the JNA did not do this.

 

1871

The fact that the JNA remained such an unknown factor to the Community was partly the 
result of Germany stressing in the early stages of the conflict that the Troika should not attribute a 
political role to the JNA.

  

1872

If possible, the EC had even less insight into the role played in the conflict by the paramilitary 
forces. First, it was not understood that they were not guerrilla forces but rather criminal elements 
using the regular army’s artillery. Secondly, it was often assumed that these gangs were not centrally 
organized, operating instead on their own, whereas in reality they followed the orders of the authorities. 
As a result of all these misconceptions, the member states had little inclination to intervene.  

 Unfamiliarity with the JNA also suited German policy. It made it possible 
to depict the JNA as a powerful panzered Goliath dealing brutally with a few small Davids. It was not 
sufficiently clear within the EC that the JNA was in fact seriously weakened by desertion. It had trouble 
filling its ranks and made little progress against weak opponents.  

                                                 

1870 Kadijevic, View, pp. 38-39. 
1871 Kadijevic, View, p. 91. 
1872 ABZ,DEU/ARA/00081. DEU; COREUs regarding the EPC position in the matter of Yugoslavia, June-September 
1991, COREU Bonn, 30/07/91, CPE/BON 370; Genscher, Erinnerungen, p. 943. 
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The EC was invariably late in identifying problem areas. At first, the Community focused on 
Slovenia although there were enough signs indicating that Milosevic was prepared to give up the area 
without much resistance. The EC response to the outbreak of hostilities in Croatia came too late 
although it had been imminent ever since the declaration of independence the year before. Then it was 
only after much vacillating that the ECMM obtained its mandate for Croatia while the attitude of the 
Dutch Foreign Ministry was not the best example of forcefulness. Subsequently, the EC failed to take 
the necessary steps to alleviate rapidly mounting tensions in Bosnia-Hercegovina although they had 
been noted. According to Both, the Dutch Presidency was temporarily out of touch with that reality. 

Although the ‘COREU’ (telegram to all EC capitals) sent by Director General for Political 
Affairs Van Walsum on 13 July may demonstrate a flawed assessment of the feasibility of the proposals 
set out in it, it did serve to clarify, a few weeks after the outbreak of the conflict in Yugoslavia, that the 
EC did not want to tamper with the republics’ borders. The one matter the EC intended to be adamant 
about if the republics gained more autonomy or even independence was the protection of the rights of 
minorities. Eventually, however, it mishandled the matter. The EC was unable to make arrangements 
for the Albanians in Kosovo or the Serbs in Croatia. Nor did it succeed in making it perfectly clear to 
Milosevic that the position of the Serbs in Croatia was inextricably linked to that of the Albanians in 
Kosovo. The Yugoslavia conference was really over the moment this was put to Milosevic. The 
protection of the rights of the Serbs came to nothing because of Bonn’s wish for an early recognition 
of Croatia. And obviously, the problem of the precarious position of the various ethnic groups in 
Bosnia was not solved by demanding a referendum that would sooner increase the tensions than 
remove them.  

A missed opportunity?  

‘Stage one: We say that nothing is going to happen.  

Stage two: We say that something might happen, but we should not 
get involved. 

Stage three: We say that we possibly ought to do something, but there 
is nothing we can do. 

Stage four: We say that perhaps it might have been possible to do 
something, but it is too late now anyway.’1873

When trying to realize its objectives without compromise, one of the greatest obstacles the EC had to 
cope with was the absence of a military component within the European Political Cooperation (EPC). 
In early September 1991, Delors compared the Community to an adolescent faced with an adult 
crisis.

 

1874 He said the crisis in Yugoslavia had probably come ten years too soon. Economic aid and 
recognition were the only instruments the EC had at its disposal. Ten years later, the EC might perhaps 
have been able to establish a peace force.1875 ‘The glaring contrast between the abundance of 
declarations issued by the twelve member states and their military non-existence has undoubtedly done 
much to encourage Milosevic to resort to violence, first in Croatia and then in Bosnia’, Van Walsum 
says looking back.1876

                                                 

1873 Prime Minister Jim Hacker in the television series Yes Prime Minister, quoted in Tromp, Verraad, p. 14. 

 However, given the attitudes adopted by Bonn, London and Rome, it is doubtful 
whether the EC could have deployed a military component effectively even if it had been available.  

1874 Cf. Eyal, Europe, pp. 71-72: ‘The European Community has tried to run before it could walk’. 
1875 William Drozdiak, ‘Lack of an Armed Option Limits EC’s Yugoslav Peace Initiative’, The Washington Post, 05/09/91. 
1876 ABZ, BZ 109. Van Walsum 33 to Van Mierlo, 26/01/98. 
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Nor were NATO or the WEU called to the fray during the first months of the conflict, 
although military experts feel they could have made a great difference with comparatively few 
means.1877 It has been asked why NATO was not put to action against JNA artillery during the siege of 
Vukovar. This was open terrain, unlike the later situation in Bosnia with its mountains and forests. 
Moreover, at this stage of the conflict there were no UN troops that could be taken hostage as a 
response to air strikes. But NATO argued that air strikes would not have sufficed and that none of the 
countries was prepared to deploy ground forces.1878

Western use of limited military means might also have prevented much bloodshed at the time 
of the shelling of Dubrovnik. American general John Galvin, the highest ranking NATO officer in 
Europe (‘SACEUR’ in military circles, or Supreme Allied Commander Europe) had made plans in 
anticipation of such a deployment, but President Bush, prompted by his military advisers, was against 
intervention.

 

1879 At a hearing of the American Congress, Galvin would later state that NATO air strikes 
could have put an end to the bombing of both Dubrovnik and Vukovar.1880

On 26 November 1991, the ECMM changed the usually factual character of its reports that 
reached the European capitals through the EC Presidency. ‘In the last analysis the JNA is a cowardly 
army, fighting for no recognisable principle, but largely for its own status and survival’, was one of the 
crucial statements. The report called attention to the JNA’s high degree of desertion and low morale. 
‘There is thus good reason to believe that selective show of force – to intimidate and hit the JNA in 
places where it hurts – can show its bluster and bluff.’ The suggestion was made to strike back against 
the ships that were bombing Dubrovnik and the batteries holding hospitals under fire.

 

1881 The report 
was leaked and the outspoken recommendation caused much commotion and irritation,1882 but nothing 
else. In the Netherlands, Bart Tromp wrote that he supported the ECMM’s point of view.1883

The notion must have appealed to Van Walsum as well. As a former artillerist, he was much 
angered by television shots of a Serb battery firing a village after which its soldiers did not try to get 
away as quickly as possible – as they usually do in a war in expectation of counter-fire – but instead 
stayed around smoking, perfectly at ease, having nothing to fear. He wanted the West at least to show 
that a price would have to be paid for such actions. During talks with the Ministry of Defence, he 
proposed bombing a military air base in Serbia as a retaliation against the artillery attacks on 
Vukovar,

  

1884

French General Jean Cot, UN Commander in the former republic of Yugoslavia from July 1993 
to March 1994, would later write he was convinced that the Serbs might have been stopped in October 
1991, if three ships, three dozen aircraft and 3,000 troops had been deployed at Dubrovnik and 
Vukovar as a clear indication of EC determination.

 but the answer was that military action without access to ground forces was not possible.  

1885 He was not the only one to think so at the time, 
nor is he now.1886

                                                 

1877 Cf. Jakobsen, ‘Multilateralism’, p. 374; S.L. Woodward, ‘Redrawing Borders in a Period of Systemic Transition’, 
Esman/Telhami (eds.) Organizations, p. 222. 

 Shortly after laying down the office of Deputy Secretary of State early in 1993, 

1878 Owen, Breakup, p. 38. 
1879 Zimmermann, Ambassador, p. 14; also, Origins, p. 158; F. Stephen Larrabee, ‘US Policy in the Balkans: From Containment 
to Strategic Reengagement’, Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), Crises, pp. 281 and 294 n. 21; Anthony Lewis, ‘War Crimes’, 
Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, pp. 60-61. 
1880 Tromp, Verraad, p. 208. 
1881 ABZ, DEU/ARA/03308. COREU from the EC Presidency, 03/12/91, cpe/pres/hag 1662. 
1882 Cf. ABZ, DEU/ARA/03308, De Vos van Steenwijk (Ottawa) 177 to Van den Broek, 05/12/91; ‘EG-waarnemers: 
federale leger heeft gemoord’ (EC observers: federal army has committed murder), Trouw, 03/12/91; ‘Joegoslavisch leger 
moordt en brandschat’ (Yugoslav army kills and plunders), NRC Handelsblad, 03/12/91; ‘Joegoslavisch leger walste dorpen 
plat’ (Yugoslav army razed villages to the ground), de Volkskrant, 03/12/91. 
1883 Tromp, Verraad, p. 26 (11/12/91). 
1884 Interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. 
1885 Quoted in: Van Eekelen, Security, p. 142. 
1886 Cf. Bertram, ‘Diplomacy’, p. 79; Callahan, Wars, pp. 101 and 237; E.A. Hammel, ‘Lessons from the Yugoslav Labyrinth’, 
Halpern & Kideckel (eds.), Neighbors, pp. 34-35; Michael Ignatieff, ‘Introduction: Virtue by Proxy’, Danchev & Halverson 
(eds.), Perspectives, p. xvii; Newhouse, ‘Round’, p. 64; Simms, Hour, p. 98; J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Joegoslavië, een typisch geval van 
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Eagleburger said that in the summer and autumn of 1991 there had been opportunities for the West to 
intervene with comparatively few means, which would have stopped the tragedy from unfolding.1887 At 
the time of the Dubrovnik bombings, WEU Secretary-General Van Eekelen proposed sending navy 
vessels to the besieged city. Paris and Washington were willing, but the United Kingdom was not1888 
and so it did not come off. Holbrooke, as well, would later hold the view that NATO should have been 
put to action in 1991 or 1992.1889

Indeed, there was ample opportunity to chase away the besiegers from Dubrovnik and 
Vukovar. It may well be asked whether such a successful action of western ships and aircraft would 
have put an end to Serb aggression in general.

 

1890 It seems, however, that a few sharp military blows 
might have curbed the violence. As regards timing, October and November 1991 might still have 
afforded an opportunity to intervene with comparatively few military means, as in those first months of 
the conflict the Milosevic regime appears to have been very much impressed by the intervention power 
displayed by the West against Iraq.1891 Petar Lukovic, vice editor of Vreme in Yugoslavia, was also 
convinced that a western military intervention in 1991, when the front line stretched no more than fifty 
kilometres would, ‘in twenty-four hours (...) have scared the shit out of Milosevic’s army or the 
Croatian army or anybody’.1892

The EC not only lacked a military instrument, but also a central body to assess and set out a 
policy for the crisis, i.e. an integrated crisis control centre to deal with the conflict in Yugoslavia. 
Regular meetings of officials (the Political Committee, Coreper and the ad hoc group) about Yugoslavia 
could not make up for that. Political analysis of the situation in Yugoslavia continued to take place on a 
national level. The most important system for information exchange was the COREU network. That 
EC and EPS analysis mostly depended on a rotating presidency that always needed time to settle in 
seems amateur. In this respect, the Netherlands even had the advantage of having acted on behalf of 
EC President Luxembourg in Belgrade during the first six months of 1991.  

  

Press comments in the period of the Dutch EC Presidency  

As will become apparent later on, the press were often held responsible for the eagerness of Dutch 
politicians to dive into the Yugoslavia issue. The following demonstrates that there was not that much 
enthusiasm in the first six months of the war and that the Dutch press rather advised politicians not to 
get involved than otherwise.  

According to the Dutch weekly Vrij Nederland, the EC Presidency made Van den Broek more 
enemies than friends, mostly because of Black Monday and the arguments with Germany about 
Yugoslavia.1893 Especially abroad, the Dutch Presidency was judged very negatively. The French 
newspaper Le Monde stated that this presidency was unanimously considered ‘the most disastrous in the 
entire EC history.’1894

                                                                                                                                                                  

‘te weinig’ en ‘te laat’’, Armex, 78(1994)1 p. 25; Secretary-General of the Austrian Foreign Ministry, Albert Rohan, quoted in 
Mock (Hg.), Balkan-Dossier, p. 108. 

 We already pointed out how harshly Van den Broek was criticized, not only by 
Genscher but also by the German press. Criticism usually focused on his lack of knowledge about the 
situation in Yugoslavia, which incidentally he himself did not consider a shortcoming at all. It was 

1887 Don Oberdorfer, ‘A Bloody Failure in the Balkans’, The Washington Post, 08/02/93. 
1888 Alain van der Horst, ‘We moeten onze tanden laten zien’ (We should show our teeth), HP/De Tijd, 23/06/93, p. 28; 
Cohen, Bonds, p. 234. 
1889 Cohen, Serpent, p. 157. 
1890 Cf. David C. Gompert, ‘The United States and Yugoslavia’s Wars’, Ullman (ed.), World, p. 129. 
1891 Philip J. Cohen, ‘Ending the war and securing peace in former Yugoslavia’, Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, p. 41. 
1892 Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 122. 
1893 Leonard Ornstein & Max van Weezel, ‘Van den Broek kan de wereld weer aan, dartel als een veulen’(Van den Broek, 
frolicsome like a foal, able to face the world again), Vrij Nederland, 11/04/92. 
1894 Quoted in Philip Freriks, ‘Actie Dumas heeft diepere achtergrond’ (There is more to Dumas’ action), de Volkskrant, 
10/10/91. 
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especially his harsh attitude towards Croatia that led to him being described by a German academic 
publication in 2000 as ‘professionally incompetent and, in this matter, partial to the Serbs’.1895 The 
Germans also thought the EC President was quick to take offence. ‘Generally speaking, the Dutch 
Presidency was not very competent, which made it very sensitive to criticism and correction of the 
other EC members’1896 According to some, this did not only apply to the Minister alone. At the time, 
the culture of the Dutch Foreign Ministry was described by Hans Moleman in De Volkskrant as ‘a 
curious mixture of pride and brisk ingenuousness’.1897

Still, there was not only criticism. Van den Broek was praised by Delors who said the Dutch 
Presidency had shown understanding of the Yugoslav problem and had unwaveringly tried to find 
solutions whenever obstacles presented themselves. At the same time, however, he concluded that the 
targets – protection of human rights, democracy, no recognition of borders that were redrawn after the 
use of violence and recognition of the right to self-determination of the Yugoslav peoples – were 
incompatible.

 

1898

Criticism of the Dutch EC Presidency not only originated abroad. At home, newspaper NRC 
Handelsblad monitored general EC policy very closely, and the Dutch Presidency in particular. Several 
matters were criticized. The Presidency’s policy was labelled unrealistic, at least inappropriate for 
Yugoslavia. ‘There seem to be two Yugoslavia’s: one where the parties are butchering one another and 
at best drive civilians into shelters, and another where diplomats are meeting and observers are deemed 
to travel about’, was the editorial comment in NRC Handelsblad of 18 September 1991.

 Under the direction of Van den Broek, the EC had taken some new initiatives, such as 
sending observers to the area and organizing a Yugoslavia conference. The Troika had been actively 
engaged in shuttle diplomacy. And, in spite of differences of opinion, Van den Broek had successfully 
preserved a consensus in the matter of Yugoslavia. 

1899 According to 
the paper, this lack of realism also stemmed from the Dutch inclination for consensus. In the case of 
Yugoslavia, this was meant to lead to impartiality: Croatia was as guilty as Serbia and incidents such as 
the Croats opening fire on Wijnaendts’s helicopter were seized on to maintain the balance.1900 The 
Dutch government knew nothing about Yugoslavia and relied for too long on the federal government, 
although it held no real power anymore, said columnist J.L. Heldring.1901

Secondly, the lack of objectives and vision was denounced. NRC Handelsblad observed that the 
Serbs had taken advantage of the fact that the EC had not sufficiently thought through its actions in 
advance.

  

1902 There was general criticism that Van den Broek’s actions lacked vision. During the first 
weeks of his official involvement in the Yugoslav issue, Van den Broek demonstrated great diligence. 
However, it could not be denied that his actions did not seem to spring from a thorough assessment of 
underlying reasons and relations. Nor were there any clear objectives. Even his own party criticized 
Van den Broek’s policy for its lack of vision with regard to Yugoslavia during the EC Presidency.1903

Most actions were motivated by the aim to bring about ceasefires that were broken before the 
ink on the agreement had dried and gave rise to unrealistic expectations.

 

1904

                                                 

1895 Zeitler, Rolle, p. 148. 

 Jan Tromp commented in 
De Volkskrant that Van den Broek should not have ‘set himself up as a self-important would-be 

1896 Zeitler, Rolle, pp. 162-163. 
1897 Hans Moleman, ‘Aperots maakt er het beste van’ (Foreign Ministry makes the best of it), de Volkskrant, 12/10/91. 
1898 ‘Delors: v. Broek goed in kwestie Joegoslavië’ (Delors: "Van den Broek knows how to deal with Yugoslavia”), NRC 
Handelsblad, 23/10/91. 
1899 ‘De vrede van Igalo’ (The peace of Igalo), NRC Handelsblad, 18/09/91. 
1900 ‘De vrede van Igalo’, NRC Handelsblad, 18/09/91. 
1901 Cf. J.L. Heldring, ‘De kop van Jut’ (Try your strength), NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/91. 
1902 ‘Een dubbele tragedie’ (Double tragedy), editorial, NRC Handelsblad, 10/09/91. 
1903 Olaf van Boetzelaer, ‘EG-politiek in Joegoslavië baseerde zich op onvoldragen analyse’ (EC politics in Yugoslavia were 
based on lack of analysis), CD/Actueel, 11(1991)(23 November) p. 20. 
1904 Cf. Maarten Lak, ‘The involvement of the European Community in the Yugoslav crisis during 1991’, Van den Heuvel & 
Siccama (eds.), Disintegration, p. 182. 
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general’.1905 Serb Foreign Minister Jovanovic also stressed the fact that Van den Broek’s attitude of 
prominence in Yugoslavia not only stemmed from the presidency: ‘Van den Broek was the most 
ambitious to be visible.’1906 This would soon affect his reputation.1907

An editorial comment in NRC Handelsblad at the end of August 1991 raised the question 
whether Van den Broek had not thrown himself too enthusiastically on the matter of Yugoslavia: ‘His 
staff – if it had had the necessary knowledge of the region’s psychology and history – might have 
prevented him from taking this fresh approach to crisis management, in a region the Netherlands were 
so unfamiliar with.’

 Van den Broek’s image was 
damaged as there was something ridiculous about announcements of solutions that were invariably 
followed by another breaking of the truce.  

1908 However, Hans Oversloot, Political Science professor at Leiden University, 
stated in Trouw that the departmental staff should not be the first to blame. Minister Van den Broek 
himself had been neglecting his Eastern European advisers for years.1909

Shortly after Van den Broek’s proposal of a WEU peace force that had not been well thought-
out, NRC Handelsblad editor Frits Schaling wondered if the Dutch EC Presidency might be suffering 
from hyperventilation. His criticism mainly focused on the Dutch draft treaty for the European 
Political Union, but did not fail to mention the unsuccessful attempts to end the Yugoslav conflict.

 

1910

‘The only solution in the matter of Yugoslavia is to wait until the chaos, 
confusion and tragedy have become intolerable. This may seem to be in bitter 
contrast with the harrowing television images, but up to now, pseudo actions 
and good intentions have caused more damage than the Netherlands can 
bear.’

 
According to NRC Handelsblad, Van den Broek’s actions in the matter of Yugoslavia became 
‘increasingly embarrassing’. In an in-depth analysis, the editor said that the Minister had allowed himself 
to be used ‘as a miner’s canary’ by the EC member states: ‘without protection, without means of power, 
without compassion.’ This was partly caused by his insufficient understanding of the historic and 
psychological factors in the Balkans and the fact that the Netherlands appeared to be lacking direction 
without the coordination of the US. The commentator concluded that not only Van den Broek’s 
reputation had been damaged but that of the Netherlands also: 

1911

After Carrington’s decision to postpone the Yugoslavia conference early in November, the editorial 
comment said: ‘This showed an unexpected sense of reality; the series of ceasefires and threats uttered 
by the Community were starting to verge on the ridiculous.’ The commentator concluded that the EC 
had bitten off more than it could chew with Yugoslavia.

 

1912

The third point of criticism was the awkward position held by the Dutch Presidency in its 
relation with the Bonn-Paris axis, which relation had by the end of August recovered from a short 
rupture during the first two months of the Yugoslav conflict. NRC Handelsblad admitted it was hard for 
the Minister to secure a position between Bonn and Paris, but also wondered ‘what the Netherlands 
would gain by such a Presidency, if it did nothing but display the country’s irrelevance time and 

 

                                                 

1905 Jan Tromp, ‘Van den Broek had geen Minister meer moeten willen wezen’ (Van den Broek should not have wanted to 
be a Minister anymore), de Volkskrant, 08/10/91. 
1906 Interview Jovanovic, 14/09/01. 
1907 Cf. Bertrand de Largentaye, ‘The Role of the European Community’, Palau & Kumar (eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, p. 33. 
1908 ‘Bijbaantje’ (Job on the side), NRC Handelsblad, 30/08/91. 
1909 Hans Oversloot, ‘Van den Broek en de fictie van Nederlands Oost-Europa beleid’ (Van den Broek and the fiction of a 
Dutch Eastern-Europe policy), Trouw, 18/09/91. 
1910 Frits Schaling, ‘Nederland hyperventileert als voorzitter van de EG’ (The Netherlands is hyperventilating as EC 
President), NRC Handelsblad, 21/09/91. 
1911 ‘Van den Broek’, NRC Handelsblad, 23/09/91. 
1912 ‘Vier maanden later’ (Four months later), NRC Handelsblad, 06/11/91. 
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again’.1913 Moreover, Van den Broek could be blamed for not having developed a personal rapport with 
his German and French colleagues.1914

Finally, criticism concerned the fact that the EC did not have the means required to deal with 
the crisis in Yugoslavia properly. According to NRC Handelsblad, a solution could only be reached if the 
Serb occupation of areas in Croatia had been brought to an end by military means. Peacekeeping was 
not sufficient – only peace-enforcement would enable a return to the status quo ante. As long as the EC 
was unable to intervene militarily, it had better ‘get out of the adventure quickly’ and free itself of ‘this 
dead-end job’.

 

1915

Peter Michielsen, in particular, sharply criticised the EC’s actions in NRC Handelsblad, 
describing them as too late, half-hearted and unrealistic.

 

1916

‘It might have done some good. Instead, the EC thought it could put an end to a 
bloody vendetta by addressing the heads of the family in a fatherly and 
admonishing manner –a dialogue that unfolded on several levels and, contrary 
to what the Hague may think, did not earn the Dutch any praises but mostly 
scorn, damaging the reputations of both the Netherlands and the EC.’

 In his opinion, the EC should either have 
stayed out of the conflict as much as possible or assume a firmer attitude by immediately imposing 
sanctions on Serbia and recognizing Croatia and Slovenia.  

1917

He thought ‘the EC would not be able to end the war as long as the rapacious warlords in the region 
managed to find ample reason to continue it’. He reproached EC politicians for ‘the useless farce of 
their calls for peace and their statements’. Faced with the inflexible determination of the Serbs to 
occupy ‘their’ territory in Croatia, they could achieve nothing with their ‘international code of 
behaviour and social conventions, which, being based on voluntariness, agreement and consensus, were 
quite useless in Yugoslavia.’

  

1918 Treading on the Yugoslav ‘minefield’ would sooner lead to an increase 
of violence than bring about the intended peace.1919 ‘After all, despite their good intentions, the 
attempts made by the EC have only increased the mutual embitterment, hatred and distrust and 
tarnished the image of the EC and the EC protagonists, and that of Minister Van den Broek in 
particular.’1920

All his warnings that interference from abroad, however well-intentioned, would have a 
contrary effect on the conflict in Yugoslavia made it even more remarkable that, on the last day of the 
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year 1991, Michielsen and Elsbeth Etty co-wrote an article bearing the title ‘European action for peace 
is what Yugoslavia needs’.1921

Apparently, the article resulted from frustration about the lack of interest for the war. Its tone 
was emotional and concluded by saying:  

 This article is discussed in detail in the Wieten appendix to this report.  

‘perhaps something might be achieved if a great number of peace activists were 
to appear on the battlefield. A well-organized action for peace, for example with 
international peace brigades or peace camps established between the 
contending parties, might convince both the Serbs and the Croats of the 
seriousness of Europe’s desire that the conflict should end.’1922

The article was in line with the article of journalists Anet Bleich and Ewoud Nysingh that appeared in 
De Volkskrant on the same day. The latter had a similar tone and content and also called for ‘a 
European action for peace organized by concerned citizens that could make it clear to the contending 
parties that the times of war in Europe were over.’

 

1923

Mient Jan Faber, general secretary of the Interchurch Peace Council or IKV, replied that his 
organization had already discussed the idea of an international peace brigade in July 1991, ‘together 
with our Yugoslav friends’, but putting the plan to work ‘had to date proven impossible because of the 
war’. Referring to a range of mostly small-scale activities, he pointed out that he and others were 
already ‘working themselves to death’ trying to put a stop to the war in Yugoslavia. He regretted the 
fact that these activities had not received any press coverage nor had they induced the Foreign Ministry 
or the Ministry of Defence to grant him any subsidies.

 Both articles called for the existing Dutch peace 
movement – that had once managed to mobilize hundreds of thousands of people to protest against 
nuclear missiles – to come out of hiding. It was at this point an unusual call for intervention, all the 
more so as it was published by NRC Handelsblad.  

1924

The editorial comment in Trouw hardly ever dealt with foreign affairs, but even this newspaper 
now commented that the EC policy did not accomplish much: ‘Whether the EC likes it or not, the 
Yugoslav leaders (and Serb President Milosevic in particular) will do what they want.’

 

1925 The EC had 
failed the ‘Yugoslavia’ exam.1926 R.C.R. Siekmann, who works for the T.M.C. Asser Instituut voor 
Internationaal Recht (Asser Institute for International Law) in the Hague, regularly contributed to the 
editorial page of the Trouw newspaper. In September, he said that the EC and WEU had proven 
powerless in the Yugoslav crisis. The time for diplomatic mediation was over. Force was required now, 
which was ‘no business for the EC’. Though he doubted whether the UN, the proper organization to 
take such actions, would proceed to use force.1927 Without it, actions of both the EC and the UN would 
be mere rituals. Like Peter Michielsen in NRC Handelsblad, Siekmann perceived a contrast between the 
EC’s ‘diplomatic fantasies’ and ‘thinking along abstract lines’ on the one hand and grim reality in the 
former federal republic of Yugoslavia on the other.1928

                                                 

1921 NRC Handelsblad, 31/12/91. 

 

1922 NRC Handelsblad, 31/12/91. 
1923 Anet Bleich & Ewoud Nysingh, ‘Joegoslavische oorlog schreeuwt om actie van burgers’ (Yugoslav war cries out for 
citizens’ action), de Volkskrant, 31/12/91. 
1924 Mient Jan Faber, ‘Juist de media laten het afweten in Joegoslavië’ (It is the press that is failing in Yugoslavia), de 
Volkskrant, 03/01/92. Also cf. ‘Media lijden aan beeldversmalling over de oorlog’ (The media's coverage of the war is 
insufficient), NRC Handelsblad, 07/01/92. 
1925 ‘De EG en Joegoslavië’ (The EC and Yugoslavia), Trouw, 05/09/91. 
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boekje te buiten’ (EC is overstepping the mark), Trouw, 13/09/91. 
1928 R.C.R. Siekmann, ‘Rituele diplomatie’ (Ritual diplomacy), Trouw, 10/10/91. 
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Herman Verbeek, a member of the Green party of the European Parliament, said in Trouw that 
the EC had overestimated itself in the Yugoslavian conflict: 

‘Minister Van den Broek was not to be envied. As acting chairman of the 
European Council, he was ordered to go to Yugoslavia, which he was happy to 
do. He went there four times – four times he was treated like a boxing ball. The 
Dutch Minister is unfamiliar with Yugoslavia, lacks the experience of operating 
within such an intricate political web and makes all the mistakes a junior 
diplomat would make. The pompous tone, the bragging in the press, the blind 
and consistent prejudice against the Serbs – he was the perfect tool for 
politicians in Yugoslavia.’1929

Although the unusual editorial comment in Trouw of 16 October could sympathize with those who 
thought that the fighting in Yugoslavia should be allowed to go on until common sense prevailed, the 
commentator ‘had much more sympathy for and was even in awe of’ the continuing attempts of the 
EC and Van den Broek to find a solution at the negotiation table: ‘No matter how exhausting, the most 
sensible course to take is to negotiate until you drop. Hoping the miserable despondency of the 
smoking battlefield would gradually leave its traces at the negotiation table too.’

 

1930 In a Trouw interview, 
Voorhoeve said the EC had done about all it could do. He attributed the fact that nothing more was 
done to the UN and NATO being unwilling to take any action. Nor did he have the impression that 
Dumas, Genscher or Hurd would have done much better than Van den Broek as EC President.1931

The first debate about Yugoslavia, and EC policy in particular, unfolded in the opinion pages of 
Trouw. In their contribution to this section, Doeke Eisma, a member of parliament for the D66 party, 
and party worker Bob de Ruiter defended the EC policy against increasing criticism. They understood 
why the Community had not yet imposed sanctions against Serbia: negotiations with Serbia were 
forthcoming. According to them, it was only logical that Croatia and Slovenia had not been recognized 
yet – secession should not be made too easy. True, the EC might sometimes be in two minds about 
things or even inconsistent, but the authors considered EC policy a way of ‘pumping the brakes’ ‘to 
prevent getting into a skid it would be impossible to get out of’.

  

1932 Heleen Bakker and Mark van 
Barschot, international secretary and national leader of the Young Democrats respectively, did not 
agree with the senior democrats at all. They criticized the EC for having supported the party that was 
most guilty, i.e. Serbia, by insisting on the preservation of Yugoslavia’s unity for far too long, while 
Serbia continued the aggression. In their view, the EC should recognize Croatia and be prepared to 
guarantee its independence at the same time.1933 Jan Emck, a member of the IKV, criticized the Young 
Democrats, saying that the EC had no other choice than to pursue an ‘ad hoc zigzag policy’1934 as long 
as it was unclear whether the international community of the 1990s would, with regard to countries that 
were splitting up, prefer the establishment of ethnically homogeneous areas to the preservation of the 
internal frontiers. The ‘ill-fated decision’ of the EC to proceed to recognition induced IKV member 
Laurens Hogebrink to a diatribe against the EC. Apparently, the unity of the twelve member states was 
considered more important than the reality in Yugoslavia, where the decision to recognize the republics 
would threaten the safety of areas that had not been drawn into the war so far.1935
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Koen Koch attacked the EC policy in De Volkskrant: intentions were good, but the outcome 
had a contrary effect.1936 However, De Volkskrant readers would in general encounter more sympathy 
and appreciation for the EC, and more confidence that it could help find a solution to the problems 
than the readers of NRC Handelsblad or Trouw. The EC should at least be praised for its ‘courage’.1937 
After the war in Croatia had escalated in the first half of September, the editor of De Volkskrant 
commented that the EC should not be ashamed to admit that it ought to hand the matter over to the 
UN for lack of military means and the absence of a truly uniform foreign policy.1938 After the UN had 
brought about a ceasefire, the EC would get a second chance to show its true worth ‘as an honest 
mediator’.1939 Whereas Trouw called Van den Broek’s middle of September proposal to deploy a WEU 
force ‘an act of desperation’1940, the editor of De Volkskrant called it ‘a solution’1941. The latter paper 
thought it ‘inappropriate’ to scorn the laborious attempts of Van den Broek and Carrington to solve the 
issue of Yugoslavia.1942 However, by the middle of October, the editor, ‘with all due respect for Van 
den Broek’s striving for peace in the Balkans’, wondered ‘whether his concept of a political solution 
had anything to do with reality.’ The paper was unable to understand why the Minister expected the 
political issue to be solved within two months, although this had proven impossible in the previous 
three months. In fact, the situation had only become worse.1943

On the other hand, De Volkskrant did not think the Yugoslavia conference had been altogether 
useless when Carrington was forced to postpone it in November. After all, ‘a coherent EC peace plan 
had now been drawn up, which afforded all the parties a reasonable way out of the conflict’. If 
Milosevic did not want to accept the plan, the EC was justified in imposing sanctions against Serbia.

  

1944 
And although the EC actions in Yugoslavia ‘had not exactly been an unqualified success’, ‘it is better to 
do something than nothing at all’. After the Yugoslavia conference had been postponed and the EC 
would have no other option than to hand the matter over to the UN, that ‘something’ would, for the 
time being, be limited to humanitarian aid. None of the European countries would be willing to fight 
side by side with the Croatians: ‘The Balkan war is not a Hollywood movie with “good guys and bad 
guys”. They cannot be distinguished along ethnic lines in Yugoslavia.’1945

13. Conclusion: The role of the Dutch EC Presidency with regard to the conflict  

 

Reviewing the role of Van den Broek with regard to the issue of Yugoslavia, it is clear that the first 
weeks seemed to be characterized by much promptness of action resulting from a great sense of 
responsibility. Yugoslavia was the EC’s test case: would the Community be able to manage a crisis? 
There is no doubt whatsoever that it was not easy for the Dutch Presidency. It had to cope with an 
internal ‘great power Cooperation with a multilateral face’1946
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Europeans, incapable of united action, guided by separate historical and cultural temperaments’1947

Early in September, Van den Broek seemed to achieve something after all by having Milosevic 
agree to the deployment of observers in Croatia and persuading the Serb head of state to participate in 
the conference at the Hague, but it is more likely that these were the results of the political ‘massage’ 
Mitterrand had been giving the Serb leader for two days. Then, at the time of the Yugoslav conference, 
the initiative was taken from him almost completely.  

. In 
Yugoslavia itself, Van den Broek found the negotiating parties to be so unreliable that he was unable to 
respond to it adequately, and this caused him to lose heart very quickly. After his disappointment in 
Belgrade at the beginning of August, which he was unable to hide sufficiently from the press, he was no 
longer the international protagonist. Other ran off with that role within five weeks, which was not so 
bad in itself, but Van den Broek found it hard to deal with.  

By the end of August, the Bonn-Paris axis had recovered from its breakdown, but Van den 
Broek did not know how to turn this to his advantage. On the contrary, he felt he was constantly 
crossed by it. In September, Van den Broek was engaged in a number of - not very salutary - fights with 
Minister Genscher. The failure of the WEU peace force proposal was Van den Broek’s swan song. The 
increasingly important role of the UN as of the end of September was something of a relief to the EC 
and, apparently, even to Van den Broek himself.1948 ‘It seems it is still difficult for us to admit that 
Eastern European history is not written by the West and that our possibilities to turn the tide are 
limited.’1949

Van den Broek had learned his lesson the hard way. The notion that a solution could be found 
for the region if only unity were preserved in Brussels was repeatedly proven wrong during the Dutch 
EC Presidency. Meanwhile, the opportunity for an early military invention had been lost. At an early 
stage of the conflict, Fietelaars had written that events that took six months to happen in Croatia would 
only take a week in Bosnia. The West would not be afforded enough time to intervene. When it 
happened, the West was indeed still focusing on the former conflict, i.e. the one involving Croatia.

  

1950

Meanwhile, Van den Broek had thrown himself with much dedication on the matter of 
Yugoslavia. In early October 1991, an official of the Foreign Ministry said:  

 

‘Right from the start, we at the Ministry have been aware that, as EC President, 
we were the very last ones that could say: let the citizens of Yugoslavia fend for 
themselves. Although this attitude was perceived in some other countries: let 
them battle it out, there is nothing we can do about it.’1951

The more or less accidental involvement of the Netherlands in the Yugoslavia crisis in the beginning 
had developed into an emotional involvement of politicians and political staff, which they found it hard 
to extricate themselves from afterwards. Van den Broek’s actions had earned him a reputation for 
decisiveness abroad, even if his energy was not always properly targeted. But the self-righteousness of 
Dutch politicians began to cause irritation. The blame was entirely political – the government had given 
Van den Broek free rein and Parliament was applauding his actions. And what about the press? They 
criticized him and issued warnings. 
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Chapter 4 
UNPROFOR and the Dutch contribution 

1. United Nations peace operations: peacekeeping and peace-enforcing 

Although the regimes in Belgrade and Zagreb had expressed their desire for a United Nations 
peacekeeping force as early as November 1991, it was not until early 1992 that UN peacekeeping 
troops were actually deployed in Croatia. There were several reasons for this. Firstly the UN wanted a 
clear signal that a truce would hold this time. Secondly it had to be clear that not only the governments 
of Tudjman and Milosevic but also the Croatian Serbs would agree to the presence of UN 
peacekeepers. Finally, the UN needed time to reach a decision and to implement it accordingly. 

On 2 January 1992 the UN envoy Cyrus Vance brought about a ceasefire in Croatia. This was 
now the 15th truce but this time it held through the following months, notwithstanding regular 
skirmishes. Six days after the ceasefire agreement the Security Council resolved to send 50 military 
liaison officers to oversee the maintenance of the truce (Resolution 727). In this capacity they were to 
work closely with the ECMM, the monitoring mission of the EC. Furthermore the liaison officers were 
to serve as quartermasters (military personnel making advance preparations) for a possible 
peacekeeping force. 

Following the end of the Cold War it seemed that the changed international climate would also 
create new opportunities for the United Nations. Almost since its creation by the Allies in 1945, at the 
end of the Second World War, the global organization had had difficulties with the realization of its 
central aim: the promotion and maintenance of peace. This was due to the enmity between the Soviet 
Union and the United States. These two major powers, like the other three permanent members of the 
Security Council (China, France and the United Kingdom) held the power of veto. By means of a 
dissenting vote the two superpowers were able to paralyze the decision-making process in this vital 
body of the UN, which worked for peace and security throughout the world. At the inception of the 
United Nations it was envisaged that a Military Staff Committee would bring together the permanent 
members of the Security Council to cooperate in the strategic leadership of troops supplied to the 
international organization. In practice, however, this committee never really got off the ground.  

The option of dispatching peacekeeping missions by the United Nations was created more or 
less in spite of the UN Charter and the impasse between the superpowers. Peacekeeping missions were 
fully in line neither with Chapter VI of the Charter, which contained provisions for traditional forms of 
dispute settlement such as mediation or fact-finding, nor with Chapter VII, which provided only for 
purely military or ‘green’ operations intended to maintain international peace and security. 

Thus the latter form of action, known as peace-enforcement, did indeed permit the use of 
force. Such operations, for instance, had been conducted in 1950 when North Korean troops invaded 
South Korea, and in 1991 after Iraq had occupied Kuwait. Generally speaking the Security Council had 
baulked at such actions. During the Cold War the major power blocks were not prepared to intervene 
in each other’s spheres of influence, but even outside these areas they remained highly cautious. No 
military action was taken, for instance, during the genocide that was carried out in Cambodia under the 
regime of Pol Pot. 

It had become traditional in peacekeeping that three conditions should be met. The involved 
parties should agree to the deployment of UN troops; there should be a ceasefire; and the UN troops 
should only use their (light) weapons for self-defence. In such situations the UN troops usually created 
a buffer zone between the parties in conflict, while attempts were made to initiate and successfully 
conclude peace talks between the former warring factions. But the UN blue helmets did not guarantee 
peace. Peacekeeping operations could last decades, as became evident in the case of the force deployed 
to separate the military parties in Cyprus in 1964. 
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As it was assumed that the former parties to the conflict would in principle observe the 
ceasefire, such UN forces were generally small in size. The peacekeepers often acted more as observers 
than as real peacekeepers. They did not intervene in the internal affairs of the host country. As such 
peacekeeping operations were actually situated halfway between Chapters VI (peacemaking) and VII 
(peace-enforcing) of the UN Charter, they were christened ‘chapter six-and-a-half operations’ by Dag 
Hammarskjöld, the UN Secretary-General of the time.1952

The UN had initiated the first peacekeeping operation in May 1948. It was intended to support 
the ceasefire between Israel and the Arab countries: the United Nations Truce Observation 
Organization, the UNTSO. From 1948 onwards this UN observer organization monitored the ceasefire 
lines between Israel and its neighbours. The body still consisted of military observers only. The first 
operation involving peacekeeping troops dates from 1956, when UN troops were deployed in response 
to the Suez crisis. During the Cold War era the peacekeeping forces were almost always supplied by 
smaller and non-aligned countries. The states with a permanent seat on the Security Council usually did 
not contribute troops. In the years up to 1978, 13 such peacekeeping operations took place – and not 
one in the ten years that followed. 

 

A certain degree of resignation arose regarding the long duration and lack of perspective that 
sometimes accompanied peacekeeping operations, such as those in Cyprus and in Lebanon. Above all 
the operation conducted by UNIFIL (United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon) led to considerable 
doubts about the usefulness of peacekeeping operations. In this case the use of peacekeeping troops 
had not been based on prior agreement by the parties in conflict. The mandate was unrealistic: UNIFIL 
was supposed to intervene between the parties; if necessary to motivate the Israeli troops to 
withdrawal, and to restore the authority of the Lebanese government in Southern Lebanon. And all this 
without the use of force. When Israeli troops invaded Lebanon in June 1982 and the UN troops could 
do little else than record this invasion, many regarded this as the definitive fiasco for UNIFIL. Many of 
the problems experienced by UNIFIL in Lebanon were to be repeated in Yugoslavia at the start of the 
1990s. 

At the end of the 1980s, as the Cold War evaporated, the governments of the Soviet Union and 
the United States started to assign a larger role to the UN in the management of regional conflicts.1953

At the same time, it became clear that the end of the Cold War did not mean a world free of 
conflict. It was precisely the disappearance of the stand-off between the two superpowers that created 
space for conflicts that were often not so much wars between states as struggles within states, as in the 
case of Yugoslavia. The UN was not designed to deal with such domestic or intrastate conflicts. In fact, 
the organization was set up to deal with conflicts between states. Article 2, Section 7 of the UN Charter 
forbade intervention in the internal affairs of a state. On the other hand the task of the global 
organization was to work against threats to peace. And it was the end of the Cold War which made it 
politically easier for the UN to intervene in individual states. This meant that a self-confident 
organization had room to manoeuvre with regard to intrastate conflicts, but that there was also a 
potential for considerable lack of clarity and for disunity. 

 
Furthermore, the close of the Cold War in the late 1980s also brought an end to the blocking of 
resolutions in the Security Council. The Soviet Union took a considerably more flexible attitude than it 
had before and played an active role in ending international conflicts in Afghanistan, Angola and El 
Salvador, as well as in the Iraq-Iran war. It was in this climate that five new UN peacekeeping 
operations, all of the classical type, took place in 1988. In the same year the Nobel Peace Prize was 
awarded to the UN for its peacekeeping operations. 

At the start of the 1990s there were calls for a new type of UN-approved operations which 
would occupy the middle ground between peacekeeping and peace-enforcing, known as VI - operations 
or quasi-peace-enforcement. At the start of 1992 Brian Urquart, the former Undersecretary-General of 
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the UN and dubbed the ‘father of peacekeeping’, advocated military intervention that was intended to 
restore a certain degree of order and security so that humanitarian aid could continue and a process of 
reconciliation could be started. It was exactly this sort of humanitarian intervention which, in contract 
to the classical cases, did not have to be limited to conflicts between states but could also be conducted 
in domestic situations where state authority had fully or partially broken down.1954

June 1992 saw the publication of the report An Agenda for Peace by the Secretary-General of the 
UN, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, which summarized a range of new peacekeeping operations. These 
included the preventative deployment of peacekeeping units, the protection of humanitarian convoys in 
conflict areas and the provision of support for the democratic reconstruction of societies torn apart by 
conflict. The enthusiasm for peacekeeping operations remained high. While 13 such operations took 
place in the period up to 1988, UN troops were deployed 20 times in the period between 1988 and 
1993. Between 1990 and 1993 the costs incurred by the UN for peacekeeping operations increased by a 
factor of seven: from 400 million dollars to 3 billion dollars per year.

 

1955

However, the United Nations was also subject to a large number of handicaps at the start of the 
1990s. One fact that was easily forgotten in the euphoria accompanying the end of the Cold War was 
that the UN was still dependent on the political will of the member states. The United Nations was in 
fact no more than the sum of the almost 200 member states. The actual power was held by the Security 
Council, and within the Council by the five permanent members holding the power of veto. Therefore 
much depended on the degree of freedom that the major powers were prepared to grant the Secretary-
General, and on his personal attitude. 

 As a result of the increased 
interest in peacekeeping operations, the UN created a new body entitled the Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and headed by the Ghanaian diplomat Kofi Annan, a visionary and 
a man little bound by conventions who was later to become the Secretary-General of the UN.  

As the UN does not have its own military forces, the dispatch and mandating of peacekeeping 
missions is preceded by a long and complex decision-making process. First of all the Secretary-General 
of the UN must prepare proposals for such a mission. Then he must consult the member states. The 15 
members of the Security Council then make a decision on the operation and its mandate, i.e. the aim, 
the powers and the resources of the peacekeeping force. This mandate, generally set out in a resolution 
of the Security Council, is the only legal basis for the operation since the UN Charter itself contains no 
provisions regarding peacekeeping. It is thus extremely important that the mandate be clearly 
formulated. A mandate is however often the result of political compromises and thus intentionally 
ambiguous. 

A resolution by the Security Council requires a majority of nine votes, and moreover none of 
the veto-holding powers may vote against it. The General Assembly, which has had a Committee on 
Peacekeeping Operations since 1965, then defines the budget and the distribution of costs. Finally, 
national governments then have to decide whether and how they wish to participate in an operation. 
This usually begins with a behind-the-scenes gearing of supply and demand, carried out between the 
UN Secretariat and the Permanent Representatives stationed in New York, i.e. the ambassadors of the 
individual countries. Once it is virtually certain that a country can make a particular offer, this is 
followed by a formal request from the Secretary-General. Even once the Security Council has approved 
a peacekeeping operation, the crucial question remains as to whether the Secretary-General will manage 
to ‘extract’ enough troops from the member states. This inertia in the decision-making process and its 
implementation makes the United Nations less suited to acute crisis management. 

Once a UN peacekeeping mission has been decided, the Secretary-General appoints a 
commander to lead the force in the field. At the start of the 1990s, the process of military advice to the 
Secretary-General was a complicated affair. As described, the Military Staff Committee envisaged in the 
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Charter never really got off the ground. From 1992 onwards it was the DPKO at the UN headquarters 
in New York which was charged with implementing peacekeeping operations. But for a long time the 
DPKO was seriously understaffed.1956 At the start of 1994 the department had a staff of 267 including 
secretaries1957, which was a low level for such an important UN department; it was viewed as the 
weakest department within the UN.1958

Another factor was that following the creation of the DPKO, the Field Operations Division – 
which had a staff of 195 and formed the core of every UN peacekeeping operation – continued to 
function under the Department of Administration and Management. As a result the stream of 
information from and to the field flowed along different circuits.

 As a result it had trouble holding its own against the 
Department of Political Affairs, the policy-forming body of the Secretary-General that was set up at the 
start of 1993, and the Department of Humanitarian Affairs. 

1959 It was only at the end of 1993 that 
this department came under the DKPO, under the name Field Administration and Logistics Division 
(FALD). But this brought no end to the impracticable relationships, because FALD continued to lead 
an isolated existence within the DKPO. It was only in September 1993 that the UN set up a planning 
and operations department, originally headed by the Dutch Marines Colonel C.P.M. van Egmond.1960

Military personnel had considerable difficulty with the culture of UN bureaucracy. Some of 
them called the administration of the United Nations ‘the last bastion of Communism’. They objected 
to the bureaucratic tendency to shift responsibilities instead of taking them on, combined with strong 
compartmentalization which lead to problems firstly being pushed up high within one’s own 
compartment (department of the UN Secretariat) before they could move over the boundary to 
another compartment. Conversely, many members of the UN bureaucracy had trouble with military 
operations and the accompanying culture. They objected to the fact that many military personnel were 
not inclined to allow for political necessities in their plans.

 
An operations centre that was available round the clock was also lacking for much of 1993. 

1961

Another disadvantage of the UN peacekeeping operations lies in the responsibility, or rather the 
lack of it, taken by the Security Council. More than a few of the 15 members of the Security Council do 
not dispatch troops to actual peacekeeping operations. Furthermore the Council itself is not subject to 
any form of control. As a result the Security Council can easily lack a full sense of responsibility for the 
operations that it has itself created. In 1995 the EC mediator in the Yugoslavian conflict, Lord Owen, 
lamented that nothing sharpens the minds of politicians and public so well than when the lives of their 
own solders are in danger.

 

1962

In 1992 a number of other developments took place that further hindered the work of the UN 
in peacekeeping operations. Even though the United States did not directly participate in peacekeeping 
missions, its attitude towards such operations had always proved highly important. As remarked earlier, 
an isolationist tendency occurred in the US at the start of the 1990s. In March 1992 a Defence Planning 
Guidance Document drawn up by the Pentagon was leaked, revealing that the defence chiefs in 
Washington assigned no role whatsoever to the UN as a form of collective security. President Bush 
Senior did indeed decide, at the end of his period of office, to send American troops to Somalia as part 
of a UN peacekeeping operation. Nonetheless, during his farewell speech at the West Point military 
academy the American head of state warned that the government in Washington would judge such 
forms of armed intervention on their merits from case to case.

 But in practice this situation rarely occurs in the Security Council. 

1963
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way for Boris Yeltsin in Russia, at the end of 1991, nationalism in this country grew stronger. Moscow 
increasingly complained that the American government was using the UN for its own ends. 

On 1 January 1992 the Egyptian Boutros Boutros-Ghali became Secretary-General of the UN, 
succeeding Perez de Cuellar. He had the reputation of being someone who did not take a strong lead 
and moreover he had a ‘poor standing’ with the American government.1964 Even before his 
appointment Boutros-Ghali had let it be known that he had little enthusiasm for a peacekeeping 
operation in Yugoslavia. He knew that whatever happened the UN had something to lose. The 
organization would be criticised if it did nothing and then, Boutros-Ghali felt sure, terrible things would 
happen in the Balkan country. But the Egyptian knew that the UN would equally come under fire, so to 
speak, if it did do something but after a while, as he expected, was forced to withdraw from 
Yugoslavia.1965

2. The UN peacekeeping force in Croatia: a new round with new nationalists 

  

‘Laszlo just laughed as he told me the secret way to predict Milosevic’s 
every move.  

“Don’t ask what strategy is best for achieving a Greater Serbia or the 
survival of this thing that everyone calls ‘rump Yugoslavia’ (…) Ask 
what strategy will keep Milosevic in power, and that’s the one he will 
follow.’”1966

Boutros-Ghali’s sombre view was understandable, especially considering the attitude of the Croatian 
Serbs. In contrast to Milosevic, Milan Babic, the political leader of the Croatian Serbs who had forced 
Jovan Raskovic from his position in 1990, was totally opposed to the arrival of a UN peacekeeping 
force. It was favourable for the Serbs that the Vance peace plan stipulated that 27 percent of Croatian 
territory would remain in Serb hands until a definitive arrangement could be made. Furthermore the 
UN troops would not be stationed along the Croat-Serb border, but within the area of Croatia 
controlled by the Serbs. However, the plan demanded the withdrawal of the JNA from Croatia and the 
disarming of the Croatian Serb militias. Babic was possibly prepared to countenance the disarming of 
his militias, but in this case the Croats should disarm too and the federal army should remain in the 
Serb areas. Moreover, the ‘Autonomous Serbian Area’ should then be recognized as ‘one of the 
republics of the Yugoslav Federation’. 

 

This position brought Babic into open conflict with Milosevic.1967 The disparity between Babic 
and Milosevic tended to create the impression in the West that the Serbian president was a moderating 
factor whose life was being made difficult by radical Serbs. This was how Vance saw things, for 
instance.1968 Milosevic seemed to be ‘making best of a bad job’1969
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 and to have assumed the role of a 
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‘dove’.1970 Milosevic reinforced this impression by publicly declaring that the JNA should keep out of 
the conflict in Bosnia-Hercegovina.1971

For a long time during the war in Croatia Milosevic had had only a limited hold over the JNA 
but since January 1992 his power over the JNA had increased, partly due to the resignation of Minister 
of Defence Kadijevic for reasons of health.

  

1972 He was temporarily replaced by his Vice-Commander 
Adzic, who was less inclined to the Yugoslavian position and more to the Greater Serbian one. While in 
the guise of a ‘dove’ Milosevic had long been making preparations for his next war, the one in Bosnia. 
He was determined that Babic should not stand in his way. UN emissary Goulding had repeatedly 
declared that the UN would only send troops when all parties, including the Serbs in Croatia, had 
agreed to this move.1973

Proclamation of the Serbian Republic of Bosnia 

 In addition, Milosevic wanted to prevent the Serb leaders in Croatia and Bosnia 
from becoming too powerful. This was why, on 8 January, Milosevic blocked a plan by Babic for the 
Serb areas in Croatia to merge with the autonomous Serb regions in Bosnia-Hercegovina. He warned 
Babic then that not all Serbs could live in one state and that the Serbs in the homeland (matica) could 
not let themselves be hostage to the Serbs who lived outside Serbia, here doubtless referring to the 
sanctions which had been imposed on Serbia because of the war in Croatia.  

Meanwhile the preparations for the war in Bosnia continued. At the urging of Milosevic, on 9 January 
Karadzic proclaimed the autonomous ‘Serbian Republic of Bosnia-Hercegovina’.1974 The decision 
would be implemented as soon as the independence of Bosnia-Hercegovina was recognized. At the 
same time the Bosnian Serb leadership declared that they no longer recognized the Bosnian President 
and the Minister of Foreign Affairs as the legitimate representatives of the Bosnian Serbs.1975

Thus the two Serb areas outside Serbia, at the urging of Milosevic, remained separate. By now 
Milosevic had lost practically all interest in the Serb area in Croatia, while he feigned lack of interest in 
the Serb area in Bosnia. On 10 January, one day after its creation, Milosevic told the American 
ambassador Zimmermann that he would not recognize the Serb republic in Bosnia.

 However, 
all this did not prevent the Bosnian Serb representatives (at least for the time being) from continuing to 
form part of the Bosnian parliament and other representative bodies. 

1976

Milosevic’s irritation with Babic’s resistance to the arrival of a UN peacekeeping force in 
Croatia increased when the Holy Synod, the highest organ of the Serb Orthodox Church, came down 
on the side of Babic and accused Milosevic of betraying the interests of the Serb people.

 

1977 When at 
the start of February 1992 Babic stuck by his position that Krajina could not be regarded as Croatian 
territory and that both the disarming of the Serb militias and the withdrawal of the JNA were out of the 
question,1978

                                                 

1970 Nicole Lucas, ‘“Slobo” Miloševic meet zich de rol van “vredesduif” aan’ (‘Slobo’ Milosevic assumes the role of ‘dove’), Trouw, 
24/02/92. 

 he was ordered to Belgrade. Members of the federal presidium, the high command of the 
JNA and the leaders of the Bosnian Serbs and Biljana Plavsic attempted to convince him that he need 
have no worries about the withdrawal of the JNA. The Bosnian Serbs would soon secede from Bosnia, 

1971 ‘Servië eist dat Kroatië verloren gebied opgeeft’ (Serbia demands that Croatia give up lost territory), NRC Handelsblad, 17/01/92. 
1972 Although at the time there was intense speculation about other reasons for his resignation, according to Kadijevic 
himself in his memoirs this really was due purely to reasons of health, Kadijevic, View, pp. 166-168. 
1973 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Serviërs in Kroatië wijzen VN-plan af’ (Serbs in Croatia reject UN plan), De Volkskrant, 29/01/92; 
‘Voorlopig geen VN-vredesmacht naar Joegoslavië’ (No UN peacekeeping force for Yugoslavia for the time being), De Volkskrant, 
30/01/92. 
1974 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 227. 
1975 Amnesty International, Abuse, p. 6. 
1976 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 179. 
1977 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Servisch-orthodoxe kerk treedt uit schaduw van de staat’ (Serb Orthodox Church emerges from the shadow of 
the state) and ‘Servische tovenaarsleerling’ (Serbian sorcerer’s apprentice), De Volkskrant, 21/01/92; Ton Crijnen, ‘Servische kerk 
uit Tito’s schaduw’ (Serb Church emerges from Tito’s shadow), Trouw, 27/01/92. 
1978 Leurdijk, ‘Rol’, p. 160. 



264 

 

they told him. Thanks to the areas in Bosnia that would then fall into Serb hands, a Serb corridor would 
continue to exist between Serbia proper and Krajina, so that Babic need not fear losing practical 
support from Belgrade.1979 But Babic refused to be convinced. In order nonetheless to obtain his 
signature to the Vance peace plan, he was then subjected by his hosts in Belgrade, for three consecutive 
days, to intimidation practices reminiscent of the era of the unalloyed Communists.1980 In the end Babic 
signed the plan, but said later that he had done this at a moment that he had fallen asleep from pure 
exhaustion.1981

When Babic, even after signing the document, still refused to recognize the advantages of the 
Vance plan for the Serb people of Krajina, the other Croatian Serb leaders, encouraged by Belgrade, 
started a campaign of defamation against him. On 9 February Milosevic convened the parliament of the 
Croatian Serbs; not as was customary in Knin, the power base of Babic, but in Glina. The ‘parliament’ 
thus convened by Milosevic accepted the Vance plan under great pressure from Belgrade and the 
JNA

  

1982

On 28 February the autonomous Serb areas in Croatia were united to form the Serbian 
Republic of Krajina. The appointed president was Goran Hadzic, secretary of the Vukovar department 
of the SDS, who had been put forward by the SDB, the Serbian state security service. This effectively 
sidelined Babic. A few months later, in Benkovac, he was shot in the head under unexplained 
circumstances. He survived the attack but subsequently withdrew from politics for some time. 

 and subsequently sent Babic home on 17 February.  

‘To be as sure as possible that a United Nations force would succeed’: the birth of UNPROFOR 

Once it had become clear that Milosevic was resolved to break Babic’s resistance and that the Serb area 
in Croatia would get a leadership that did not reject the Vance plan, on 15 February Boutros-Ghali 
proposed to the Security Council that a peacekeeping force be created to implement the Vance plan. In 
a rather apologetic tone he declared:  

‘If it is only now that I am proposing such a force, it is because of the 
complexities and the dangers of the Yugoslav situation and the consequent 
need to be as sure as possible that a United Nations force would succeed in 
consolidating the ceasefire and thus facilitate the negotiations of an overall 
political settlement.’  

In referring to problems in his declaration, Boutros-Ghali was thinking not only of the situation in 
Croatia itself but also of the willingness of potential donor countries to provide troops and funds – a 
willingness he estimated to be low. However, the Secretary-General felt the risk of a too small body of 
troops to be ‘less grievous than the danger that the delay in its despatch will lead to a breakdown of the 
ceasefire and to a new conflagration in Yugoslavia’.1983

On the basis of this ‘recommendation’ the Security Council accepted Resolution 743 on 21 
February, providing for the stationing of a peacekeeping force in Croatia as a contribution to the 
maintenance of the ceasefire. The peacekeeping force was given the name of United Nations Protection 
Force (UNPROFOR). Against the custom of UN abbreviations for peacekeeping operations, every 
reference to the area was omitted from the name because it might well generate new difficulties 
between Croats and Serbs.  
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UNPROFOR in Croatia was to comprise 14,000 peacekeeping troops, consist of twelve 
infantry battalions with a total strength of 10,400, a logistics and support staff of 2480, 100 military 
observers and 530 political functionaries. This made it the biggest UN operation since the one 
conducted in the Congo between 1960 and 1964, which at its climax involved almost 20,000 troops. At 
its greatest strength, when it was also active in Bosnia, UNPROFOR was to involve 50,000 participants, 
mostly military but also with an important civilian component. The troops in Croatia would later be 
known as UNPROFOR I, to distinguish the force from UNPROFOR II which was active in the 
Bosnian theatre. 

The 12 battalions of UNPROFOR I included a French, a Belgian and a Danish infantry 
battalion but the majority of the participants came from countries outside the European Community: 
from Argentina, Canada, Jordan, Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, Poland, Russia and Czechoslovakia. In 
addition there was a very large French logistics battalion. The United Kingdom, which constantly 
showed great hesitation about any form of intervention in (former) Yugoslavia, contributed only a 
medical unit. The British government felt, with reference to the efforts of its soldiers in the Persian 
Gulf and Cyprus, that they were ‘already doing more than enough’.1984

It was intended that UNPROFOR should create the conditions for a political solution to the 
conflict. On the one hand UNPROFOR was in this phase therefore a classic peacekeeping operation, 
intended to separate troops of opposing forces, equipped with light weapons and in position with the 
agreement of both parties. On the other hand UNPROFOR was also required to make a contribution 
to peace by achieving a demilitarization and enabling the return of some 300,000 Displaced Persons 
from the areas in question. The task of UNPROFOR was thus to effect a return to the status quo ante 
and therefore contained elements of peacemaking.  

 

These different goals of UNPROFOR were hard to reconcile. Demilitarization, effecting the 
return of the Croatian population and incorporation of Croats into the police forces were all things that 
the Serb leaders could be expected to oppose. At the same time these same leaders needed to be 
persuaded to participate in talks which should lead to a definitive peace agreement. 

The peacekeeping troops were to be stationed in the United Nations Protected Areas (UNPAs) 
in Eastern Slavonia (Sector East), Western Slavonia (Sector West) and Krajina (Sectors North and 
South) (see map in Part I, Chapter 2, Section 2). Moreover, from 30 June 1992 onwards UNPROFOR 
also became responsible for separating troops in the areas known as pink zones: areas where many 
Serbs lived and Serb militias were also present, but which lay outside the UNPA areas (Resolution 762). 
The peacekeeping operation was originally planned for a period of 12 months. 

Only once the UNPAs were demilitarized would UN military observers also start patrolling in 
limited areas within bordering Bosnia-Hercegovina. This demilitarization was never to happen, 
however, and the area as such was never brought under the administration of the UN. Following the 
arrival of UNPROFOR the Serbs continued to hold authority in this area. 

The Bosnian president Izetbegovic, following the EC decision on recognition in principle that 
was taken on 16 December, had urgently appealed to the European governments and the United 
Nations to send peacekeeping troops to Bosnia-Hercegovina as a preventative measure. It transpired, 
however, that Vance opposed this move.1985 Just as at an earlier point the Brioni agreement and its 
implementation by the ECCM had confined the international approach to the Yugoslav problem to 
Slovenia, while the crisis in Croatia was already looming, now UNPROFOR confined itself to the Serb 
areas in Croatia, while the signs of an approaching crisis in Bosnia were already plentiful.1986

The Serb leaders could thus be satisfied. Their aims in Croatia had been achieved and they now 
envisaged a situation there similar to the one in Cyprus, where a UN peacekeeping force had already 
been stationed for decades in order to separate opposing troops, and which had led to two ethnically 
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pure areas on that Mediterranean island. The result that had been achieved in Croatia could serve as a 
blueprint for the Serbs in Bosnia. Following a quick conquest of territory they too could call in the 
support of the UN to monitor the areas they controlled in Bosnia and thus see the situation created by 
them accepted as the status quo.1987

The Croatian government was considerably less satisfied. It had provisionally accepted the 
presence of UN peacekeeping troops on its territory, but following their arrival increasingly saw them 
as a hindrance in extending its authority over the parts of Croatian territory that, it said, were occupied 
by the Serbs. What made things even worse for Zagreb was that the Serbs still had weapons at their 
disposal. The JNA may have withdrawn but the army had left behind a large part of its weapons. These 
weapons came into the hands of a Serb police force that numbered no less than 15,000 men and, 
together with the militias, would grow into a force of 38,000 men by the end of 1994. This force had at 
its disposal over 200 tanks, 150 armoured vehicles and also rockets that threatened the major Croatian 
cities. 

 The chance of such a course of events taking place in Bosnia was 
increased even further by the withdrawal of the JNA from Croatia under the terms of the peace 
agreement. Now the army had its hands free to intervene in the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

Furthermore it was out of the question that the displaced Croatian population could return to 
the areas where UNPROFOR was present. Because UNPROFOR was unable to bring the UNPA areas 
under its administration, the Serb warlords had a free hand there. Ethnic cleansing and murders 
continued ‘quietly’ under the gaze of the UN troops, although the UNPROFOR mandate, contrary to 
the opinion of some authors,1988 authorized UN troops to protect citizens against Serb aggression.1989 
UNPROFOR even found itself compelled to prevent the return of Croats because the situation in the 
UNPAs and pink zones was not considered safe enough for Croats. In November 1992 Boutros-Ghali 
had to report to the Security Council that after more than six months of deployment UNPROFOR had 
been unable to prevent Serbs continuing to commit acts on other ethnic groups such as murder, 
burning and other destruction of houses, devastation of churches, killing of livestock and armed 
robbery.1990 The Director of Civil Affairs of the UN operation, the Irishman Cedric Thornberry, had to 
admit that the so-called protected areas were the scene of full-blown anarchy.1991

This was why, in the following years, Tudjman and his followers were to repeatedly object to 
the six-monthly extensions following expiry of the UNPROFOR mandate. Because of this critical 
attitude by the authorities in Zagreb there was an almost constant danger that the Croatian government 
would attempt to take over the UNPA areas by force. Occasional skirmishes did indeed take place and 
it was only possible to halt these under intense international pressure.

 

1992
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In fact the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs considered it possible that the Croatian 
government could use force of arms at any moment to assert its authority in the Croatian Serb areas. In 
December 1992 the Director-General of Political Affairs, Van Walsum, wrote in a memorandum to 
Minister Van den Broek that he thought it ‘was not on the cards at the moment’ that Croatia would 
‘reconquer the lost territory’. But the minister noted here that ‘things might turn out differently’.1993

3. The previous history of Dutch contributions to peacekeeping operations 

 
That was an interesting analysis by a government that was itself contributing to UNPROFOR. 

Since the start of the 1950s, making a military contribution in the international arena to support 
international peace and security has been among the tasks of the Ministry of Defence and the Dutch 
armed forces.1994

But it was not until 1979 that the UN once again requested the Dutch government to 
participate in a peacekeeping operation: the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL). This 
time a large group of Dutch military personnel would be involved. The Netherlands supplied a 
contingent of 800 men for the UNIFIL operation, consisting mostly of the 44th Armoured Infantry 
Battalion, supplemented by elements of the 43rd. The Dutch government originally agreed to a 
participation lasting one year, but later extended this by four years. However, the invasion of Lebanon 
by Israeli troops in June 1982 reduced the Dutch enthusiasm for participation just as strongly. As early 
as October 1983 the Dutch government brought back the greater part of the battalion and two years 
later it withdrew the remaining contingent due to risks to the soldiers and the impracticability of the 
mandate. 

 The first UN operation in which the Netherlands was involved was the Korean War. 
This was not a peacekeeping operation, however. The first peacekeeping operation in which Dutch 
officers participated was the United Nations Truce Supervisory Organization (UNTSO), the 
monitoring organization which supervised the ceasefire lines between Israel and its neighbouring states 
from 1948 onwards. From 1956 onwards the Netherlands participated in this operation for many years 
with 15 military observers. In the second half of 1958 Dutch military observers formed part of the 
United Nations Observation Group in Lebanon (UNOGIL) which was intended to combat illegal 
infiltrations and weapons imports in Lebanon. From August 1960 to October 1963 the Netherlands 
contributed a small medical contingent and staff personnel to the Opération des Nations Unies au Congo 
(ONUC). In 1963 and 1964 Dutch military observers were involved in the United Nations Yemen 
Observation Mission (UNYOM), which supervised the separation of forces in the civil war in Yemen. 
Equally, Dutch observers were involved in the United Nations India-Pakistan Observation Mission 
(UNIPOM) between September 1965 and February 1966 to uphold the ceasefire in the armed conflict 
between India and Pakistan. In all these cases the Netherlands thus provided only small groups of 
observers. In September 1963, however, Minister of Foreign Affairs J.M.A.H. Luns offered to supply 
the United Nations with a permanent contingent of 300 marines for peacekeeping operations. Two 
years later the Dutch government doubled the number of available marines to 600 and also augmented 
the available resources by a supply ship, four transport and communication helicopters and a number 
of ships for patrol duties. The Royal Netherlands Army would, if requested, also make a contribution: 
an armoured infantry battalion and an independent medical company. The Air Force for its part held a 
Fokker Friendship and three Alouette helicopters in readiness. 
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This was a decision that was long to be held against the Netherlands at the UN Secretariat.1995 
The military adviser to the Dutch Permanent Representative at the United Nations, Colonel R.P.H. van 
Veen, and his deputy Major E.A.W. Koestal, noticed that there was still a considerable lack of 
understanding about this when they took up their positions in 1993. According to the UN the 
operation had not involved such high risks and the argument that there was little prospect of progress 
carried no water either. Some UN operations had lasted longer. Moreover the financial settlement of 
the Dutch contribution had become a long drawn-out issue.1996 It was also regrettable that the Royal 
Netherlands Army had not evaluated the experiences gained during the peacekeeping operation in 
Lebanon with a view to facilitating the future deployment of Dutch troops for such purposes.1997

The Ministry of Defence was also aware of the poor impression that the Dutch government 
had made with the withdrawal from UNIFIL. At the start of 1992 the Deputy Director of General 
Policy Affairs, J.H.M. de Winter, wrote that when contributing Dutch troops to a peacekeeping force in 
Yugoslavia the government should realize that the operation would be of unlimited duration. He added 
that in view of the UN reaction to the UNIFIL events it would be ‘difficult, if not impossible, to 
withdraw Dutch units before the end of the operation without seriously snubbing the UN.’

  

1998

When peacekeeping operations were en vogue again at the end of the 1980s, the Netherlands was 
ready to play its part. It began in 1989 and 1990 with a contingent of 60 Dutch military policemen who 
took part in the United Nations Assistance Group for Namibia (UNTAG), which assisted Namibia on 
the road to independence. In the wake of the Gulf War a Dutch unit with a strength of about 600 men 
carried out humanitarian tasks in support of the Kurds in Northern Iraq (until 1993). In mid-1991 the 
Dutch government decided to provide 15 military and ten police observers to the UN for participation 
in the operation United Nations Angola Verification Mission (UNAVEM II) in Angola. 

 

The Netherlands also took part in a peacekeeping operation outside the context of the UN. 
From 1982 onwards it provided an interservice communications company and a unit of the Royal 
Netherlands Marechaussee (the Dutch military police) to the Multinational Force and Observers 
(MFO) in the Sinai which supervised observance of the 1979 peace treaty between Egypt and Israel. 

4. Dutch participation in a peacekeeping force in Croatia 

When in November 1991 a peacekeeping force in Croatia became ever more likely, the Dutch 
parliament also began to consider the matter. In preceding years Parliament had acquired the right to be 
heard on the dispatch of Dutch troops for peacekeeping operations. In January 1979 Parliament had 
been completely surprised when the Van Agt/Wiegel government decided to contribute the 44th 
Armoured Infantry Battalion to UNIFIL.1999 Following the commotion around the non-voluntary 
dispatch of conscripts on this operation, Parliament passed the Brinkhorst amendment that requested 
the government in the future to take decisions on participation in a UN peacekeeping force only 
following consultation with Parliament.2000

With the amendment of Section 33 of the Military Service Act in October 1987, the Frinking 
amendment was also adopted: this stressed the desirability that Parliament should ‘in good time’ be able 
to debate the non-voluntary dispatch of conscripts outside the Netherlands in those cases where the 
Netherlands was not subject to existing obligations.

 

2001

                                                 

1995 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p. 24; Bais, Mijnenveld, pp. 36 and 67. 

 The following governments gave a broad 
interpretation to this resolution and since then the government has informed Parliament about all cases 
involving the dispatch of conscripts; in fact, since UNIFIL this dispatch has always been on a voluntary 

1996 Interviews A.W. Koestal, 24/05/00; C. Minderhoud, 02/06/00; and R. van Veen, 16/08/00. 
1997 Hoffenaar & Schoenmaker, Blik, p. 370. 
1998 CRST, no. 251. Memorandum from De Winter to the Political Council, 10/01/92, D92/007. 
1999 Berghorst, News, pp. 34-35. 
2000 TK, 1978-1979, 15 441, no. 7. 
2001 TK, 1987-1988, 16 521 no. 13. 
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basis. The 1991 Defence White Paper also stated that: ‘Dutch participation in a peacekeeping force will 
always be subject to parliamentary consultation. (...) In practice the mandatory dispatch of conscripts 
for action in dangerous situations outside the NATO context is already always subject to such 
parliamentary consultation.’2002

After the Ministry of Defence had announced the establishment of an airmobile brigade 
composed fully of volunteers in the 1991 Defence White Paper, at the start of 1992 Parliament asked 
Minister Ter Beek whether it would also be informed in advance if this unit were to be dispatched 
outside NATO territory. The minister agreed to this.

  

2003 In May 1992 Minister Ter Beek stated that the 
point of information to Parliament about the dispatch of military personnel had a basis in customary 
law.2004 A year later, when considering the Defence Priorities Review, the member of parliament E. van 
Middelkoop (GPV – one of the small Christian parties) advocated ‘a stronger formal basis’ for this 
customary law by means of legislation or a constitutional provision.2005 In January 1994 the government 
sent Parliament a previously promised memorandum on the involvement of Parliament in the dispatch 
of military personnel. Here the government made reference to Van Middelkoop’s proposal and wished 
to retain the established practice of informing Parliament by means of a letter before moving to 
implement a decision to dispatch troops.2006 Nonetheless, developments moved towards a 
constitutionally anchored right of approval by Parliament for dispatch of troops, but this exceeds the 
limits of this part of the report;2007

It is in this light that one should view the first plenary debate in Parliament on 21 November 
1991 on the situation in (former) Yugoslavia; this debate has been previously discussed (see Chapter 2 
of this part of the report). The debate took place at the request of Blaauw, member of parliament for 
the VVD (Liberals), who responded to public statements by Minister Ter Beek that the Netherlands 
had a battalion of 500 to 800 men ready for a UN operation. As the reports had surprised Parliament, 
the VVD man demanded an emergency debate.

 this subject will be returned to in Part II. Suffice to say that in the 
period described here the government and Parliament agreed that Parliament should be informed 
before troops were dispatched. 

2008 Blaauw and Leerling, member of parliament for the 
RPF (one of the small Christian parties), had noticed a discrepancy between Ter Beek’s words to the 
press, where he had mentioned the use of aircraft, ships and ground troops in the context of the 
Western European Union and a Dutch contribution of 500 men, and the letter from the government to 
Parliament on 20 November2009 in which such military resources were not mentioned. Blaauw left no 
doubts about the direction in which he wished to see this discrepancy resolved. He wanted to see 
‘action’ taken at last.2010

At this moment, however, it was not clear to Blaauw which international organization had the 
initiative to end the conflict. He asked whether it was NATO, the UN or the CSCE?

 

2011

                                                 

2002 TK, 1990-1991, 22 991, no. 3, p. 74 

 Blaauw was 
supported by L. Sipkes, member of parliament for GroenLinks (the Green Left party). In her case the 
feeling of powerlessness induced by images of Vukovar and Dubrovnik was transformed into anger: 
‘It’s just crazy to say that we should accept that there’s no one who can prevent or stop this senseless 

2003 Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Kamer heeft twijfels over luchtbrigade. Stapsgewijze goedkeuring’ (Parliament has doubts 
about airmobile brigade. Step-by-step approval), NRC Handelsblad, 06/02/92; ‘Kamer voortaan sneller ingelicht over 
luchtbrigade’, (Parliament now to be informed more rapidly about airmobile brigade), NRC Handelsblad, 07/02/92. 
2004 TK, 1991-1992, 22 300 X, no. 88, p. 8. 
2005 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p.4968. 
2006 TK, 1993-1994, 23 591 no. 1. 
2007 For this see Parliamentary Documents no. 23 591; DJZ. Memorandum from Ybema to the Political Council, 29/10/93 
no. JZN93/0775/IJB; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, pp. 28-33; Megens, ‘Vredesoperaties’. 
2008 Radio 1, VOO, News Radio, 19/11/91, 17.05 hours. 
2009 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181 no. 13. 
2010 TK, 1991-1992, Proceedings, p. 1641. 
2011 Ibidem. 
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bloodshed’2012 But various other parliamentarians doubted whether it would be possible to meet the 
conditions for the stationing of a peacekeeping force: a ceasefire and agreement by the warring factions. 
Van Traa, member of parliament for the PvdA (Labour), thus advocated that strong use should be 
made of the sanctions weapon instead.2013

Minister Van den Broek believed that the initiatives of the UN and the EC complemented each 
other. The UN would provide a peacekeeping force and in the meantime the EC would continue to 
work on a political solution. To this end it was necessary that the party taking the most aggressive 
attitude, Serbia, should be selectively subjected to sanctions.

 

2014 Minister of Defence Ter Beek told 
Parliament that if the Netherlands were to be asked to contribute to a UN peacekeeping force, he 
would consider a maximum of one battalion. If air transport were needed for Displaced Persons, he 
also wanted to offer an F-27.2015 Sipkes thanked the minister for this, above all now that the ‘WEU fuss’ 
seemed to be over.2016 This led Van Traa to remark that ‘the relationship between GroenLinks and the 
Minister of Defence has never been as good as it is today’.2017

When at the end of November 1991 the UN Secretariat informally sounded out the Dutch 
government about a possible participation in a peacekeeping force in Croatia, the Dutch Permanent 
Representative in New York, R.J. van Schaik, informed the UN both verbally and in writing of the 
‘Dutch readiness to provide up to 800 men’, shortly after clarified as ‘one battalion’.

 

2018 The Ministry of 
Defence had drawn up plans for dispatch of one marines battalion, to be relieved after two or three 
months by an armoured infantry battalion; this was because a marines battalion was also to be deployed 
in Cambodia, where it was hoped to contribute to the establishment of a democratic society following 
the civil war in the country.2019

5. Defence in a changed world 

 It was an ambitious aim to participate in peacekeeping operations with 
two battalions simultaneously, above all in view of the sweeping cuts being made in the Dutch armed 
forces at the time. 

The tone for a new defence policy for the Netherlands, as for the other 15 NATO countries, had been 
set during the NATO summit in London in July 1990. The central themes there were: smaller, more 
flexible and more mobile armed forces and more multinational units. A few months later, on 19 
November 1990, the treaty on conventional forces in Europe (the CFE agreement) was signed, in 
which the member states of NATO and the Warsaw Pact committed themselves to a major reduction 
in their conventional armed forces to mutually equal levels. This move finally ended the threat from the 
Soviet Union, which had determined Western defence policy for 40 years. In 1991 Washington 
announced that the American contribution to NATO would be reduced from the 300,000 Americans 
stationed in Europe up to that time down to 100,000. The Canadian government announced that it 
would fully withdraw its troops from Europe. A main NATO force of half a million men would 
remain, together with a rapid intervention force of four divisions with a total strength of 70,000. 

                                                 

2012 Ibidem, p. 1641. 
2013 Ibidem, p. 1644. 
2014 Ibidem, p. 1646. 
2015 Ibidem, pp. 1648-1649. 
2016 Ibidem, p. 1649. 
2017 Ibidem, p. 1650. 
2018 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p. 91; ABZ, PVNY. Van Schaik 1295 to Van den Broek, 29/11/91; ABZ, PVNY. Van Schaik to 
Goulding, 03/12/91, no. 8239; ABZ, 00775, Van den Broek to PR New York, 02/12/91, celer 399. 
2019 DARIC, Medical Affairs HKKM, Yugoslavia 1991, box 32. Organization of UN unit for deployment in Yugoslavia, 
22/11/91; BDL, exh.no. BDL 91070409/252. File for ICOSO, Available units of the Marine Corps for UN operations, 
28/11/91; BDL. File for Air Force Staff for meeting, authored by A.C.L. Adema, 02/12/91; BDL, exh.no. BDL 
91070383/252. Memorandum from J. Waltmann to COCSB, 02/12/91, S91/139/3815; KM, UN operations, marines staff 
dossiers, 5.10822, exh. 06/01/92, no. 13106/4431, note from the Defence Staff on UN activities in Yugoslavia and 
Cambodia, 06/12/91; interview J.C. Groeneveld, 17/02/98. 
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The policy response to the changed perception of international security and the position of the 
Netherlands within the new international world order was the subject of the 1991 Defence White 
Paper2020 presented by Minister Ter Beek at the end of March 1991. This made the Netherlands the first 
NATO country to present a policy document following the signing of the CSE agreement. This was 
prompted in part by the hope of signalling to its allies that following the end of the Cold War there was 
no need for them to shift towards renationalization.2021

According to the document, there was no longer any prospect of a major surprise war in the 
heart of Europe caused by the Soviet Union: ‘the Cold War is over’.

  

2022 The Minister of Defence 
predicted that the disappearance of the great threat in the East might prompt a return to patterns of 
national defence, but described such a development as ‘highly undesirable.’2023 According to the 
government, the collective and integrated nature of the NATO alliance with its considerable American 
contribution still provided the best basis for stability in Europe. The Dutch government recognized 
however that Europe would now be expected to make a relatively larger contribution to the alliance. It 
declared its wish to provide strong support for the multinational forces, partly in the hope that this 
would prevent Germany from following its own, aggressive path in the future.2024

According to the Defence White Paper, the uncertainty resulting from the collapse of the Soviet 
Union could lead to armed conflicts within and outside Europe, against which military action might 
have to be taken. The document noted that ‘new tension [was] present particularly in the Balkans (...) as 
a result of a resurgence of nationalism and major economic problems’.

  

2025 It was true that a ‘wave of 
democratization’ was flowing through Eastern Europe, but according to the document this was being 
slowed in Yugoslavia by ‘sharp internal differences’.2026

In the view of the government there was a supplementary role for the CSCE, an organization 
which did not confine itself to military security in the narrower sense but which also focussed on 
human rights and minorities. The government believed that the European Political Union (EPU), then 
being established, also had tasks with regard to defence policy. Consequently the Netherlands had 
urged that the EPU include the possibility of participation in UN peacekeeping operations and joint 
actions outside the NATO treaty area. 

  

The document took an optimistic view of the chances for UN peace operations thanks to the 
more constructive attitude of the Soviet Union: ‘The UN now has the chance to engage not only in 
peacekeeping, but also in peace-enforcing.’2027

Simultaneously to the reorientation of the defence policy, the government wanted to carry out 
financial cuts to the armed forces which in seven years should lead to a 30% reduction in personnel. 
However, these cuts and reorganization should not be at the expense of effective fighting capability in 
the new situation. Restructuring should not mean dismantling, and Minister Ter Beek did not want to 
have to nail a sign to his door saying ‘Closed for renovation’ during the restructuring period.

 Against this new background the 1991 Defence White 
Paper cited the following main tasks, besides the protection of Dutch territory in Europe and the 
Antilles and Aruba: contributing to the defence by NATO, to multinational operations outside the 
NATO treaty area and to peacekeeping operations. 

2028

                                                 

2020 TK, 1990-1991, 22 991, no. 3 

 

2021 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 77; Lieutenant Colonel H. Sonneveld, ‘Vierkant beschouwd: ‘Defensienota 1991: voorbarig en 
onvolledig’ (A frank view: 1991 Defence White Paper premature and incomplete) Carré 14(1991)7/8, pp. 16-17. 
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Restructuring and cost cutting should go hand in hand, and the Royal Netherlands Army should 
undergo the greatest changes in both instances. The personnel of this part of the armed forces was to 
be reduced from 65,000 to 40,000 men. The number of divisions was reduced from three to two and 
the number of brigades in these from ten to seven. In order to have a rapid deployment force for crisis 
management situations, i.e. operations outside the framework of the classical collective defence carried 
out in the NATO context, one of the armoured infantry brigades was to be reformed to an airmobile 
brigade equipped with combat and transport helicopters. In this way the Netherlands planned to retain 
its status as an interesting alliance partner, not only strongly cutting costs but modernizing at the same 
time. 

The personnel of this airmobile brigade, with a ready status, were thus the first troops 
designated to fulfil the Dutch government’s increased offer for UN peacekeeping operations. On 19 
December 1985 the Netherlands had made a new promise to the UN, basically stating that the 
Netherlands could provide 300 marines, one frigate, three helicopters and 30 military policemen within 
48 hours. Within a week the Netherlands would be able to provide another 300 marines, several frigates 
and a supply ship. Within a period of three to six months the Dutch government, ‘depending on 
circumstances and availability’ would offer other units. On 21 May 1990 the Secretary-General of the 
UN, Perez de Cuellar, had asked all member states to announce what personnel and materiel they could 
provide to meet the new requirements of the United Nations.2029 The Defence White Paper constituted 
the Netherlands’ answer to this request: an infantry battalion, a signal company, a medical unit, 
personnel for staff functions and officer observers. The Dutch government was in fact one of the few 
to respond to the Secretary-General’s question.2030

Confronted with the heavy cuts, the armed forces felt the need to show their indispensability in 
the new international constellation. The marines had a relatively easy task here because their units 
contained few conscripts. Conscripts could only be dispatched on a voluntary basis. 

 

The dispatch of conscripts outside the Netherlands had led to political or social resistance and 
legal objections several times since the Second World War.2031

This is why in 1988, as described, the government amended Section 33 of the Military Service 
Act. Since then the first article has read: ‘Conscripts can be assigned to carry out active service outside 
the Netherlands.’ Subsection 2a then stated that dispatch was possible in the context of a peacekeeping 
operation if those involved gave their permission. If they did not give this they could then be ordered 

 When in the mid-1960s the Dutch 
government decided to put several units of the armed forces at the disposal of the United Nations, 
some lawyers raised the question as to whether conscripts could be deployed against their will for tasks 
on behalf of the United Nations. The government thought they could, but when assigning the 
conscripts in question it applied the volunteer principle. When the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations asked for a Dutch contribution to UNIFIL, the Dutch government (at the time the Van 
Agt/Wiegel government) saw itself however compelled to dispatch conscripts against their will. The 
majority of Parliament supported the government, but saw itself forced to conduct a resolution 
requesting the government to apply the principle of voluntary dispatch as far as possible. In the end 
120 men were dispatched against their will. The media and parliament spent weeks discussing the 
legality of this non-voluntary deployment. After the Dutch National Servicemen’s Association (VVDM) 
had instituted summary proceedings against the State of the Netherlands, and then the Supreme Court 
of the Netherlands had ruled in its favour in February 1980, the only way that the non-voluntary 
dispatch could be maintained was by means of a legal trick. 

                                                 

2029 DARIC, archive DS, box 12, 02/05/91, S91/139/1409. Perez de Cuellar to the Dutch government, 21/05/90, 
SPA/Q/05.90. 
2030 Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 121. 
2031 For the history of the problems concerning the dispatch of conscripts, see J. Hoffenaar, ‘De inzet van dienstplichtigen 
bij operaties buiten NAVO-verband’ (The use of conscripts in operations outside the NATO context), Carré 15(1992)2/3, 
pp. 33-36 and the notes on this by the major of the military legal department, mr. W.B. Kroon, ‘Uitzending van Nederlandse 
militairen’ (Dispatch of Dutch military personnel), Carré 15(1992)6, pp. 16-17. Also see Klep & Van Gils, Korea, pp. 72-74. 
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to go on the mission, but this then required a Royal Decree authorizing deployment and prior 
consultation with Parliament. Non-voluntary dispatch of conscripts thus remained possible. In practice, 
however, this no longer took place since the participation in UNIFIL. At the start of their military 
service, conscripts could state whether they were prepared to carry out their service in peacekeeping 
operations outside the national borders, but they were allowed to revoke this permission later, ‘right up 
to the aircraft steps’ so to speak. 

This meant that the marines had an advantage over the army since they had almost no 
conscripts in their ranks. Only in the course of 1993 would the army have a prepared unit consisting 
fully of volunteers: the Airmobile Brigade. However, the fact that the marines would simultaneously 
supply a battalion for Cambodia and a battalion for Yugoslavia generated resistance in the army. This 
was why the Ministry of Defence devised a distribution of tasks in which the marines, above all in view 
of their experience in the tropics, would go to Cambodia, while the army was earmarked for operations 
in the former Yugoslavia.2032

However, following the offer of a battalion which Minister Ter Beek made to the UN at the 
start of December, he indicated that he did not wish any public preparation of a battalion for 
Yugoslavia until the wishes of the UN became clearer.

 

2033 Almost immediately after this it transpired 
that the UN had reconsidered and would not be taking up the Dutch offer of a battalion. The first 
reason for this was that the UN strove for a geographical distribution of the troop-contributing nations. 
The second reason was that the Serbian government accused the Netherlands, as EC chairman, of bias 
in the conflict.2034

6. Dutch troops to Yugoslavia: ‘a responsible and acceptable risk’ 

 

Although this seemed to be the end of Dutch participation in a peacekeeping force in Yugoslavia, the 
Dutch government continued to strive for the stationing of such a force, not only in Croatia but also in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. In the weekend of 9 and 10 February 1992 Minister Van den Broek called on the 
UN to deploy a preventative peacekeeping force in Bosnia-Hercegovina, as he had already asked the 
UN envoy Cyrus Vance in a closed circle at the end of 1991.2035

During the meeting held within the framework of the European Common Foreign Policy on 17 
February 1992, Van den Broek gave considerable attention to the mandate to be issued to the UN 
peacekeeping force that had been announced two days previously by Boutros-Ghali. Once again the 
Dutch minister pointed to the dangerous situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina and expressed the hope that 
the peacekeeping force would be stationed there too, even though he appreciated the organizational 
and financial problems associated with this. On 4 March Van den Broek again urged the Dutch 
Permanent Representative to the UN to discuss the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina with the 
representatives of the other EC member states and of the US.

  

2036

After Boutros-Ghali had definitively decided to propose a peacekeeping force to the Security 
Council, the UN had once again informally asked the Netherlands to make a contribution to the UN 
peacekeeping force. This took place during a meeting organized by the UN Secretariat on 13 February 
for thirty potential troop-contributing nations, including the Netherlands. The Dutch government was 
asked for a signal unit of 300 men, five military observers, eight military police officers and 30 civilian 

 

                                                 

2032 Klep & Van Gils, Korea, p. 102. 
2033 CDS, box 12. S91/139, draft memorandum from Van den Breemen to COCSB, 05/12/91; KM, UN operations, 
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10/12/91; Defence Staff, 1414, exh.no. BDL 9107238/252, A.A. Wijgerse to COCSB, 16/12/91, S91/139/4019. 
2034 DARIC. Memorandum from Barth to Ter Beek, 17/12/91, D91/666; CRST, 1109. Memorandum from De Winter to 
the Political Council, 10/01/92, D92/007; report of meeting of the Defence Council, 18/12/91; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p. 
91. 
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2036 ABZ, DEU/Staten-Generaal. Van den Broek to PR New York, 04/03/92, celer 54. 
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police observers. On 19 February, in response to this, the Dutch government conditionally offered a 
signal unit comprising 300 men.2037 Following this, and before a formal request from the UN had been 
received, the Dutch Ministerial Council decided on 28 February to offer a signal unit of 300 men, five 
military observers and eight military police officers as a contribution to UNPROFOR. The formal 
request was not sent by the Dutch Permanent Representative at the UN in New York until 4 March.2038

In a signal battalion consisting of various smaller units who could to some extent train each 
other ‘on the job’, the use of conscripts was not a great problem. The loss of conscripts who did not 
wish to be dispatched could be covered for. But in combat units, who had to be welded into a single 
unit during their training, such a loss did present problems. In practice such combat units were 
composed mostly of conscripts. In August 1992 the departing Commander in Chief of the Royal 
Netherlands Army, General M.J. Wilmink, spoke out strongly for the combat units: 

 
The signal battalion would ultimately consist of 310 soldiers, and three military observers and six 
military policemen would be dispatched as well. These would be drawn from the 108th Signal Battalion 
in Garderen, including about 200 conscripts who would be dispatched on an exclusively voluntary 
basis.  

‘The army cannot responsibly deploy combat units there in the short term. It is 
not possible with conscripts selected on a voluntary basis, who then need to 
formed into new units. These volunteers need three to six months of hard 
training to create new, tightly-knit units with members who in the most extreme 
case must be loyal to each other unto death.’2039

The conscripts also formed a problem in units which, due to lack of enthusiasm, could not be manned 
with a sufficient number of volunteers. In early 1992 a shockwave went through the upper echelons of 
the Ministry of Defence when it transpired that the Dutch government could not meet a request by the 
United Nations for a medical unit of 120 men for Cambodia, although such a unit formed part of the 
standing offer that the government had made a year before. This experience would be a major factor in 
the decision to suspend, or abolish, conscription later in the year.

  

2040

However, the dispatch of the signal battalion did not yet generate such difficulties. As 1 (NL) 
United Nations Signal Battalion it would be responsible for carrying out communication between the 
central UNPROFOR headquarters in Sarajevo, the regional offices, the logistical headquarters and the 
12 UNPROFOR battalions. The Dutch government had now ascertained from both the UN and from 
Belgrade that, in contrast to the term of Dutch chairmanship of the EC, the Dutch troops would not 
be subject to an increased security risk due to supposed Dutch bias during this period.

 

2041

                                                 

2037 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155, Van Schaik 146 to Van den Broek, 14/02/92; Van den Broek to PR New York, 18/02/92, 
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 Nonetheless 
the Dutch troops dispatched to Yugoslavia would often encounter a negative attitude by Bosnian Serb 
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troops in Yugoslavia), 25/02/92, 1448; ‘Den Haag vraagt garanties VN’ (The Hague asks for UN guarantees), NRC 
Handelsblad, 25/02/92; ‘Deelnemen aan VN-macht stuit op Haags voorbehoud’ (Participation in UN force subject to 
reservations in The Hague), de Volkskrant, 26/02/92; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 93. 
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troops, including the Commander General Ratko Mladic, because they were compatriots of the 
abhorred ‘Bruka’ (Serbo-Croat for ‘disgrace’), i.e. Minister Van den Broek, who had led EC actions in 
the first six months of the conflict in Yugoslavia.2042

On 3 March, the Ministers Van den Broek and Ter Beek informed Parliament by letter about 
the offer and added that the deployment of the Dutch troops involved ‘a responsible and acceptable 
risk’.

 

2043 This term ‘acceptable risk’ requires some explanation, because Minister Ter Beek would 
repeatedly use it in troop dispatch decisions during these years. The minister took this primarily to 
mean a political risk. He had to take the decision on his political responsibility and the base of political 
and public support had to be big enough that, should there indeed be casualties among the Dutch 
contingent in a peacekeeping operation, a sufficient degree of support would remain.2044 ‘Acceptable 
risk’ was thus not a calculable quantity, but rather an estimate by the minister and his advisors with 
regard to the political and social climate in the Netherlands. The minister was thus ‘firmly convinced 
that it is impossible to create any kind of computer program that will indicate whether or not you 
should dispatch troops. You just have to have wide support.’2045

Although casualties among Dutch troops were acceptable, this acceptability also depended on 
the usefulness of a Dutch presence in the conflict area. ‘I constantly have to weigh up the risks to the 
safety of the assigned troops against the importance of their presence in the former Yugoslavia’, said 
the minister.

 

2046 An ‘acceptable risk’ was thus not the same as a ‘risk to safety’. With regard to such risks 
Ter Beek always listened to the information of his military advisors.2047 They supported his calculation, 
and they were not the only ones. ‘Acceptable risk’ was thus, as H.F. Dukers, Commander of the first 
marines battalion in Cambodia, put it: ‘A political term for domestic use. The minister has to use this 
term, but it won’t help you in the field.’2048 The highest military advisor to the minister, the Chief of 
Defence Staff General A.K. van der Vlis, also had trouble with the expression: ‘I don’t know precisely 
what this term means. I think we agree that personnel run a degree of risk that we can accept within 
our profession and our ethics. In crisis management operations you impose more restrictions than 
when defending your own territory.’2049 Put in these broad terms the civil service advisors to the 
minister also found the expression workable: ‘What is acceptable also depends on the type of operation 
and who is participating in it. I would add that the verdict of alliance partners is also highly 
important.’2050 The politicians took the same line, as here for instance the PvdA parliamentarian Valk: 
‘It’s not an exact science of course, in the sense of here’s the limit and no further. You have to weigh 
things up: what are you actually doing it for, what do you want to achieve by sending troops?’2051

There were still some difficulties to be overcome regarding the first decision to dispatch troops 
to Yugoslavia. One problem was that the Dutch government had held up the recognition of Croatia, 
which the EC countries had agreed to on 15 January, because it considered the guarantees on the 
protection of minorities to be insufficient (see previous chapter). On 22 February the chairman of the 
Council of Europe actually vindicated the Badinter Commission – which had objected to recognition of 
Croatia due to the republic’s minorities policy –by sending a letter to President Tudjman about the 

 

                                                 

2042 See for instance W.A.M. van Dijk, ‘UNMO-actie naar Zepa’ (UNMO operation to Zepa), Carré 16 (1993)7/8, p. 20; 
Honig/Both, Srebrenica, p. 246. See also Peter Michielsen,’VN-vredesmacht moet prille vrede bewaken’ (UN peacekeeping 
force must protect fresh peace), NRC Handelsblad, 28/02/92. 
2043 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 19, p. 3. 
2044 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99; Bert Steinmetz & Jan van der Ven, ‘Omvormen leger lastige klus’, Het Parool, 
07/11/92. 
2045 Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 127. 
2046 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 176. 
2047 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 95. 
2048 Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 56. 
2049 A.K. van der Vlis & W.F. van Eekelen, with the collaboration of C. Homan, ‘Lessen uit vredesoperaties’, Weerdenburg 
(red.), Lessen, p. 56. 
2050 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing J.H.M. de Winter, p. 145. 
2051 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing G. Valk, 31/05/00, pp. 249-250. 
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constitutional shortcomings on this point.2052 But after President Tudjman had promised at the end of 
February that Croatian legislation would be amended with regard to the protection of the rights of 
minorities, the Dutch government saw no further reason to block recognition and the dispatch of 
troops could go ahead.2053

A few months later, however, the Badinter Commission would conclude that even the Croatian 
constitution of 8 May 1992 still failed to meet the requirements for the protection of minorities, as 
formulated by Lord Carrington. This was however irrelevant to the governments of Western Europe. 
They had already decided on recognition in principle on 15 January and had then, as in the case of the 
Netherlands and France, after initial hesitation now implemented this for practical reasons. 

  

Another problem related to the UN’s request to the Dutch government for dispatch of 30 
police officers who were to ensure the safety of the local population and supervise the local police to 
see that it conducted its tasks objectively and correctly. In the letter to Parliament of 3 March, the 
Ministers Van den Broek and Ter Beek did not yet mention this request. The Netherlands had never 
before contributed civil police officers to a UN peacekeeping operation. In the recent past the 
Netherlands had rejected requests for similar deployments in El Salvador and Iraq due to the 
reorganization taking place within the Dutch police force, the safety risks and language problems.2054 
This time however the top echelon of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs felt more inclined to cooperate, 
partly because the Netherlands had made a strong showing as EC chairman ‘and it would now be 
difficult to lag behind the rest’.2055 In divergence from the recommendations of her civil servants, 
however, Minister Ien Dales considered that the dispatch of Dutch civil police was ‘not necessary’.2056 
After this the request was passed to her colleague the Minister of Justice, Ernst Hirsch Ballin, who 
might possibly provide personnel from the national police force. After extensive consultation the 
Ministry of Justice also decided not to contribute any personnel.2057

The CDA (Christian Democrats) member of parliament A.B.M. Frinking, supported by Blaauw, 
complained during an procedure debate about the way that the government had provided information 
about the UNPROFOR participation.

 

2058 Reports had appeared about it in the press even before the 
Council of Ministers had taken a decision on dispatch.2059 Some of these publications resulted from the 
fact that the spokesman of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dig Ishta, had answered journalists’ 
questions ‘off the cuff’.2060 The press reports had caused a considerable commotion because they spoke 
of the dispatch of conscripts.2061 As acting chairman of the Permanent Parliamentary Committee for 
Foreign Affairs, Van Traa told the government that the committee wished for verbal consultation ‘if 
necessary during the spring recess, before one Dutch soldier be sent to Yugoslavia’.2062

                                                 

2052 Terrett, Dissolution, p. 169. 

 

2053 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181 no. 18 and no. 20, pp. 6-7. 
2054 ABZ, DOV/ARA/00155. Memorandum from DPV to Van den Broek, 27/02/92, no. DPV-266/92; TCBU, 
Vertrekpunt I, p. 94. 
2055 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Th.C. de Graaf to Hoekema, 28/02/92, with appendix: Deputy Director of Police to Dales, 
27/02/92. 
2056 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Head DPV to Van den Broek, 12/03/92, no. DPV-355/92. 
2057 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Van den Broek 098 to PR New York, 29/04/92. 
2058 DAV. Deetman to the ministers of Foreign Affairs and Defence, 10/03/92; appendix: report of procedure debate, 
10/03/92, D92/210/6878. 
2059 ‘Kabinet wil 300 militairen naar Joegoslavië sturen’ (government to send 300 troops to Yugoslavia) and Wio Joustra, 
‘Nederland levert vaak militairen voor vredesoperaties van VN’ (The Netherlands often supplies troops for UN 
peacekeeping operations), de Volkskrant, 15/02/92; ‘VN-macht naar Joegoslavië. Nederland stuurt mogelijk 300 man 
verbindingstroepen’ (UN force to Yugoslavia. The Netherlands may send 300 signal troops), Trouw, 24/02/92; ‘Den Haag 
vraagt garanties VN’, NRC Handelsblad, 25/02/92; ‘Deelnemen aan VN-macht stuit op Haags voorbehoud, de Volkskrant, 
26/02/92. 
2060 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Memorandum from DPV/PZ to DPV, 26/02/92, no. 254/92. 
2061 Postscript from DPV/PZ on ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Memorandum from DPV to Van den Broek, 27/02/92, no. 
DPV-266/92. 
2062 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Memorandum from PS to DEU and DPV, 28/02/92, no. 19/92. 
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On 12 March 1992 verbal consultation took place with the Committees for Foreign Affairs and 
for Defence.2063 They generally approved the dispatch. In view of the positions of the parties in the 
Yugoslav conflict, the members of parliament wanted to know, among other things, on what the 
estimate of an ‘acceptable risk’ was based and how large the chance was that peacekeeping could turn 
into peace-enforcing. Blaauw and the CDA parliamentarian De Kok asked whether the mandate area 
could be extended to Bosnia-Hercegovina if circumstances there should deteriorate. Van den Broek, 
who himself had repeatedly advocated such an extension, now appeared, obviously better informed 
through international consultation, to take a less favourable view of this and declared that the situation 
in Bosnia seemed ‘reasonably manageable at the moment’.2064 The mandate would, according to Van 
den Broek, explicitly not involve peace-enforcing.2065 Ter Beek explained that the instructions on the 
use of force related to both self-defence and the protection of lives among the local population.2066

On 9 March a group of UNPROFOR quartermasters, commanded by the Indian Lieutenant 
General Satish Nambiar, arrived in Yugoslavia. The Deputy Commander was the French Major 
General Philippe Morillon. The Chief of Staff was the Canadian Brigadier General Lewis W. 
MacKenzie, who had acquired considerable experience in peacekeeping operations in the Gaza Strip, 
Cyprus, Cairo and Central America. Contrary to a previous plan, Boutros-Ghali decided not to appoint 
a Special Representative because he wanted to emphasize that the responsibility for finding a political 
solution lay with the EC, a responsibility that he at that time did not (yet) want to see combined with 
the peacekeeping role of the UN.

 

2067

On 3 April the Dutch signal battalion arrived in Zagreb as the first full UNPROFOR unit. 
From the Croatian capital it deployed in the North, South, West and East sectors in Croatia into which 
UNPROFOR was divided, and shortly afterwards in the fifth sector, Sarajevo in Bosnia. The battalion 
was split up into small communications centres, stationed with the various units to which they were 
assigned. As a result the battalion was spread over 22 locations. From this point it was to be in service 
until 1 September 1994 and would comprise a total of some 2000 military personnel. UNPROFOR was 
formally deployed in Croatia on 7 April through acceptance of Security Resolution 749 and its 
headquarters was established in Sarajevo, partly for reasons of safety. But this safety was to be short 
lived. 

 Instead of sending a special representative he added a Director of 
Civil Affairs to the operation: the Irishman Cedric Thornberry.  

 

                                                 

2063 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 20. 
2064 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 20, p. 6. 
2065 Ibidem. 
2066 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, nr. 20, p. 8. 
2067 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00143. Van Schaik 156 to Van den Broek, 18/02/92. 
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Chapter 5 
The start of the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina: 
March 1992 – May 1992 

1. New plans for dividing up Bosnia-Hercegovina 

On 9 January, as described in Chapter 2, Milosevic promised to give up all Croatian territory if the 
Croatian president was prepared to start a war together with him in Bosnia-Hercegovina.2068

During these days the division of Bosnia was high on the agenda of the Serbs and Croats. 
According to Haris Silajdzic, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, Deputy Prime 
Minister of Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Bosnian Serb leader Koljevic conducted talks about division with 
Tudjman on 14 January in Zagreb.

 On the 
same day the autonomous Serb Republic of Bosnia-Hercegovina was proclaimed, several days earlier 
than announced. It consisted of five so-called autonomous areas and a number of districts. 

2069 Koljevic was reportedly acting there on behalf of Milosevic.2070

As described in Chapter 3, in April 1991 Milosevic had impressed Tudjman with the plan for 
the Green Transversal and the return of a large number of Muslims from Turkey; this ‘plan’ was in fact 
a copy of an article from the satirical magazine Vox that was published in Sarajevo. Zimmermann 
informed the Croatian president that his ideas about division of Bosnia-Hercegovina could not expect 
to meet with the sympathy of the Americans.

 
On the same day Tudjman tried for over an hour to convince the American ambassador Zimmermann 
of the desirability of such a division of Bosnia between Croatia and Serbia. The Croatian president told 
the American diplomat that otherwise the Bosnian Muslims would make Bosnia into a fundamentalist 
Muslim state, using methods that included the import of half a million Turks. He warned about the 
Green Transversal (an unbroken region of Muslims) that would stretch from Bosnia via Sandzak and 
Kosovo to Turkey, and he called the Bosnian President Izetbegovic a puppet of Turkey. Asked about 
the source of his information, Tudjman frankly admitted that he based his opinions on information 
from Milosevic.  

2071

According to the statements of various Serb leaders, the share of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
demanded by the Serbs amounted to about two-thirds. Karadzic said in January 1992, for instance, that 
in the event of the independence of Bosnia the Serbs should get 66 per cent of the territory.

 

2072 This 
claim was supposedly based on the ‘fact’ that the Serbs, who were comparatively strongly represented 
in rural areas, had already owned more than 60 per cent of the land before 1992.2073

                                                 

2068 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 223; Oscar Garschagen, ‘Croatië mag van Milosevic intact blijven’ (Milosevic lets Croatia remain 
intact), de Volkskrant, 10/01/92. 

 On 11 February 
Milosevic told Zimmermann that, in contrast to Croatia, the Serbs in Bosnia were not oppressed. To 
back this up he cited the circumstance that the Serbs in Bosnia only made up 35 (in fact: 31) per cent of 
the population but owned 64 per cent of the land. The real purpose of this remark was more probably 
to get the American ambassador used to Serbian claims for two-thirds of Bosnian territory than to 
show goodwill towards Bosnia, because Milosevic constantly referred to Izetbegovic as a dangerous 
Muslim fundamentalist. Moreover, so reasoned Zimmermann, would not Milosevic, who constantly 

2069 Judy Dempsey, ‘Secret talks reopened on Bosnia’, Financial Times, 16/01/92; Peter Sartorius, ‘Jugoslawien-Konflikt: Ist 
der Krieg in Bosnien-Hercegowina noch zu vermeiden?’ (Yugoslavia conflict: can the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina still be 
avoided?), Süddeutsche Zeitung, 07/02/92. 
2070 According to Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 253 Milosevic had already sent Koljevic to Zagreb on 8 January. 
2071 Zimmermann, Origins, pp. 181-182. 
2072 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 26. See also Cigar, Genocide, pp. 39-40. 
2073 Cf. Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 97. In fact the figure was 56 per cent. [See Chapter 3]. 
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said that he was willing to grant Tudjman his share of Bosnia, want to take a bite of the apple 
himself?2074

While the Serb leaders put their claims on the table and tried to tempt the Croatian government 
into becoming an accomplice, the atmosphere in Bosnia-Hercegovina was deteriorating day by day. The 
JNA, the Yugoslav army, took up strategic positions around various Bosnian towns at the end of 1991 
and start of 1992 and, in the first months of 1992, the federal army organized training courses for 
territorial defence forces to which exclusively Serbs were invited. 

  

The various ethnic groups increasingly shut themselves off from each other. Police forces split 
up along ethnic lines, whereby one of the groups often made itself the sole master of the stock of 
weapons.2075 From the start of January onwards bomb attacks took place in Mostar and other towns, 
the various ethnic groups repeatedly set up roadblocks and the army laid mines around military 
buildings as a prevention against attacks.2076

2. The referendum in Bosnia  

 

It was against this background that on 24 January the parliament of Bosnia-Hercegovina dealt with the 
issue of the referendum on the independence of Bosnia-Hercegovina; this referendum was required by 
the European Community before being able to proceed with recognition of Bosnian independence. 
The Bosnian Serb leaders opposed such a referendum, which would lead to independence, while 
Izetbegovic and his supporters were in favour of it. The Croats, who were strongly divided between 
moderates who advocated a multi-ethnic state of Bosnia-Hercegovina and radicals who wished for a 
part of Bosnian territory to join up with Croatia, were the ones who would tip the balance.  

The actual parliamentary treatment was proceeded by two days of intensive consultations 
between all involved parties. The preliminary discussions seemed to indicate a compromise along the 
following lines: the referendum would be held throughout Bosnia and be open to all citizens. The 
question however should not simply be whether voters were for or against independence, but would 
offer several options for the future status of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The referendum would thus have a 
more advisory nature than a binding one. 

Izetbegovic and Karadzic had opposed each other in the referendum issue like two fighting-
cocks, but on the evening prior to the parliamentary treatment they too were eventually able to agree to 
this solution. Typically for his way of doing things Izetbegovic refused however to sign an agreement to 
this effect, remarking that that was still possible the next day. The following morning, ‘as if nothing had 
happened in the previous two days’, the Bosnian president announced that he could not agree to the 
comprise.2077

This meant that the referendum had to be debated by parliament on 24 January in its original 
form, and that the Muslims and Serbs were once again opposed to each other. During an adjournment 
of the parliamentary session, Karadzic and the leading politician of the SDA (Izetbegovic’s party) and 
Deputy Prime Minister Muhamed Cengic were, however, once again able to agree on a way out of the 

 

                                                 

2074 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 179. Cf. Zimmermann, ‘Ambassador’, p. 16, where Milosevic is said to have claimed 70 per cent 
of Bosnian territory. Milosevic also told Mesic that his ultimate aim was to incorporate two-thirds of Bosnia into Serbia, 
‘Davor Butkovic, ‘Mesic. I drugi su hrvatski politicari svjedocili pred istra�iteljima Suda u Haagu!’, Globus, 16/05/97, pp. 
15-16 
2075 For information on this deteriorated climate see for instance Ludwig Boltzmann Institute, Operations, Section 5.1. 
2076 ‘Schietpartij in Croatië bedreigt bestand’ (Shooting in Croatia threatens truce), de Volkskrant, 11/01/92; ‘Politici Servië 
en Croatië naar VN voor overleg’ (Serb and Croat politicians to the UN for consultation), de Volkskrant, 22/01/92; Ulrike 
Rudberg, ‘Honderden woedende Croaten op barricades in explosief Bosnië’ (Hundreds of angry Croats on barricades in 
explosive Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 05/02/92; idem, ‘Leger Joegoslavië zegt Croaten in Mostar wacht aan’ (Yugoslav army 
issues warning to Croats in Mostar), de Volkskrant, 06/02/92; ‘Croatië ‘onvoorwaardelijk’ akkoord met VN-vredesplan’ 
(Croatia agrees ‘unconditionally’ to UN peace plan), de Volkskrant, 07/02/92; ‘Spanningen in Bosnië lopen op na aanslag’ 
(Tensions increase in Bosnia following attack), de Volkskrant, 26/02/92. 
2077 Muhamed Filipovic, ‘Hasan Cengic’s Conspiratorial Logic’, Dani, 08/04/00. 
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crisis. They agreed that a political and territorial arrangement should be made first. The referendum 
would then be held directly after this. Karadzic declared to the parliament, following the reaching of 
this compromise, that the parties had never been so close to an agreement as they were now, a remark 
greeted with cheers by the delegates. But then Izetbegovic took the floor and declared that the 
referendum could not be made subject to any conditions. 

At this moment – by now it was half-past three in the morning – Krajisnik decided as 
parliamentary chairman to adjourn the meeting until ten o’clock. After the Serb members of parliament 
had left, however, an SDA delegate reconvened the non-Serb members of parliament an hour later. 
The referendum was put to the vote and all 130 of the parliamentarians present voted in favour.2078

The Bosnian Serb politicians, who felt excluded from the decision, were furious. They pointed 
out that the Bosnian constitution required the agreement of all three ethnic groups for changes in the 
status of the territory. 

 The 
referendum was to be held on the weekend of 29 February and 1 March. 

In the weeks prior to the referendum a series of armed incidents took place, for instance when 
police from Sarajevo tried to intercept weapons consignments being sent to the Serbs in the 
autonomous areas2079 or during blockades by Croats of JNA installations in Hercegovina.2080

The day before the referendum, Karadzic declared that the referendum did not exist for the 
Bosnian Serbs. They would not participate in it, but they would not hinder the referendum either.

  

2081 
On the other hand the SDS, Karadzic’s party, warned that Serbs who took part in the referendum 
would be regarded as traitors. During the weekend of the referendum some local SDS functionaries 
refused to allow the setting up of voting stations if the Serb names were not first removed from the 
electoral lists.2082 In many of the districts controlled by the Serbs the voting stations did not open at 
all.2083

On the evening of 1 March, the second day of the referendum, the tensions between Bosnian 
Muslims and Bosnian Serbs culminated in an incident in Bascarsija, the old Muslim quarter of Sarajevo. 
A wedding celebration was taking place during which the Serb wedding guests, as was customary at that 
time,

 Whether pressurized by the SDS or not, Bosnian Serbs stayed away from the voting stations in 
their masses. 63.7 per cent of the registered voters, i.e. chiefly Muslims and Croats, did go to the polls; 
99.4 per cent of these voted for independence. 

2084 waved Serb flags. Suddenly shots were fired at the celebrants, killing the father of the 
bridegroom and wounding an Orthodox priest. Immediately after this incident supporters of the SDS 
set up roadblocks around the old quarter of Sarajevo. The attack on the wedding guests proved to be 
the spark that lit the powder keg . These developments must have surprised at least part of the SDS 
leadership.2085

                                                 

2078 Hayden, Blueprints, pp. 96-97. 

 The most important leaders were in Belgrade at that moment. But it was not to be long 
before the SDS mastered the situation and declared that the siege of Sarajevo would be lifted only when 
the preparations for the independence of Bosnia-Hercegovina were stopped. Furthermore they wanted 
greater influence on the police and television in Sarajevo. Karadzic took a hard line when speaking 

2079 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Serviërs Bosnië onder bevel leger’ (Bosnian Serbs under army command), NRC 
Handelsblad, 24/02/92. 
2080 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Oorlog funest voor Mariaverering in Medjugorje’ (War disastrous for Veneration of the 
Virgin Mary in Medjugorje), NRC Handelsblad, 26/02/92. 
2081 Amnesty International, Abuse, p. 7. 
2082 Kumar, Divide, p. 51. 
2083 Amnesty International, Abuse, p. 7. 
2084 Meier, Jugoslawien, p. 376. See also the report on a wedding celebration in the small Bosnian town C/Gacko six months 
earlier in E. Nysingh, ‘Muslims blijven Tito trouw’ (Muslims remain faithful to Tito), de Volkskrant, 19/08/91: ‘The Serb 
wedding guests make an ear-splitting noise. They ride in convoys through Gacko, they sound their horns and shoot 
automatic weapons into the air. Serbian and Yugoslav flags wave from the opened windows. The residents of Gacko, a small 
town in Bosnia-Hercegovina with a Muslim majority, seem to take no notice.’ In fact, at a later point in the article the 
journalist writes that 36 per cent of the population in Gacko was Muslim and 44 per cent Serb. 
2085 Cf. Meier, Jugoslawien, p. 376. 
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from Belgrade. He warned that developments threatened in Sarajevo ‘which would make Northern 
Ireland look like a holiday resort’2086 and said he feared ‘a war on the same scale as the one between 
India and Pakistan’.2087 In a counter-action, Croats and Muslims set up barricades around Serb 
neighbourhoods of the Bosnian capital. Following this the first openly armed members of the Muslim 
militias appeared.2088

Supporters of independence who wanted to demonstrate their loyalty to an undivided Bosnia 
held a demonstration on 2 March, with slogans such as ‘Remove the barricades, we are unarmed’. The 
demonstrators were fired on, resulting in several wounded. Hasty consultation between leaders of the 
SDS and SDA, where the SDA leaders promised to meet the demands of the Serbs for greater 
influence on the police and media, then brought about a return to calm. But it seemed likely that this 
calm would be only temporary. The fact that the SDS agreed so easily appeared to be chiefly because 
Milosevic did not want the arrival of UNPROFOR, which was to have its headquarters in Sarajevo, to 
be disrupted.

  

2089

On 3 March Izetbegovic declared the independence of Bosnia-Hercegovina. At the same time 
he announced that if the Serbs once more tried to paralyze daily life in Sarajevo, there were between 
200,000 and 300,000 people ready to prevent this.

  

2090 Two days later Izetbegovic sent a letter to the 
government leaders of the European Community, requesting that they recognize the independence 
now that the referendum demanded by the EC had been held and a majority of the population had 
voted for independence.2091

The shots fired on the wedding guests, often seen as the overture to the war in Bosnia, are 
often mentioned in the international literature without examination of the question as to who 
committed the crime. Authors speak for instance of ‘unidentified gunmen’.

 

2092 Muslims said that the 
Serbs themselves were responsible for the shooting in Bascarsija.2093 The French author Bougarel 
comes close to the truth when he writes that several weeks after the shooting a Muslim stated on the 
radio that he was responsible. It was Ramiz Delalic, nicknamed Celo II,2094 who was known as a 
criminal who had spent eight years in prison on a charge of rape. Delalic was a member of the Green 
Berets. It actually became public that ‘Celo II’ was involved in the Serb wedding shooting just two days 
after the incident, when the Bosnian Minister of Internal Affairs issued an arrest warrant for him and 
his accomplice Suad Sabovic in connection with the attack.2095 Delalic went underground and was not 
found, but a few weeks later he, like several other criminal elements, would lead the defence of 
Sarajevo. Although Delalic once again claimed the ‘honour’ of the attack in August 1992,2096

                                                 

2086 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Gewapende Serviërs omsingelen Sarajevo’ (Armed Serbs surround Sarajevo) NRC 
Handelsblad, 02/03/92. 

 for a long 
time it appeared impossible to institute proceeding against him because victims were threatened or 
beaten up, after which they firmly withdrew their statements. In June 1999 Delalic was arrested in 
Sarajevo after he had wounded a policeman during a traffic check. But a year later he was able to escape 
abroad when he was released on bail while investigations against him were conducted. After earlier 
investigations had thus not provided any definite proof for the involvement of Celo, in August 2001 
the public prosecutor in Sarajevo decided to reopen the investigation because, in his opinion, it had 

2087 ‘Oorlog dreigt in Bosnië-Hercegovina’ (War threatens in Bosnia-Hercegovina), de Volkskrant, 03/03/92. 
2088 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Gewapende Serviërs omsingelen Sarajevo’, NRC Handelsblad, 02/03/92. 
2089 Henk Hirs, ‘Bosnië gered door misrekening Serviërs’ (Bosnia saved by Serb miscalculation), Trouw, 04/03/92. 
2090 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Sarajevo in de greep van geruchten’ (Sarajevo in the grip of rumours), NRC Handelsblad, 
04/03/92. 
2091 AZ, appendix to 92M002475, Izetbegovic to Lubbers, 05/03/92. 
2092 E.g. Kumar, Divide, p. 39. Meier, Jugoslawien, p. 376 writes of ‘ein Krimineller muslimischer Nationalität’. 
2093 Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 10. 
2094 Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 10. 
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2096 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 257. 
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been too superficial up to then.2097 Since then various media have reported the existence of a secret 
indictment against Delalic by the Yugoslavia Tribunal in relation to crimes that he committed during 
the war in Bosnia.2098

3. The Cutileiro Plan and its thwarting by the Americans 

 On 1 February 2002, the subdistrict court in Sarajevo granted permission for the 
reopening of the investigation of Delalic in connection with the murder of the father of the bridegroom 
on 1 March 1992.  

Due in part to the referendum, the American government started to take a more active attitude towards 
the developments in the former Yugoslavia and Bosnia in particular. The American government was in 
a dilemma after the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia by the EC. It had not been in favour of the 
recognition and had stuck by the position that an American recognition would follow only later within 
the context of a general solution to the Yugoslav issue. 

But such a solution still seemed far away. However, the American government felt that shifting 
to the European position had its disadvantages too. If Croatia and Slovenia were to be recognized, but 
the same were not to happen simultaneously for Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia, which had also 
requested recognition, then this could give the wrong signal to the JNA, namely that this army had a 
free hand with regard to the latter two areas. The American Deputy Secretary of State Eagleburger thus 
believed that the EC, by recognizing only two republics, had caused further destabilization of the 
former Yugoslavia. If the American government were to proceed with recognition then it would do this 
simultaneously for the four republics that wished recognition. The American government preferred 
however to await the result of the referendum in Bosnia.2099

On 10 January 1992 the Dutch ambassador to Washington, Meesman, had already reported to 
The Hague that it was strange that Bosnia and Macedonia could count on more sympathy at the 
American State Department than could the other republics of the former Yugoslavia.

  

2100 On this same 
10 January, when Milosevic and the Bosnian Serb leadership were busy dividing up Bosnia, the 
American government warned the regime in Belgrade not to take any action to threaten the territorial 
integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina. When the Serbian member of the Federal Presidium, Borisav Jovic, 
visited the United States on 27 January, Eagleburger told him that a division of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
would be totally unacceptable to the American government. Three weeks later, on 19 February, 
Izetbegovic visited Washington and on the occasion he received ‘strong support’ for the integrity of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina.2101

Prior to the referendum the European Community was also studying the question of what 
should be done about Bosnia. As described in Chapter 3, Lord Carrington had already been seriously 
worried in December 1991 about the consequences that the recognition of the former Yugoslav federal 
republics would have for Bosnia-Hercegovina. These concerns were not allayed following his visit to 
Sarajevo on 6 January 1992. Almost immediately after returning he reactivated the Yugoslavia 
Conference, which he had adjourned in November 1991. With the reopening of the conference, which 
no longer convened in The Hague but now in Brussels, Carrington had the situation in Bosnia-
Hercegovina particularly in mind. After Carrington had visited Bosnia again on 5 and 6 February, the 

 

                                                 

2097 ‘Sarajevo court to re-investigate killing that precipitated Bosnian war’, SRNA news agency, Bijeljina, 1157, 15/08/91, BBC 
Worldwide Monitoring, 15/08/01. 
2098 ‘Sefer Halilovic accused of war crimes in Grabovica; Zagreb’s Daily’, Global News Wire, ONASA News Agency, 22/09/01; 
‘BIH Press Review’, ibidem, 24/09/01. 
2099 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Meesman 1276 to Van den Broek, 20/12/91; Meesman 1289 to Van den Broek, 31/12/91; 
Meesman 50 to Van den Broek, 10/01/92; Meesman 137 to Van den Broek, 01/02/92; Meesman 160 to Van den Broek, 
05/02/92. 
2100 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Meesman 50 to Van den Broek, 10/01/92. 
2101 Burg & Shoup, War, pp. 99-100. 
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British mediator called together the representatives of the three major ethnic groups in Bosnia-
Hercegovina in Sarajevo in order to reduce tensions. 

On 1 January Portugal had taken over the EC chairmanship from the Netherlands. Carrington 
had asked the Portuguese Minister of Foreign Affairs, De Deus Pinheiro, to take on the leadership of 
the talks. The Portuguese EC chairmanship had obviously learned from its Dutch predecessor: the 
Portuguese Minister of Foreign Affairs treated the Yugoslavia issue as a matter of secondary 
importance2102

The core of the Portuguese efforts was formed by talks in Lisbon that commenced on 21 
February under the leadership of the Portuguese diplomat Jose Cutileiro who worked on behalf of 
Minister De Deus Pinheiro, and Lord Carrington. From the start Cutileiro made it clear that an 
agreement between the three Bosnian leaders would have to satisfy two conditions: the inviolability of 
the external borders of Bosnia-Hercegovina, and the acceptance of the existence of three separate 
ethnic groups, each with their own interests. 

 and confined itself chiefly to silent diplomacy, thus reducing the chance of attracting 
heavy criticism.  

The basis of the talks was a cantonization of Bosnia according to the Swiss model. This was 
above all a wish held by the Croat and Serb leaders in Bosnia. In September 1991 Karadzic had said 
that a solution for what he saw as the problem of Bosnia-Hercegovina would be massive population 
migrations.2103

On 15 February, following the Lisbon talks, Karadzic told Zimmermann he was highly 
enthusiastic about developments in the Portuguese capital. Cutileiro had obtained the agreement of all 
three parties for cantons on an ethnic basis within a unified state of Bosnia.

 A month later the Bosnian Croat nationalist leader Stjepan Kljuic had advocated a 
tripartite division of Bosnia-Hercegovina along ethnic lines. And in December 1991 the Bosnian Serb 
nationalists had themselves tabled a concrete plan in which 70 per cent of Bosnia would consist of Serb 
cantons. 

2104 The next day Karadzic, 
together with Koljevic, had a meeting with two advisors of Tudjman, Zvonko Lerotic and Josip 
Manoljic. They discussed a division of Bosnia, but an agreement was prevented because both parties 
claimed the Sava Valley, also known as Posavina, in the north of Bosnia. Many Croats lived there, but 
the area was also of great importance to the Serbs because it was to form the link, through Bosnia, 
between Serbia and the Serb areas in the east of Bosnia on the one hand and the Serb area in Croatia 
on the other hand.2105

                                                 

2102 Williams, Legitimacy, p. 140. 

  

2103 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 87. 
2104 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 189. 
2105 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 254. 
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On 25 February Zimmermann also saw Izetbegovic, who according to the American 
ambassador was correspondingly unhappy about the developments in Lisbon. He had felt pressured by 
Cutileiro and then agreed to the recognition of three separate cantons in Bosnia, but on his return to 
Sarajevo his party colleagues had accused him of weakness. Zimmermann, according to his own 
account, told Izetbegovic that he should keep to his promise but he had also cheered the Bosnian 
president by telling him that in the further course of the talks he would have more opportunity to put 
forward his position.2106

The discussions with Karadzic and Izetbegovic prompted Zimmermann to advise his 
government to proceed rapidly with the recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina. In fact he had already 
come to this conclusion in the course of February, and his government had done the same. 
Radicalization was particularly evident among the Croats in Bosnia. On 5 February 1992 in Siroki 
Brijeg, the party congress of the Bosnian HDZ (the Croat Democratic Association of Bosnia) had 
sidelined its leader, the more moderate Stjepan Kljuic who had advocated the participation of the 
Bosnian Croats in the referendum on 29 February and 1 March. In his stead the congress elected the 
fanatical Mate Boban, who was in favour of the ‘Croat’ areas in Bosnia joining up with Croatia. It was 
generally assumed that Tudjman was responsible for this shift in power.

 

2107 After this power transfer 
Hercegovina witnessed violent incidents between Croats and Serbs, such as shootings, bomb attacks 
and arson.2108 On 26 February Secretary of State Baker told a committee of the American Senate that he 
was engaged in ‘reviewing our recognition policy on the Yugoslav republics on an almost daily, or 
certainly weekly basis’.2109

According to Zimmerman, Izetbegovic needed support, all the more because the American 
ambassador had little faith in the talks being held under the leadership of Cutileiro. Either they would 
lead to the tripartite division about which Karadzic was obviously so enthusiastic, or the Bosnian Serb 
leader would prolong the talks in order to create more autonomous Serb areas in Bosnia in the 
meantime. Zimmermann told Washington that recognition of Bosnia would help to provide protection 

 

                                                 

2106 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 190. 
2107 Tanner, Croatia, p. 286; Woodward, Tragedy, p. 279. 
2108 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Honderden woedende Croaten op barricades in explosief Bosnië’, de Volkskrant, 05/02/92. 
2109 David Binder, ‘U.S. Policymakers on Bosnia Admit Errors in Opposing Partition in 1992’, The New York Times, 
29/08/93. 
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against aggressive Serb aims. This was the same reasoning that the German government had applied 
earlier to argue for recognition of Croatia: recognition would be able to stop aggression because it 
would no longer be a question of an intra-state conflict but of a war between states. According to 
Zimmermann, the American government could further achieve this aim by telling Milosevic that it 
would grant him the long-hoped-for recognition of a federation of Serbia and Montenegro as successor 
state to the old Yugoslavia in exchange for his recognition of Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-Hercegovina 
and Macedonia.2110 The National Security Council and the State Department were now also convinced 
that recognition of a state such as Bosnia, which in American eyes met all democratic requirements, was 
desirable.2111

Following the referendum of 29 February and 1 March the policy-makers in Washington 
became seriously concerned about, as they called it, Serb attempts to destabilize the situation in Bosnia. 
They understood that recognition provided no guarantee that hostilities could be prevented but, as they 
saw it, the most broadly based recognition possible was the best medicine existing at that moment for 
the Bosnian crisis.

  

2112

On 4 March Zimmermann was charged by Baker to deliver a message to Milosevic in which the 
American government demanded that Karadzic should not in any way thwart the result of the 
referendum in Bosnia. Baker’s policy was now directed at preventing Izetbegovic from agreeing to the 
Cutileiro Plan for the division of Bosnia and informing him that the United States would support his 
government in the UN if any difficulties should arise. But according to a high-placed official in the 
State Department no guarantees against Serb aggression were given and nothing was put down on 
paper, ‘because Baker didn’t believe it would happen’.

 

2113

On 4 March, the same day that Zimmermann was instructed to deliver his message to 
Milosevic, Baker wrote a letter to the leaders of the European Community in which he urged 
recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The American government wanted as many countries as possible 
to recognize Bosnia-Hercegovina so as to increase this republic’s chances of survival. Furthermore 
Washington wanted to avoid bearing sole responsibility for this new state.

  

2114 On 10 March Baker 
personally urged the European foreign ministers in Brussels to recognize Bosnia and Macedonia.2115 
Should this not happen, then the US would not recognize the independence of Croatia and Slovenia.2116 
On the same day the EC and the United States declared that they would coordinate the policy of 
recognition with regard to the former Yugoslav republics.2117 On 6 April, so they agreed, the ministers 
of the EC would jointly take a decision on the recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina and Macedonia.2118

According to Ralph Johnson, at that time the Principal Assistant to the Secretary of State 
charged with the American policy on Yugoslavia, on 10 March Baker also urged his European 
discussion partners to halt their plans for cantons.

  

2119

                                                 

2110 Zimmermann, Origins, pp. 191-192. Regarding Zimmermann’s expectation that recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
would hold back Serb aggression, see also, David Binder, ‘U.S. Policymakers on Bosnia Admit Errors in Opposing Partition 
in 1992’, The New York Times, 29/08/93. 

 In any event Johnson himself told the Dutch 
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ambassador Meesman that the American government was concerned about the course of the talks that 
Minister of Foreign Affairs De Deus Pinheiro was conducting with the Bosnian parties.2120

On 16 March the three Bosnian leaders met again in Sarajevo for a discussion with Cutileiro on 
the canton plan. Karadzic placed a heavy burden on the conference by declaring that, if the plan were 
not accepted, a civil war would follow with hundreds of thousands of dead and hundreds of destroyed 
towns, after which Bosnia would consist of three parts anyway.

 

2121

The Cutileiro Plan, which was to be presented the following day, envisaged an independent 
Bosnia-Hercegovina that would be divided into three cantons according to the Swiss model. These 
would consist of 13 areas distributed over Bosnia and would be divided on an ethnic basis, taking into 
account ‘economic, geographic and other criteria’.

 In other words: the choice was up to 
Izetbegovic. With Karadzic’s knife on the table, the three Bosnian leaders reached an agreement late in 
the evening of 17 March.  

2122

Furthermore a special tribunal would be created to decide on disputes between the central 
authority and the cantons. The tribunal would consist of one member of each of the cantons and four 
foreigners. The plan left the difficult questions of authority over the army and police still unresolved. 
Moreover the map on which the internal borders were drawn also needed to be discussed. According to 
the provisional map there would be two Muslim areas, four Croat areas and seven Serb areas. The 
Muslims would control 45 per cent, the Serbs 42.5 and the Croats 12.5 per cent of the Bosnian 
territory. The difficulty of dividing up Bosnia-Hercegovina into ethnic areas was demonstrated by the 
fact that according to this map 50 per cent of the Bosnian Serbs would live outside the areas of their 
own ethnicity, while the corresponding figures for the Bosnia Croats and the Bosnian Muslims were 59 
per cent and 18 per cent respectively. 

 Each of the cantons would be controlled by one 
ethnic group which was entitled to conduct its own economy and politics, while the foreign, security 
and monetary policy would remain the prerogative of the central government and the parliament of 
Bosnia. Each of the three ethnic entities would be assigned an equal number of delegates in the upper 
house of the parliament; decisions on important issues would be passed if 80 per cent of the delegates 
voted in favour. 

Although Karadzic had constantly objected to an independent Bosnia-Hercegovina, he called 
the acceptance of the Cutileiro plan a great event in the history of Bosnia; according to him this now 
saved the country from civil war.2123 Washington was less enthusiastic. Following this round of talks the 
Principal Assistant to the Secretary of State Johnson once again expressed his concern in Washington 
to the Dutch ambassador Meesman. In his opinion the Bosnian Serb leaders would stretch out the talks 
under Cutileiro and in the meantime would convince the Serb population in Bosnia of the need to 
secede and to join with Serbia.2124

A week after the end of the talks, on 26 March, Izetbegovic withdrew his acceptance of the 
plan. The Bosnian President, who on 18 March had still declared that the Cutileiro Plan was an 
acceptable compromise that provided a solid basis for further talks,

 

2125 now said that he had only agreed 
because he had been told that otherwise the EC would not go ahead with recognition of Bosnia-
Hercegovina.2126

                                                 

2120 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Meesman 301 to Van den Broek, 18/03/92. 

 It is not clear which persons or governments within the EC had given this indication, 
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but the British government in particular seems to have indicated at an early stage that it would prefer to 
see a division of Bosnia-Hercegovina.2127

According to others Izetbegovic withdrew his acceptance on the urging of the American 
ambassador in Belgrade, Warren Zimmermann.

 

2128 It is not unimaginable that the American 
government did indeed tell Izetbegovic that he could achieve more by sticking to the principle of an 
integral Bosnia-Hercegovina that was about to be recognized.2129 However, the rejection of the 
Cutileiro Plan meant that Izetbegovic, supported by the American government, ran the risk of the 
bloodbath foretold by Karadzic.2130 Actually it was the Croats who were the first to withdraw their 
acceptance of the agreement because on further consideration they wanted more territory than they had 
been promised.2131

The rejection of the Cutileiro Plan by Izetbegovic triggered a stream of developments. The 
Bosnian Serb leaders now saw even more clearly that if they wanted to form a state accommodating all 
Serbs, and not just the half, then territorial conquest and driving out the non-Serb population was the 
only alternative to a voluntary migration. The day after Izetbegovic’s withdrawal of his acceptance, 27 
March, the Bosnian Serb parliament declared the independence of the Serbian Republic of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, previously declared autonomous on 9 January. On the same day the Bosnian government 
appealed to the UN to send peacekeeping troops to Bosnia-Hercegovina. This request was in vain; the 
UN Secretariat pleaded budgetary problems that forced it to limit the number of crisis areas where the 
UN could be active.

  

2132

4. The recognition of the multi-ethnic Bosnia-Hercegovina  

 The European Community had in principle accepted a division of Bosnia-
Hercegovina into separate ethnic communities, as long as these would be held together by a 
coordinating central authority. Karadzic realised that Izetbegovic and his government could count on 
little support from either the UN or the EC if the Bosnian Serbs were to press ahead with their aims. 
He was ready to fulfil the threatening words he had spoken during the last round of talks under the 
leadership of Cutileiro. 

On 6 April the ministers of the EC declared that as of the following day they would recognize Bosnia-
Hercegovina. One day later the US did the same. Both the EC and the American government 
postponed the actual recognition, originally planned for 6 April, by one day out of respect for the 
memory of the Germany attack on Yugoslavia 51 years earlier.2133

The Netherlands and Bosnia-Hercegovina decided on 15 December 1992 to establish 
diplomatic relations at the level of ambassador. To begin with this led only to the appointment of a 
temporary Bosnian chargé d’affaires in Brussels, who was also accredited with the Dutch government. 
The Netherlands conducted the relations from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in The Hague. The 
government postponed the appointment of a Dutch ambassador or temporary chargé d’affaires in 
Sarajevo because the security situation and the communications would make proper functioning 

 In total 72 states recognized Bosnia-
Hercegovina on 7 April. Actually it was a long time before Western governments actually established 
diplomatic contacts with the government in Sarajevo. The American government, for instance, first 
opened an embassy in the Bosnian capital on 4 July 1994 .  

                                                 

2127 Stjepan Mesic, quoted in: Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, pp. 104-105. 
2128 R. Dolecek, ‘I accuse!’, http://www.snd-us.com/history/dolecek/dolecek_accuse.htm ; Levinsohn, Belgrade, 
p. 162; Sremac, War, p. 92; interviews A. Buha, 17/12/99 and V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
2129 Cf. Cohen, Bonds, p. 243. 
2130 Cohen, Bonds, p. 244. 
2131 Hayden, Blueprints, p. 100; Paul Shoup, ‘The role of domestic and international actors in the Bosnian-Hercegovinian 
drama’, Palau & Kumar (eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, pp. 252-253. 
2132 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00143. Van Schaik 190 to Van den Broek, 27/02/92. 
2133 ABZ DEU/ARA/00083. Van den Broek 59 to embassy in Belgrade, 07/04/93; Stojanovic, Fall, p. 140; Zimmermann, 
Origins, p. 194. 
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practically impossible. In the summer of 1994 the Eastern European department of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs considered that the Dutch involvement in the rebuilding of Sarajevo justified the 
Netherlands following the example that had now been given by France, the United Kingdom, the 
United States, Germany, Italy, Austria, Croatia, the Vatican, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, Iran and 
Turkey by also appointing an ambassador, or at least a temporary chargé d’affaires. The idea was that 
political reporting from the Bosnian capital could provide a useful supplement to that from Belgrade, 
Zagreb and by G.C.M. Baron van Pallandt, the ambassador to Albania, who was based in The 
Hague.2134 Nonetheless it was not until March 1996 that a Dutch diplomatic representation was opened 
in Sarajevo.2135

The West, and the Netherlands in particular, was not only slow in appointing personnel to 
realize diplomatic relations following the recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The West and the UN 
also neglected to enable or to organize the defence of the new state. At the start of 1992 the CIA had 
already warned that in the event of recognition of Bosnia a major international effort would be needed 
to counter Serb aggression and to keep the state together.

 

2136

The West abandoned Bosnia-Hercegovina not only militarily but also morally. On the one hand 
Western politicians argued in favour of a multi-ethnic state of Bosnia-Hercegovina, but on the other 
hand they strengthened the nationalist leaders in Bosnia and Serbia by conducting negotiations 
exclusively with them; they ignored the democratic forces that were striving for multi-ethnicity and that 
had pinned their hopes on help from the West.

 However, the new state of Bosnia-
Hercegovina was affected by the UN arms embargo that had been imposed in September 1991 on all 
areas of the former Yugoslavia. By maintaining this embargo Bosnia was deprived of its legitimate right 
to defend itself from external aggression, a right that was granted to each state under Article 51 of the 
UN Charter. 

2137 When at the end of June the American government 
set out its view to the Dutch government, via its embassy in The Hague, that the Bosnian government 
should not be pressured to negotiate directly ‘with what in fact are extremist Bosnian Serbs who follow 
a policy of terrorism’, the Dutch response was that there was ‘little point in casting doubt on this. But 
however despicable the behaviour of Karadzic and his followers may be, they do represent the most 
important power factor on the Serb side’.2138

Another illustration of the lack of support for democratic forces was the subsidy policy of the 
Dutch government. At the start of 1994 a memorandum was sent by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs about a subsidy for the Dutch organization Press Now, which provided support to independent 
media in the former Yugoslavia. The Dutch government found the aim a sympathetic one, but: ‘For 
reasons of a political nature a reserved policy has been conducted to date regarding individual Dutch 
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support for independent media in Serbia. The prevention of an undesirably exposed position has always 
stood in the way of aid other than in a multilateral context.’2139

Bosnia in the Central and Eastern Europe Foundations of Dutch political parties  

  

Another example of how Bosnia-Hercegovina was abandoned by the Netherlands was seen in the 
provision of grants to Dutch political parties for the promotion of pluriform societies in Eastern 
Europe. At the start of the 1990s the major Dutch political parties had foundations which maintained 
contacts with sister parties in Eastern Europe and which were able to provide these parties with some 
support in the development of a pluriform society. To this end they could utilize a grant scheme set up 
by the Dutch Ministry of the Interior for ‘General Education and Training of Political Functionaries in 
Central and Eastern Europe’. 

To facilitate this task, the political parties represented in Parliament received a basic sum of 
50,000 guilders plus a sum of maximally 10,333 guilders per parliamentary seat. In addition the parties 
themselves supplied a relatively small sum. CDA (Christian Democrats), PvdA (Labour), VVD 
(Liberals), D66 (Democrats), GroenLinks (Green Left), RPF (party allied to the Dutch Reformed 
Church) and the Centrum Democraten (extreme right) utilized this scheme, which was extended for 
several years in succession as long as the political parties in Central and Eastern Europe were 
considered still to be in a state of development. At the time of the scheme’s inception, the countries for 
which the grants were intended were Bulgaria, the GDR, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia – and 
Yugoslavia. 

In the VVD the contacts with Central and Eastern Europe were handled by the D.W. 
Dettmeijer Foundation until 1992. In that year this foundation, as well as several other foundations of 
the VVD, was dissolved, after which the activities of the VVD with regard to Central and Eastern 
Europe were taken over by the Prof. mr. B.M. Telders Foundation and the Haya van Someren 
Foundation. In its contacts with Central and Eastern Europe, the VVD chiefly focussed on parties in 
countries which could be considered for rapid entry into the European Community, such as Hungary, 
Poland and Czechoslovakia and – later – Slovenia.2140

In contrast to the VVD, the Alfred Mozer Foundation of the PvdA and the Eduardo Frei 
Foundation of the CDA also directed considerable attention towards areas where the political (and 
economic) structure was less developed. In February 1993 the PvdA and the Alfred Mozer Foundation 
requested that the grant scheme be extended to Serbia, Kosovo, Macedonia and Bosnia-
Hercegovina.

  

2141 In September of the same year the Eduardo Frei Foundation of the CDA made the 
same request for Serbia and Montenegro. However, Minister Dales turned them down flat by telling the 
foundations that they themselves should provide the required moral support and should supply the 
accompanying financial help from their own funds. According to the minister, this provided ‘adequate 
opportunities for anticipating possible positive developments in both states in the near future’.2142

In 1994 the geographic scope of the subsidy was finally extended to the republics of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the countries of the former Yugoslavia. But an 

 

                                                 

2139 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00782. FRY, assistance for independent media via Press Now, 19/01/94, NH-056/94. 
2140 See also Michiel Zonneveld & Jan van der Ven,, ‘Subsidiegeld Oost-Europa splijt VVD’ (Subsidy for Eastern Europe 
splits VVD), Het Parool, 17/09/92; ‘VVD sust conflict over ‘fraude’ van Blaauw’ (VVD calms conflict over ‘fraud’ by 
Blaauw) NRC Handelsblad, 13/05/93; ‘VVD’er Blaauw op onverkiesbare plaats’ (VVD politician Blaauw on non-electable 
standpoint) Het Parool, 13/10/93, VVD party leadership, documents of meetings, central committee, agenda item 12 of 
meeting of 10/10/94; agenda item 5B of meeting 25/05/95; agenda item 6 of meeting 06/06/95. 
2141 CDA Secretariat, Foreign Affairs Committee, 9316020, Alfred Mozer Foundation to Eduardo Frei Foundation, 
25/02/93, no. 30.088 with appendix. J.M. Wiersma, deputy vice-chairman PvdA International Affairs, and B.J. van den 
Boomen, Director of Alfred Mozer Foundation to Dales and Van Rooij, 21/02/93. 
2142 CDA Secretariat, Foreign Affairs Committee, 93160596, Dales to W.K.N. Schmelzer, Chairman of Eduardo Frei 
Foundation, 13/10/93, BW93/2082. 
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exception was made for countries where civil war was underway at that time, such as Bosnia.2143 In 
1995 the political parties and their foundations nonetheless asked the Dutch government to extend 
their efforts to the countries in a state of civil war as well. The government rejected this move because, 
it said, the political situation in these countries was underdeveloped. The foundations felt that this was 
precisely the argument for starting activities in these countries, but they failed to convince the ministry 
with this reasoning.2144

In March 1996 Alfred Mozer Foundation (PvdA), the Eduardo Frei Foundation (CDA), the 
Haya van Someren Foundation (VVD), the Institute for Education and Cooperation in Central and 
Eastern Europe (D66) and the Eastern Europe Training and Education Project (GroenLinks) once 
again asked that the grant scheme be extended to Bosnia-Hercegovina.

  

2145 The Ministry of the Interior 
rejected this request because the current grant scheme was set to expire at the end of that year.2146 In 
the course of 1996 it was decided to extend the scheme by another year, but the Ministry of the Interior 
still did not consider it possible to alter the existing scheme in the requested direction. In the second 
half of 1996 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs then proposed an ad hoc possibility for providing support to 
sister parties in Bosnia-Hercegovina. This ministry now realized that the Netherlands also needed to 
make a contribution to the implementation of the Dayton Agreements. A situation thus arose in which 
a development explicitly forbidden by the Ministry of the Interior was promoted by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.2147

It is not appropriate to examine this problem further within the confines of this report, but it is 
still worth describing because other aspects of the West’s policy too, and thus also of the Dutch 
government, placed such emphasis on higher-level diplomatic involvement and on military involvement 
while neglecting the democratic and multi-ethnic potential contained in the Bosnian and Serbian 
societies. If the political goal of the West was to bring about a form of ethnic division in Bosnia, as 
seemed to be indicated by the Cutileiro Plan, then this omission was still comprehensible up to a point. 
But it was less understandable for a government such as that of the Netherlands which stressed the 
realization of a multi-ethnic society, against the dominant political trend in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Above 
all because the Netherlands took such a leading role in the high-level politics and, as will be seen, thus 
damaged its relations with traditional (alliance) partners, while these partners would certainly not have 
objected to the Netherlands making its own contribution at a lower level – an opportunity which, for 
instance, the Eastern Europe foundations of the Dutch political parties would have provided. It is 
never too late or too early for such political initiatives, even if here it was just to encourage groups in 
Bosnia who still upheld the principle of multi-ethnicity. The success of military intervention, including 
peacekeeping operations, is indeed highly dependent on the political and military developments in the 
region itself. And in Bosnia, as soon as the first skirmishes broke out in March 1992, this were certainly 
not positive. 

 

5. The start of the war 

In the last full week of March, in and around the towns of Bosanski Brod in the north, Jajce and 
Mostar in the centre and Neum in the south of Bosnia, fighting broke out between the JNA and Serb 
militias on one side and Croat and Muslim militias on the other. These encounters, which sometimes 

                                                 

2143 Alfred Mozer Foundation, memo Arjen Berkvens to Wim van Gelkder, q.v, re ‘Subsidy scheme ‘General Education and 
Schooling of Political Functionaries in Central and Eastern Europe’’. 
2144 Alfred Mozer Foundation, memo Arjen Berkvens to Wim van Gelder, q.v., ‘Subsidy scheme ‘General Education and 
Schooling of Political Functionaries in Central and Eastern Europe’’. 
2145 Alfred Mozer Foundation, J.W. Wiggers to the head of the Administration and Legislation department of the Ministry of 
the Interior, 28/03/96. 
2146 Alfred Mozer Foundation, Ministry of the Interior to Eduardo Frei Foundation, 11/04/96, BW96/624. 
2147 Alfred Mozer Foundation, memo Arjen Berkvens to Wim van Gelder, q.v., ‘Subsidy scheme ‘General Education and 
Schooling of Political Functionaries in Central and Eastern Europe’’. 
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involved prolonged mortar and artillery bombardments, cost dozens of lives. Fighting had already 
broken out at the start of the month in Bosanski Brod, an industrial town with a population of 33,000, 
consisting of 43 per cent Croats, 35 per cent Serbs and 12 per cent Muslims. At this time Serb fighters 
attempted to take a bridge over the River Sava in order to prevent troops reaching the town from 
Croatia. Local Croats resisted this attempt with the support of the regular Croatian Army. Following a 
ceasefire of several weeks the JNA and Serb militias once again opened fire, and looting took place in 
the Croat quarter of the town. Croats took revenge on Serbs in the nearby village of Sijekovac, resulting 
in several deaths and the burning of houses. On Sunday 29 March several hundred Croats and Muslims 
tried to flee the town during a lull in the fighting. All men aged between 18 and 55 in this group were 
however prevented from leaving by the Patriotic League,2148

After Karadzic had said on 31 March that those parts of the police force controlled by the Serbs 
would take no further orders from the Bosnian government,

 the paramilitary grouping of Bosnian 
Muslims (see Chapter 3). 

2149 Izetbegovic mobilized the territorial 
defence force and the police reserve of Bosnia-Hercegovina on 4 April. Of course, he could only do 
this for those parts of Bosnia where Muslims and Croats held authority. By 15 April at the latest the 
militias, which had shot up like mushrooms all over Bosnia, should allow themselves to be incorporated 
into the territorial defence force. The Patriotic League was also commanded to put itself under the 
command of the territorial defence force. When Izetbegovic gave this mobilization order, he declared 
in a speech on radio: ‘Citizens of Sarajevo, sleep peacefully tonight, there will be no war.’(‘Narode, spavaj 
mirno, rata nece biti.’)2150 Izetbegovic had been making such statements for the past half-year,2151

During this weekend members of the different ethnic groups set up barricades at various points 
in Sarajevo. On Sunday 5 April fighting broke out in the suburbs. Explosions were heard all over the 
city. Nonetheless there were still many people in the Bosnian capital who resisted the growing ethnic 
tensions. Following a call from the peace movement, the trade unions and the television station, 
between 60,000 and 100,000 demonstrators gathered in front of the Bosnian parliament to show their 
rejection of the nationalist parties. They demanded new elections, waved portraits of Tito and chanted 
slogans against the ‘murderers’. But the demonstration was brutally disrupted by gunmen of the SDS, 
Karadzic’s party, who were positioned on the roof of the Holiday Inn hotel that accommodated the 
headquarters of the SDS. Several demonstrators were killed. According to various observers, members 
of the SDA, Izetbegovic’s party, also fired on the demonstrators.

 but this 
time the reassuring effect failed to work. The Bosnian Serb leaders demanded that the President 
withdraw the order immediately. Izetbegovic refused to do this.  

2152 If this is true, it was the last act in 
the joint dismantling by the SDS and the SDA of the desire for a pluriform society in Bosnia. 
Following this shooting Muslim fighters stormed the SDS headquarters in the Holiday Inn hotel, where 
they arrested a number of gunmen. The SDS politicians made themselves scarce. Then Bosnian Serbs 
bombarded the old – i.e. Muslim – quarter of the city with shells. In the night of 5/6 April the JNA, 
commanded by Colonel-General2153

On 7 April, the day that the European Community and the United States recognized Bosnia-
Hercegovina, the Bosnian Serb parliament decided definitively to implement the Serb Republic of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. This was to be based in Pale, a ski resort just outside Sarajevo. The SDS withdrew 

 Milutin Kukanjac, took Sarajevo’s airport. 

                                                 

2148 ‘Croaten en Islamieten ontvluchten strijd Bosnië’ (Croats and Muslims flee from conflict in Bosnia) de Volkskrant, 
30/03/92. 
2149 Amnesty International, Abuse, p. 7. 
2150 Biography of Izetbegovic, Gale Research Company, 1996. 
2151 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 78; M. Boroagovic and S. Rustempasic, ‘The white paper on Alija Izetbegovic’, 
http://www.xs4all.nl/~frankti/Bosnian_congress/izetbegovic_white_paper.html , consulted on 17/02/00. 
They date a similar statement to January 1992. 
2152 X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 102; VN, 
S/1994/674/Appendix VI, pp. 152-154; MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 136. 
2153 This is a rank comparable to lieutenant general. 

http://www.xs4all.nl/~frankti/Bosnian_congress/izetbegovic_white_paper.html�
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its two members, Koljevic and Plavsic, from the collective presidium of Bosnia and asked all other 
functionaries still active in Bosnian political bodies to follow their example. As reason for their 
departure from the Bosnian presidium, Koljevic and Plavsic cited Izetbegovic’s mobilization order for 
the territorial defence force. From this time onwards Koljevic and Plavsic formed the presidium of the 
Republika Srpska. Karadzic would first join this on 12 May and would then immediately become the de 
facto president of the Bosnian Serb republic. But before this was to happen, the presidium of the 
Republika Srpska declared on 15 April that there was an immediate threat of war and ordered 
mobilization of the territorial defence force throughout the territory controlled by the republic. All 
those subject to military service were ordered to report to the local headquarters of the territorial 
defence force.2154

Between March and June the Bosnian Serb forces, supported by the JNA and paramilitaries 
from Serbia, took control of a large part of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The territorial goals of the Republika 
Srpska were Northern and Western Bosnia (around Banja Luka), Eastern Bosnia (the Drina Valley), 
Eastern Hercegovina (to the east of the River Neretva) and the Posavina Corridor. According to the 
1981 census, the population mix in the north-west of Bosnia was 63% Serb, 15% Muslim and 10 Croat. 
Eastern Bosnia, separated by the Drina, bordered on Serbia and in the strategic planning of the Serbian 
military formed a buffer zone for the Serbian motherland. The Posavina, the Sava Valley, was of great 
strategic importance to the Serbs due to the link it provided with the Serb areas in Croatia. It has 
already been mentioned that talks between Croats and Serbs on a division of Bosnia-Hercegovina had 
failed precisely on the question of who should control this latter area, around the town of Brcko. The 
valley was also important because within Bosnia it was to connect the north-western and the eastern 
areas of the Bosnian Serbs. Fighting for possession of this valley, known as the Posavina Corridor, 
would continue throughout the war. Just to the north of the valley, at the start of the war, there was a 
small area separated from the rest of Bosnia that was held by the Croats. They knew they could rely on 
the support of the Patriotic League and the Green Berets. This area included the town of Bosanski 
Brod, on the border of Croatia and Bosnia. On 5 April the Croatian Army moved into the town. 

 

Apart from the Sava Valley, the interests of the Bosnian Croats were located chiefly in West- 
Hercegovina (to the west of the Neretva). It was thus possible to divide the general spheres of interest 
in Hercegovina with the Serbs, with the exception of the town of Mostar which lay on the Neretva and 
was to be heavily contended, all the more so because the Muslims wished to control it as well. In April 
1992 fighting broke out here involving all three ethnic groups. This fighting was to last almost two 
years. It became clear that the Croats were prepared to push through their claims in West-Hercegovina 
by force of arms when, at the end of March and the start of April, Croat forces operating from their 
stronghold in the town of Tomislavgrad (Duvno) fought for possession of the strategically important 
Kupres Pass (see map in Part I, Chapter 3, Section 8 of this report), where the JNA had taken up 
positions in the previous months. During talks between the political leaders the Serbs had in fact agreed 
to Croat domination of West-Hercegovina, but this area still contained many military bases and 
installations that the JNA was not prepared to give up without a fight. Moreover the Kupres Pass 
provided access to Central Bosnia, where the mix of the various ethnic groups was considerable. 

The armed forces: the creation of the ABiH 

On 8 April the Bosnian Croat leader Mate Boban instituted the Croat Defence Council, Hrvatsko Vjece 
Obrane (HVO), as the military branch of the Croat Nationalist Party HDZ in Herceg-Bosna, the name 
for the part of Bosnia-Hercegovina claimed by the Croats. The HVO was a Croat militia originally 
consisting of soldiers who had gained their first battle experience in Croatia. Since the Bosnian 
government, at the start of the war, had to direct all its attention to the defence of Sarajevo, the HVO 
was given a free hand as long as it attacked the Bosnian Serb forces. The government in Sarajevo 

                                                 

2154 ICTY (IT-98-33), D73/9, Decision no. 03/11/92 by Presidency of the RS. 
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expected that in the course of time the HVO would place itself under the command of the Bosnian 
territorial defence force, but this never happened. The HVO had a strength of between 35,000 and 
45,000 and could count on the support of about 15,000 troops of the regular Croatian Army, the 
Hrvatska Vojska (HV).2155

After Izetbegovic had mobilized the territorial defence force, seven of the nine regional staffs 
and 73 of the 109 municipal staffs declared their loyalty to his government.

 Moreover the HVO depended heavily on the Croatian Army for its supplies. 
During the first six months of the war the HVO supported the still-weak Bosnian government army. 
Finally, the Croat armed forces also contained paramilitaries such as the Croatian Defence Force, the 
Hrvatske Obranbene Snage (HOS), the armed wing of the Croatian Party of Rights, the Hrvatska Stranka 
Prava (HSP), which wanted to see Croat territory extended to the Drina. 

2156

Efendic issued an order that officers of the JNA had until 20 April to join the territorial defence 
force. If they did not do this they would be regarded as the enemy. In these days about a hundred 
officers of the JNA went over to the Bosnian armed forces.

 On 8 April Izetbegovic 
placed the leadership of the territorial defence force in the hands of Colonel Hasan Efendic, a Muslim. 
His appointed deputy was the Serb Jovan Divjak, while the appointed Chief of Staff and Head of 
Operations was the Croat Stjepan Siber. The appointment of Efendic was a blow for Sefer Halilovic, 
one of the leaders of the Patriotic League, who had felt that the territorial defence force should be 
subordinate to the Patriotic League and not the other way around. Another problem in the eyes of 
Halilovic was that the Patriotic League consisted mostly of supporters of the SDA, while the army was 
expressly Bosnian instead of being a Muslim army. As a result, members of the Patriotic League had to 
place themselves under the command of Serb officers who shortly before had still been on their secret 
arrest lists. A reconciliation between the two groups was soon achieved, however, when Halilovic was 
given command of the new army’s Operations Centre. Other leading figures from the Patriotic League 
were kept happy with important posts at the Ministry of Defence. 

2157 These included several later key players, 
such as the future Chief of Staff of the Bosnian Army Enver Hadzihasanovic and also Rasim Delic, at 
that time fairly unknown but to become the commander of the government army (the ABiH) in the 
summer of 1993. But generally speaking few officers shifted from the JNA to the Bosnian government, 
resulting in highly deficient training of the government troops in the early days.2158

As early as 14 April Efendic had issued instructions for the defence of the sovereignty and 
independence of Bosnia, including the recommendation that weapons depots should be seized and 
garrisons blockaded. These instructions were even more optimistic than those of the Patriotic League 
from the end of February (see Chapter 3). According to Efendic’s instructions, the liberation of Bosnia 
should be achieved within 45 days at the latest. 

 On 27 April 
Izetbegovic demanded that all federal troops should leave Bosnia.  

Besides the territorial defence forces, the Patriotic League and the Zelene Beretke, the Bosnian 
armed forces consisted chiefly of troops of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, numbering some 30,000 
men and led by Commander Dragan Vikic. On 24 April it was established that the Bosnian armed 
forces already numbered more than 100,000 men. However, this was not as significant as might seem 
because there was a serious shortage of weapons.  

On 23 May Izetbegovic relieved Efendic of the command of the Bosnian armed forces, telling 
him that the army needed a younger commander. According to Efendic himself the real reason was that 
he had a Serb wife. The official explanation was that as of 20 May the territorial defence force had 
ceased to exist and thus also the post held by Efendic. Moreover, it was said, after almost 45 years he 
was entitled to a pension. On 5 July 1992 the collective presidium of Bosnia-Hercegovina announced 

                                                 

2155 Detrez, Sloop, pp. 280-281; Calic, Krieg, p. 99. 
2156 The following passage on the history of the creation of the Bosnian Army is based on the serial by Sefko Hodzic, ‘Kako 
je nastajala armija Bosnië i Hercegovine’, Oslobodenje, 15/04 t/m 10/05/1997. 
2157 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 280. 
2158 Jovan Divjak, ‘The First Phase, 1992-1993: struggle for survival and genesis of the Army of Bosnia-Hercegovina’, 
Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 161. 
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the formation of the Armija Bosne i Hercegovine (ABiH) as the sole official army force of the Bosnian 
state. The appointed commander was Sefer Halilovic, meaning that his dream of holding the highest 
position in the Bosnian armed forces had now been achieved after all. At the age of 40 Halilovic was 
indeed considerably younger than Efendic, but he was also much less experienced. He had never been 
to higher military college and he did not have a particular reputation as a strategist. According to many 
he thanked his appointment chiefly to his membership of the SDA.2159

The ABiH rapidly developed a corps structure that was linked to at first four and later six 
regions. The Bosnian government army had to be built up almost from scratch, but there was a strong 
motivation in the population to join its ranks. As a result the Bosnian government army could be 
formed around the many tens of thousands of men who volunteered for service in April.

 

2160 In early 
1993, according to its Deputy Commander Divjak, the army comprised around 200,000 men, not all of 
whom however were armed. In 1994 the government army reportedly reached a size of 250,000 
men.2161 Gow assumes an operational size of 40,000 troops in early 1993. A year later this size had 
doubled, while there were then 120,000 men available in reserve.2162

Despite the arms embargo, the ABiH managed to obtain light weapons from abroad. 
Furthermore an armaments industry was set up on the territory of the Bosnian government in which 
15,000 people were reported to be working at the start of 1994. The materiel produced here included 
rifles and shells.

  

2163 Important armaments factories were located in Sarajevo, Gorazde, Vitez, Konjic, 
Zenica and Tuzla. In the two years between the start of the war and early 1994, the Bosnian 
government is reported to have achieved a production of 20,000 automatic rifles, 100,000 mines, 
50,000 hand grenades and 11 million rounds for small arms.2164 During the siege of Sarajevo, the city 
was even able to achieve an annual production of 40,000 82 mm mortar shells.2165

In the course of the conflict mercenaries fought for all three parties. The Serbs received 
assistance chiefly from Russians, Ukrainians, Romanians and Greeks. At the start of 1993, for instance, 
70 Russian specialists appear to have been active on the Serb front at Srebrenica.

 However, the lack of 
heavy weapons would remain a constant hindrance for a more offensive strategy by the Bosnian 
government army. 

2166 On the Croat side 
the foreign auxiliaries were mostly adventurers and figures of extreme right-wing persuasion. A large 
proportion of these came from Germany, Great Britain and Sweden.2167 In Central Bosnia men from 
Muslim countries came to fight, and were referred to as mujaheddin. In all cases there seem to have been 
no more than a few hundred up to maximally 2000 persons of each nationality.2168 The highest reports 
include 2500 Russians on the Serb side at the start of 19932169 and several thousand Iranians on the 
Bosnian side in the summer of 1992.2170

                                                 

2159 ‘Bez hapsenja Radovana Karad�ica i njemu slicnih definitivno se ne mo�e ocekivati nikakav napredak’, Ljiljan, 
12/11/97, pp. 7-9; interview A. Makar, 16/06/00 and confidential interview (5). 

 In both cases the numbers seem to have been exaggerated as a 
result of war propaganda. 

2160 Jovan Divjak in Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 267. 
2161 Jovan Divjak, ‘The First Phase, 1992-1993: struggle for survival and genesis of the Army of Bosnia-Hercegovina’, Magas 
& Zanic (eds.), War, p. 162. 
2162 Gow, ‘Forces’, p. 2. 
2163 VN, S/1994, 674/Appendix III, p. 29. 
2164 Calic, Krieg, p. 102. 
2165 Rusmir Mahmutcehajic in Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 263. 
2166 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 240-241. 
2167 Cekic, Aggression, p. 249. For the Dutch figures in this category refer to Chapter 2. 
2168 For divergent figures see Cekic, Aggression, p. 240; Calic, Krieg, p. 100; Dzamic, Psi, pp. 206-207; Gow, ‘Year’, p. 3; Vego, 
‘Army’, p. 66; VN, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III; ABZ, 910 Yugoslavia, part 4, ‘Informal meeting of 
the Ministers of Foreign Affairs (Gymnich) in Brocket Hall (VK), 12-13 September 1992’, appendix to secure fax no. 15 
from Foreign Affairs /DEU to Washington embassy, 24/09/92. 
2169 Cekic, Aggression, p. 241. 
2170 Sahara, ‘World’, p. 388. 



295 

 

The conflict around Sarajevo 

In the months of April and May the defence of Sarajevo still relied to an important extent on persons 
with a criminal background, such as the former pop singer Musan Topalovic (‘Caco’), who had become 
a friend of Izetbegovic during the latter’s imprisonment in 1980s, Jusuf Prazina (‘Juka’) and Ramiz 
Delalic (‘Celo II’), who has already been discussed due to his suspected part in the shooting of the 
Serbian wedding guests on 1 March. These criminals formed part of the Green Berets, which had 
strong links with the government in Sarajevo and the Bosnian government army (the ABiH).2171 
However, they repeatedly committed breaches of the Geneva Convention.2172 They ‘lifted’ men from 
the streets and forced them to dig defence lines at the front. The indispensability of these criminal 
elements in the first months of the war made them virtually immune to the law, even when they 
committed acts about which the Bosnian state was less happy. They gained control, for instance, of the 
food supply and aid facilities in Sarajevo. Celo became commander of the 109th Mountain Brigade. 
Topalovic was appointed as commander of 10th Brdska Brigade. Their units successfully defended 
Mount Trebevic to the south of Sarajevo, but at the same time they were notorious for their misdeeds. 
Topalovic intimidated the non-Muslim population of Sarajevo: he had defenceless Serbs and Croats 
kidnapped, tortured and murdered. Hundreds were killed in this way. Then he had the bodies of the 
victims dumped in Kazani, a ravine on the front line.2173 In fact Muslims also became victims of his 
actions. His followers kidnapped rich residents of Sarajevo in order to extract high ransoms, they 
participated in extortion and they raped women. As time went on Topalovic accepted the authority of 
the army headquarters less and less, and heeded only the links with the SDA. Izetbegovic is said to have 
been a regular visitor to Caco’s headquarters.2174

When a new Bosnian government took office under the leadership of Prime Minister Haris 
Silajdzic in late 1993, with respect for human rights as a key element of its programme, figures such as 
Topalovic were finally dealt with. On 26 October army troops and police surrounded his headquarters. 
During the storming of the building 18 people were killed, including nine soldiers and policemen. 
Topalovic was arrested and killed the same night at the headquarters of the First Army Corps. ‘Shot 
while attempting to escape’ was the official explanation. Delalic was arrested at the same time.  

  

Alibabic, the chief of police of Sarajevo at the time, was convinced that Izetbegovic and his 
party had used Topalovic to create a mono-ethnic army and a pure Muslim state.2175 In 1996 
Izetbegovic gave his personal permission for a ritual reburial of Topalovic, which turned into a 
demonstration by 25,000 people. When General Jovan Divjak protested at this display being staged for 
someone who had probably been responsible for the deaths of many Croats and Serbs, Izetbegovic 
wrote back to him that up to October 1993 he had no knowledge of the serious crimes for which 
Topalovic had been responsible: ‘Until then I thought that all his actions had been no worse than 
making people dig trenches and bothering people.’2176

                                                 

2171 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, II.B.1.(b). For Prazina see also Hans Moleman, 
‘Sarajevo viert feestje bij vertrek laatste Joegoslavische militairen’ (Sarajevo celebrates departure of the last Yugoslav 
military), de Volkskrant, 06/06/92. 

 Divjak knew that this was not true. As early as 27 
May 1993 he had written the President a letter in which he summarized the crimes of Topalovic in 
detail. In September 1993, following the action against Delalic and Topalovic, the Minister of Internal 
Affairs Bakir Alispahic declared that he had been made to wait for months for top-level permission 

2172 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, II.B.1.(d). 
2173 On these practices by ‘Caco’ see for instance Othon Zimmermann, ‘‘Caco’, moordenaar/held’, (‘Caco’, murderer/hero) 
Algemeen Dagblad, 06/12/97. 
2174 Othon Zimmermann, ‘‘Caco’, moordenaar/held’, Algemeen Dagblad, 06/12/97. 
2175 Othon Zimmermann, ‘‘Caco’, moordenaar/held’, Algemeen Dagblad, 06/12/97. 
2176 Othon Zimmermann, ‘‘Caco’, moordenaar/held’, Algemeen Dagblad, 06/12/97. 
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before being allowed to conduct this operation.2177 Prazina later went over to the HVO and was 
eventually discovered murdered in Belgium.2178

The defenders of Sarajevo, which is situated in a valley, found themselves confronted with Serb 
troops who occupied most of the hills around the city from which they bombarded the city with their 
superior firepower. The first heavy bombardments took place on 21 April. Serb groups then began with 
attacks on Ilidza and Grbavica, suburbs of Sarajevo, but the defenders of the city were partially able to 
prevent this loss of territory.

 

2179

After heavy artillery bombardments of Sarajevo had taken place on 1 May, the following day 
Bosnian Serb troops penetrated into the suburbs of Sarajevo; in the weeks that followed heavy house-
to-house fighting took place. The attack was carried out simultaneously with an attempt to oust 
Izetbegovic. He landed at Sarajevo’s airport on 2 May following a visit to Lisbon and was then taken 
prisoner by the JNA unit stationed there. It hoped to exchange the Bosnian President for the JNA 
commander of Sarajevo, General Kukanjac, and 400 men of the JNA who were surrounded in their 
barracks in the centre of the city by troops of the territorial defence force. Weeks of negotiations had 
already taken place to facilitate the departure of these troops from the city, but Sefer Halilovic was only 
prepared to allow this if they left behind their weapons. Kukanjac was not prepared to agree to this.  

  

At the same time there seem to have been plans to use the imprisonment of Izetbegovic to 
allow Fikret Abdic to take over power. Abdic was a Muslim who was known to favour an agreement 
with the Serbs. In the elections to the presidium in 1990 he had received more votes than Izetbegovic 
and was seen as a rival to the president. Abdic had however voluntarily renounced his position on the 
condition that Alija Delimustafic became Minister of Internal Affairs. Delimustafic was suspected of 
being a member of the KOS, the military counter-intelligence service of the JNA. The UNPROFOR 
Chief of Staff, General Mackenzie, and the representative of Lord Carrington in Sarajevo, the Irish 
Major Colm Doyle, were able to free President Izetbegovic from his unpleasant position in exchange 
for free passage for Kukanjac and his troops out of the city. Despite the agreements made by their 
government, Bosnian troops shot dead several JNA soldiers during their departure. In the meantime 
the coup against Izetbegovic had failed thanks to the efficient action of Vice-President Ganic and 
Minister Mahmutcehajic. Delimustafic was then compelled to resign from his ministerial post because 
of suspicions about his role in the matter. He left for Austria and was later not prepared to talk about 
the affair.2180

In the following weeks the JNA tried to penetrate further into the city.
  

2181 After Serb troops had 
fully conquered the suburb of Grbavica in mid-May, the offensive came to a stop at the Bratstvo i 
Jedinstvo Bridge over the River Miljacka, which flows through the centre of the city. This was due to 
the lack of Serb infantry. The Romanija Corps of the JNA, that was stationed around Sarajevo, had 
some 29,000 men available to cover a front line of 64 kilometres. This was too little to carry out an 
effective attack.2182

                                                 

2177 J.F. Burns, ‘New Horror for Sarajevo: Muslims Killing Muslims’, The New York Times, 31/10/93. 

 The shortage of troops among the Bosnian Serb forces was so big that they did not 

2178 See also ‘Power-starved Sarajevo faces prolonged shortage’, Agence France Presse, 05/01/94. 
2179 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Servische militie in aanval in Sarjevo’, (Serb militia in attack on Sarajevo) NRC Handelsblad, 
21/04/92; idem, ‘Om Sarajevo wordt fel gevochten’ (Fierce fighting around Sarajevo), NRC Handelsblad, 22/04/92; idem, 
‘Sarajevo is binnen drie dagen een luguber oord geworden’ (Sarajevo becomes a dismal place within three days) and 
‘Nietsontziende woestheid kenmerkt strijd in Sarajevo’ (Battle in Sarajevo marked by ruthless fury) NRC Handelsblad, 
23/04/92; ‘Moslims bij Sarajevo op de vlucht gedreven’ (Muslims at Sarajevo forced to flee) NRC Handelsblad, 25/04/92; 
‘Servische strijders vallen Sarajevo aan’ (Serb fighters attack Sarajevo) de Volkskrant, 22/04/92; ‘‘Servische’ wijk in Sarajevo 
onder vuur’ (Serb district in Sarajevo under fire), de Volkskrant, 23/04/92. 
2180 Marko Attila Hoare, ‘Civilian-Military Relations in Bosnia-Hercegovina 1992-1995’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, pp. 184 
and 186-187; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 131; Silber & Little, Death, pp. 237-238 and 243 n. 3. 
2181 ‘Sarajevo toneel van hevige straatgevechten’ (Sarajevo scene of heavy street-fighting), de Volkskrant, 15/05/92. 
2182 Jovan Divjak, ‘The First Phase, 1992-1993: struggle for survival and genesis of the Army of Bosnia-Hercegovina’, 
Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 163-164. 
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have enough qualified personnel to man the artillery on the hills around the city. These specialist troops 
were thus forced to shift from position to position. 

The failed attack on Sarajevo rendered the Bosnian Serb forces unwilling to undertake house-
to-house fighting against Muslims for the rest of the war. The forces around Sarajevo thus mainly 
confined themselves for the next three-and-a-half years to weakening the population through a state of 
siege and artillery bombardment. On the other hand the government army saw no opportunity to break 
through the surrounding Serb forces on the hills, so the result was a stalemate leading to miserable 
conditions for the population, who also had to reckon with mortar and artillery bombardments and 
also sniper fire. It should be mentioned that during the siege the population of Sarajevo continued to 
comprise a large proportion of Serbs and Croats. In the meantime the Bosnian Serb leaders pressed for 
agreements for a permanent division of the city, either by means of a green line as in Nicosia, or by 
means of a wall such as the one that until recently had divided Berlin in two.  

6. Ethnic cleansing in Bosnia 

While the attention of the West was mostly directed towards the developments around the capital 
Sarajevo, there was considerable activity by Serb paramilitary groups elsewhere in Bosnia in the months 
from April through to June. Serb paramilitaries were chiefly active in the north-west and east of Bosnia, 
in towns such as Brcko, Doboj, Prijedor, Bratunac, Bijeljina, Foca, Visegrad and Zvornik. They allowed 
journalists and representatives of international aid organizations to enter the areas where they were 
operating only in very small numbers. Since telephone and telex links were also interrupted, the media 
had to rely mostly on accounts by Displaced Persons and they could present news only with delay and 
great caution. Insofar as news did emerge, to begin with it was mostly from Eastern Bosnia. 

Bosnian Serb crisis staffs or war councils were set up in all towns in East and Northwest-
Bosnia; these usually consisted of the chief of police, the commander of the local military unit and the 
head of the SDS. They had often been able to acquire the weapons of the local police and/or the 
territorial defence force, thus enabling them to act against the Croat and Muslim population in their 
town and the surrounding villages. Furthermore the practice became established whereby local political 
leaders invited, or even paid, paramilitaries such as Arkan to act in their municipality, possibly in 
cooperation with the local Serb militia.2183

Despite such local initiatives the actions by these paramilitary groups were primarily concerted 
by political and military authorities. Research has repeatedly shown that this was not a matter of 
independently operating, local warlords, as was often thought in the West. These paramilitaries could 
indeed be seen to operate within the existing power relationships.

  

2184 Insofar as concretely established 
the signs point towards Belgrade, and in particular to President Milosevic.2185

In Bosnia the ethnic cleansing took two forms. First of all the classical method, already 
described, which had already applied in Croatia before and which aimed to put the population of a 
certain place to flight within days, if not hours. In addition there was a slower variant, used in three 
types of situation. Firstly, in places where the Serbs had come to power relatively easily, from within the 
local community. From their positions of power they exerted gradual pressure to make the Muslim 

 The Serb paramilitary 
units were correspondingly deployed mostly in the areas claimed by the Serbs, but where they still 
encountered large groups of Muslims or Croats, and in the area where the Serbs needed to create a 
continuous region between Serbia and the Serbian centres in Croatia.  

                                                 

2183 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, I.C and I.D and 1.D.2. 
2184 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III; Archive PR New York, Bosnia-
Hercegovina/emergency aid, Statement by Mr. Cornelio Sommaruga, Saving Lives in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 03/10/92, 
appendix to ICRC to Permanent Representative to the UN, 03/10/92; Calic, Krieg, pp. 104-105. 
2185 See for instance Seselj, quoted in Silber & Little, Death, p. 223; ABZ, 999.21, Part 74, Hoekman 323 to Van den Broek, 
10/06/92; ABZ, 910, Yugoslavia general correspondence, part 4, Jul’92-Feb’93. Deputy CdP Washington to head DEU, 
13/08/92, PA-117681. 
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population leave. Secondly, Croats or Muslims were sometimes so many in number that a rapid Serb 
cleansing was impossible. And thirdly, the Serbs knew all too well that it would be unwise to apply 
open, large-scale cleansing when the eyes of the world were upon them. An example of the slow variant 
was provided by Banja Luka, where the SDS had come to power through a local coup. After this the 
process went roughly as described. To begin with Muslim men were dismissed from positions of 
authority and later from every independent position. Moreover, Muslims were called up to serve in the 
Bosnian Serb army. When they refused to enlist they were dismissed from their job. Since the job was 
often linked to an apartment or house – a legacy of the Communist past – those who refused military 
service not only lost their job but the home for their family as well. Sometimes at this stage people 
‘disappeared’, either murdered or sent to camps. Possessions such as cars were confiscated. 

A good illustration is provided by the decision taken by the Serb war council in the small town 
of Celinac near Banja Luka in September 1992. It imposed a curfew of 4pm to 6am on non-Serbs. The 
decree also forbade them to gather in catering establishments and other public places; to bathe and 
swim in rivers; to hunt and to fish; to move to another town without permission; to carry a weapon; to 
travel by car; to gather in groups of more than three people; to have contact with relations outside the 
town; to use any communication resources other than the telephone at the post office; to wear 
uniform; and to make property transactions without permission.2186

The case of Banja Luka proved that the slow variant of cleansing could also be effective: at the 
end of 1993 just 40,000 Muslims were still there compared to the 350,000 who had lived there before 
the war.

  

2187 In both kinds of cleansing the Bosnian Serb aggressors often forced the Croats and 
Muslims before their departure to sign declarations that they were leaving their homes voluntarily and 
waiving ownership of all possessions that they left behind.2188

Even more than had been the case in Croatia, the streams of Displaced Persons that appeared 
in Bosnia in April and May were not a side-effect of the war but rather the intentionally achieved result, 
because the Bosnian Serbs were trying to ‘cleanse’ areas of Muslims and Croats. Men and women were 
often separated from one another during the cleansing actions. Men in particular were often held for 
shorter or longer periods in camps, schools, sports halls and many other temporary detention centres. 
The conditions under which this took place were often appalling. There was a shortage of food, water, 
hygiene and space, people were mistreated, tortured, murdered, and there was sexual abuse particularly 
of women.

 

2189

In April and May the JNA, paramilitaries and militias together drove the Muslims out of 
virtually all of Eastern Bosnia, from the towns Bijeljina, Zvornik, Bratunac, Visegrad and Foca. 
Ultimately enclaves remained around Srebrenica, Zepa, Cerska and Gorazde, where Displaced Persons 
from the surrounding areas sought refuge. A brief summary is given below of the events in several 
East-Bosnian towns in the month of April. The cleansing actions in Northwest-Bosnia are dealt with in 
the following chapter. 

 

On 1 April Arkan entered Bijeljina in the north-east of Bosnia with his unit. This town of about 
100,000 inhabitants had a population made up of almost 60 per cent Serbs and more than 30 per cent 
Muslims. Arkan’s Guard, which now comprised more than a thousand men, had been renamed the 
Arkan Tigers because they kept a live tiger as a mascot.2190

                                                 

2186 Anna Husarska, ‘Dateline Banja Luka: City of Fear’, Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 74. 

 In Bijeljina the Arkanovci started the process 

2187 Cigar, Genocide, p. 58. 
2188 See for instance R. Gutman, ‘‘Ethnic Cleansing’. Yugoslavs try to deport 1,800 Muslims to Hungary’, Newsday, 
03/07/92; ‘UN: Serbs Press Point. 200,000 Bosnians imperiled’, Newsday, 20/08/92; Marjolein Sebregts, ‘‘Vannacht waren 
het er tien’’ (‘Last night there were ten’) Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 29; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 268; Maass, Neighbor, pp. 9 and 87. 
2189 See for instance the amended indictment from the ICTFY of 13/07/98 against Dragoljub Kunarac with regard to Foca, 
http://www.un.org/icty/indictment/english/kun1ai980819e.htm , consulted on 10/03/00. 
2190 This is illustrated in Haviv, Blood, p. 71. 

http://www.un.org/icty/indictment/english/kun1ai980819e.htm�
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of ethnic cleansing in Bosnia with the execution of 27 Muslims on 1 April.2191

At the end of March units of Seselj had already arrived in Zvornik, a town on the Drina where 
the population was over 60 per cent Muslim.

 Following the cleansing 
the Arkan Tigers could expect their reward in the form of mass looting. Reports of the execution of the 
27 Muslims prompted Izetbegovic to send Biljana Plavsic to the town to institute an investigation. 
Instead of doing this she gave her notorious kiss to Arkan and praised him as a true Serb hero. After 
the Arkanovci had carried out their dirty work with the approval of the JNA, they left the town in the 
hands of the local SDS committee, which continued the repression against the remaining Muslims so 
that they too ultimately fled. 

2192

Following the fall of Zvornik the paramilitary groups were given a free hand while the JNA 
kept the town surrounded.

 The town occupied a strategic position on both the 
Belgrade-Sarajevo line and the Belgrade-Tuzla line. Seselj’s men warned the Muslims in the town and 
the immediate surroundings that they had ten days to hand in their weapons. On 7 April units of Seselj, 
accompanied by some of Arkan’s men and the Beli Orlovi, Draganovci and a large number of smaller 
groups, arrived in the neighbouring village of Grbavci, where they killed Muslims who had not handed 
in their weapons. The next day the JNA, together with paramilitary units and supported by the Serb 
territorial defence force, attacked Zvornik; during the fighting it was not possible to make any clear 
distinctions between the groups. A Muslim unit managed to defend the town for several days but was 
unable, partly due to lack of ammunition, to withstand the artillery bombardments, mostly coming 
from tanks on the Serbian side of the Drina. 

2193 The paramilitary groups were reportedly led by Marko Pavlovic, who was 
reported to be a member of the Serbian state security service. The Arkanovci committed the most 
crimes. Torture, rape and murder were the order of the day for more than a week. Houses of Muslims 
were plundered and then set on fire. Jose Maria de Mendiluce, the highest representative of UNHCR in 
the region, arrived in Zvornik while the Serb paramilitaries held sway and described later what he 
observed: ‘I saw kids put under the treads of tanks, placed there by grown men, and then run over by 
other grown men (…) Everywhere, people were shooting. The fighters were moving through the town, 
systematically killing all the Muslims they could get their hands on. It was an intoxication (…).’2194

On 5 April the first shells were fired at the more southerly Visegrad, a town of 20,000 
inhabitants with a Muslim majority. On the same day helicopters of the JNA landed there. The next day 
Arkanovci attacked the town together with the Uzice Corps of the JNA, Seselj’s Cetniks, Beli Orlovi and 
local Serbs. At the same time a member of the Patriotic League threatened to blow up the dam on the 
Drina near Visegrad.

 In 
the following weeks too, until July, serious mistreatment of Muslims continued incidentally in and 
around Zvornik, this time mostly by Seselj’s Cetniks. The remaining Muslims were then deported, 
either to Serbia or to the Muslim area around Tuzla. 

2195

                                                 

2191 Shocking photographs of the action of the Arkan Tigers in Bijeljina in: Haviv, Blood, pp.56-61. For more information 
about the events in Bijeljina see Duijzings’ Appendix, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 

 Muslims then fled in panic, for fear both of the Serb paramilitaries and a flood, 
while the Serbs headed for higher ground. On 14 April units of the Uzice Corps entered the town, after 
which the SDS took over government of the municipality. The Muslims were encouraged to return; the 
JNA would guarantee their safety and President Izetbegovic had ordered that the dam should be left 
intact. Many Muslims followed this call and, with the exception of a few whose names were on Serb 
lists, were allowed back into the town. After this peace seemed gradually to return to Visegrad. At the 
end of May, however, the JNA started a gradual withdrawal. Then paramilitary groups arrived in the 

2192 For a report on the events around Zvornik see Ludwig Boltzmann Institute, ‘‘Operations’’. See also Sremac, War, p. 95 
and Duijzings’ Appendix, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
2193 Williams & Cigar, III.B.2; United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2 (Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, III.C, Anticevci; 
Captain Dragan units; Dusan the Great; Cetniks led by Dragan Ignjatovic, Ljubisav, and Mile Mijatovic; Paramilitary Forces 
from Padinska Skela; White Eagles (Beli Orlovi); IV.A.46. 
2194 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 200. For more observations by Mendiluce in Zvornik see Silber & Little, Death, p. 223 
2195 Medina Delalic, ‘SDA Strategy: Low Blows’, Slobodna Bosna, 20/04/00. 



300 

 

town again, including men who seem to have been from the Uzice Corps but had changed uniforms. 
Mass murders, looting and arson then followed. Part of the population was deported or killed in 
concentration camps.2196

On 16 April, following days of bombardment by the Uzice Corps of the JNA, Serb units took 
Foca, a town where the numbers of Muslims (51.6%) and Serbs (45.3%) had been virtually balanced up 
to then. Following the fall of the town, paramilitaries conducted large-scale plundering. A few days 
later, when foreign aid providers were allowed to visit the battered town, they wondered where the 
population had gone.

 

2197 The place resembled a ghost town.2198

On 6 and 7 May Serb troops took the town of Brcko without much resistance. They herded the 
non-Serb men together and issued verdicts on them during ‘trials’ lasting a few minutes. Hundreds of 
men are said to have been killed in this way.

 The Serbs, who were now in control 
after the capture of the town, had killed the local elite and everyone whom they believed to be a 
member of the SDA. The Muslims who had been unable to flee were captured, the men and women 
separated and interned in separate camps. In the meantime the town had ceased to be called Foca and 
had been renamed Srbinje. 

2199

New administrative constellations in Bosnia 

 So just a month after the start of the war the Serbs had 
conquered Brcko and the nearby village of Doboj, meaning they had created a corridor between the 
Serb areas in Northwest-Bosnia and Eastern Bosnia. In mid-May however this corridor came under 
heavy attack from Croat and Muslim forces, after which only a narrow strip remained. 

At about the same time, on 6 May, Karadzic and Boban made territorial agreements on Bosnia-
Hercegovina during a meeting in the Austrian town of Graz: Serbs and Croats were to divide up Bosnia 
and leave only a small part of the republic to the Muslims.2200 However, a definitive agreement once 
again failed to materialize due to disagreement on the Posavina Corridor, the ownership of Mostar and 
the border between the Serb and Croat areas in Hercegovina.2201

The Croats were well aware that they held a key position in the conflict and were prepared to 
enter into frequently changing alliances. On 21 May representatives of Croatia and Bosnia signed a 
political and military cooperation agreement in Zagreb. The Bosnian Croats of the HDZ accepted the 
political hegemony of Izetbegovic, in exchange for which the SDA accepted the presence of the 
military arm of the HDZ, the HVO, on a large part of Bosnian territory. This agreement was followed 
by a defence pact on 18 June and a treaty of friendship and cooperation on 21 July 1992. All this did 
not prevent the Bosnian Croat leaders from declaring their own ‘Croat Community of Herceg-Bosna’ 
with its capital in Mostar. Mate Boban became the head of this new autonomous area, within which 
Boban and his followers exerted authority over army, police and education. The region had its own flag 

 The talks between the Croat and Serb 
leaders of Bosnia were not however without significance. When in mid-May the defenders of Sarajevo 
made an attempt to attack the Serb troops in the rear at Ilidza, they found that a Croat unit stationed at 
Kiseljak stood in their way. 

                                                 

2196 Esad Hecimovic, ‘Na Haskoj potjernici nema Milana Lukica zlocinca odgovornog za brutalna ubistva vise od 3.000 
Bosnjaka iz Visegrada’, Ljiljan, 28/05/97, p. 33. 
2197 ‘Foca met de grond gelijk gemaakt’ (Foca razed to the ground), NRC Handelsblad, 21/04/92. 
2198 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 90. 
2199 United States Senate, Ethnic Cleaning, p. 7. 
2200 X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker & Vejvoda (ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 102; 
Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In Croatië is iedereen goed’ (In Croatia everyone is good), Elsevier, 08/08/92, pp. 32-33; Sremac, War, 
p. 99.; Vjera Bogati, ‘Serbs and Croats hatched deal on fate of Mostar’, IWPR’s Tribunal Update no. 240, Part II, October 15-
20, 2001. 
2201 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 282; Kumar, Divide, p. 55; Glenny, Fall, p. 194; Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Leiders Croaten en Serviërs 
verdelen gebieden in Bosnië’ (Croat and Serb leaders divide up areas in Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 09/05/92; Peter Michielsen, 
‘Lot Bosnië al bezegeld door geheim akkoord’ (Fate of Bosnia already sealed by secret agreement), NRC Handelsblad, 
13/05/92. 
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which was derived from the Croatian one and the residents used the kuna, the Croatian currency. The 
Bosnian Croats viewed this development as a step towards separation from Bosnia; in many respects 
the area functioned thereafter as a part of Croatia. 

In this time the HVO experienced a large influx of recruits from the Bosnian Muslims who 
lived in the area it controlled. An important part of this recruitment took place, with the knowledge of 
the government, through the Muslim organization Zmaj od Bosne (Dragon of Bosnia). In Hercegovina 
the proportion of Muslims in the HVO was the lowest (20 per cent), in Central-Bosnia it was 40 per 
cent and in the Posavina area it was no less than 80 per cent. Conversely, at the start of June 1992 the 
Bosnian territorial defence forces, shortly before they were converted into the Bosnian government 
army, consisted of 18 per cent Croats and 12 per cent Serbs. 

Elsewhere in the former Yugoslavia too, issues of new authority and administration were being 
dealt with. On 10 December the Badinter Commission had declared that Yugoslavia was in a state of 
dissolution. Serbia and Montenegro, however, had not submitted a request for recognition to the EC as 
had the four other former republics, namely Bosnia-Hercegovina, Croatia, Macedonia and Slovenia, in 
December 1991. Indeed, Serbia and Montenegro took the position that instead of the Federation of 
Yugoslavia being dissolved, they were in fact continuing it, while the other republics had seceded. The 
background to this situation was the issue of who would get the assets of the Yugoslavian State. If 
Serbia and Montenegro were together to be regarded as the legal successor of Yugoslavia, then they 
would be entitled to the corresponding possessions. The same would however not apply, if Milosevic 
had his way, to the liabilities: according to the regime in Belgrade, the issue of the state debts should be 
handled by a commission set up to oversee the distribution of these among the former parts of 
Yugoslavia. Furthermore Serbia and Montenegro, as the legal successor to Yugoslavia, could continue 
to occupy the position in international organizations previously held by that country. Moreover, Serbia 
and Montenegro, by not asking the EC for recognition, had prevented conditions being set for them 
with regard to the protection of minorities – conditions that the other republics had had to satisfy. 

If the idea of a continuation of the State of Yugoslavia, albeit in a more modest form, were to 
be abandoned and it were to be assumed that Yugoslavia had disintegrated, then the six former 
republics should have issued a claim for the division of the possessions of the dissolved federation. In 
that case Serbia and Montenegro, possibly jointly, would have to reapply for a place in international 
organizations. This question of state succession was a thorny problem which the EC preferred to leave 
well alone. The ministers of the community thus took the position that the parties involved should 
solve it for themselves during the Yugoslavia Conference. They still had no desire to undertake 
‘derecognition’, the reverse action to recognition. In a certain sense it actually suited the EC that the 
issue was unresolved. As long as there was something resembling a central Yugoslavian authority, they 
could retain their ambassadors in Belgrade and maintain contacts with the Yugoslavian mission to the 
UN in New York.2202

Following the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia by the European Community, the Milosevic 
regime had in the meantime decided to establish a ‘new’ or ‘third’ Yugoslavia which would consist of at 
least Serbia and Montenegro. Milosevic and his supporters said at that time that they hoped all of 
Bosnia too would form part of the ‘third’ Yugoslavia. If not, then in any case they wanted the ‘Serb’ 
parts of Bosnia to form part of it.

 

2203

                                                 

2202 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00083. Van den Broek to embassy in Belgrade, 17/03/92, celer 045. 

 On 27 April 1992 the federal assembly of the former Socialist 
Federation of Yugoslavia accepted the constitution for a new Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, to 
comprise Serbia and Montenegro. The new federation claimed to be the successor to the old 
Yugoslavia and to take that country’s place in international organizations. In Serbia and Montenegro 
this was referred to as a third Yugoslavia.  

2203 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Servië reageert voorzichtig op erkenning rivalen’ (Serbia responds cautiously to recognition of rivals), de 
Volkskrant, 17/01/92; idem, ‘Serviërs gekant tegen referendum in Bosnië’ (Serbs set against referendum in Bosnia), de 
Volkskrant, 24/01/92. 
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7. The response of the international community 

The large majority of the international community did not however recognize the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia (FRY) as the legal successor to the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). On 11 
May the foreign ministers of the EC stated that Serbia was the major aggressor in Bosnia and that 
withdrawal of federal troops from Bosnia-Hercegovina was a condition for, at the least, reducing the 
bloodshed. The EC states decided to withdraw their ambassadors from Belgrade until further notice, 
and shortly after this the United States, Norway, Sweden and Austria followed suit. The EC ministers 
also proposed suspending Yugoslavia as a member of the CSCE. This move was not taken for the time 
being due to the opposition of Russia but the CSCE did decide shortly afterwards to exclude Serbia, 
which held the Yugoslavian seat at this organization, from participation in the decision-making on the 
crisis in the former Yugoslavia until the end of June. Furthermore the EC ministers threatened further 
economic sanctions and the exclusion of Yugoslavia from other international organizations. The 
position taken by the EC ministers meant international isolation of the regime in Belgrade. After this a 
total freeze on diplomatic relations was repeatedly mooted. The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs was 
not in favour of this, however, chiefly because the military attaché in Belgrade was a useful contact for 
the Ministry of Defence and the intelligence services, and his presence was also important for the 
Dutch UNPROFOR troops.2204

On 4 July the Badinter Commission declared that the process of dissolution in which the 
former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia had been engaged in was now at an end. In other 
words, the FRY could not be the legal successor to the SFRY, because this no longer existed. There 
was thus no continuity and the FRY could thus also not take the place of the old Yugoslavia in 
international organizations. On 22 September the General Assembly of the United Nations was to 
accept Resolution 47/1 which also established and declared that if the FRY wished to form part of the 
organs of the UN it must submit a corresponding request.

 

2205 Nevertheless, even after this the EC 
countries decided to maintain their embassies in Belgrade and the Yugoslavian embassies in their own 
capitals for practical reasons, to enable contacts with the ‘new Yugoslavia’.2206

The actions of the Serbs in Bosnia had thus, in a little over a month since the outbreak of the 
war, led to a hardening of the EC’s attitude towards Serbia. Until shortly before, events had seemed 
likely to take a different course. All the efforts of the EC and the US seemed in fact to be aimed at 
keeping the Belgrade regime happy. During the General Council in Luxembourg on 6 April the French 
Foreign Minister Dumas, against the will of Genscher but with the support of Van den Broek, had 
arranged for the recognition of Bosnia-Hercegovina to be accompanied by efforts to lift the sanctions 
against Serbia. The French line was intended to prevent an isolation of Serbia, because this would only 
encourage Serbia to intervene on the side of the Serbs in Bosnia.

 

2207 It was only by linking the lifting of 
sanctions to a number of strict conditions that Genscher, who was spending his last days as Foreign 
Minister, was able to prevent the implementation of this plan.2208 At the end of April the head of the 
ECMM mission also stressed the need to ‘dose’ the international pressure on Serbia: too much would 
be counterproductive and lead to a ‘fortress mentality’ that would make Serbia even more intractable 
for the international community.2209

In mid-April the American Principal Assistant to the Secretary of State, Johnson, had travelled 
to Sarajevo. Izetbegovic asked him for NATO air attacks against Bosnian Serb positions. But Johnson 

 

                                                 

2204 ABZ, DIE/2001/00023. Report of the interdepartmental meeting on possibilities for strengthening sanctions against 
the FRY on 20/01/93. 
2205 On this issue see for instance Jovanovic, ‘Status’. 
2206 See for instance ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Engels 293 to Van den Broek, 30/09/92; coreu The Hague, 07/10/92, 
cpe/hag 609. 
2207 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00083. Van den Broek 59 to embassy in Belgrade, 07/04/92. 
2208 Folkert Jensma, ‘EG erkent Bosnië, maar stelt besluit over Macedonië uit’ (EC recognizes Bosnia but postpones 
decision on Macedonia), NRC Handelsblad, 07/04/92. 
2209 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00083. Van den Broek 067 to embassy in Belgrade, 29/04/92. 
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told the Bosnian president that he should not expect military intervention from external parties.2210 
Shortly after this, in Belgrade on 19 April, Johnson told Milosevic that the American government was 
prepared to consider recognition of Serbia and Montenegro as the state of Yugoslavia, on the condition 
that Belgrade would refrain from supporting and approving the aggression in Bosnia. If Belgrade 
continued to do this, then the United States would make efforts to isolate Milosevic’s regime politically 
and economically.2211 The response was far from encouraging. General Zivota Panic, who was to 
succeed Adzic a few weeks later as Chief of Staff, told him that Serbia had ‘borne the Turkish yoke’ for 
five centuries, ‘so it can certainly stand a little isolation’.2212

At the start of the war in Bosnia the EC (and the US as well) thus had to change its policy 
within the space of a few weeks and shift to a course that shortly before had been rejected as 
counterproductive. According to Van Walsum isolation was now the only weapon that the international 
community had and moreover the only weapon to which Milosevic was sensitive.

 

2213 Another 
remaining option, of course, was the deployment of an international force in Bosnia. As described, for 
budgetary reasons the UN Secretariat had no desire to send a peacekeeping force to Bosnia-
Hercegovina. The Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek continued however to urge UN 
planning in this direction, with an eye to eventualities in Bosnia. He requested the Dutch Permanent 
Representative in New York, Van Schaik, to consult on this with his colleagues from the other EC 
member states and from the US. Moreover the Dutch minister hoped that the presence of the 
UNPROFOR headquarters in Sarajevo would exert a moderating influence on the parties.2214

One of the reasons for locating the headquarters there was to take up a neutral position 
between Zagreb and Belgrade. Besides this, Sarajevo was viewed as safe. However, almost immediately 
after establishing the headquarters in Sarajevo the leadership of UNPROFOR found itself in the midst 
of fighting. ‘It was the only known case in military history’, wrote the British war reporter Martin Bell 
ironically, ‘where a headquarters staff received messages of sympathy and concern from the front-line 
troops in the field.’

 

2215

On 7 April the UN Under-Secretary-General Goulding announced in discussions with the 
Security Council that the United Nations was considering increasing its involvement in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Three days later in Geneva the Bosnian Foreign Minister Haris Silajdzic asked Boutros-
Ghali to send peacekeeping troops to Bosnia. However, the UN Secretary-General told Silajdzic that he 
would do better to ask the EC; the United Nations wanted to confine itself to the peacekeeping 
operation in Croatia. A few days later Izetbegovic repeated the request to Goulding, after the ceasefire 
arranged by the EC had immediately been broken. Notably, Izetbegovic declared on this occasion that 
he once more advocated a division of Bosnia-Hercegovina into cantons. His only special requirement 
here was that the accompanying map be drawn by experts from abroad.

 In the meantime UNPROFOR had no mandate to intervene in the situation in 
Bosnia. The situation was to some extent comparable to the one previously experienced by the ECMM 
headquarters in Zagreb, which was also set up outside the actual conflict zone and which suddenly 
found itself in the middle of a conflict for which it had no mandate. 

2216 In the following weeks it 
appeared that Boutros-Ghali had little desire to send a UN peacekeeping force without a clear mandate 
into an area where peace had not been achieved.2217

On 23 and 24 April the Security Council convened for consultations on the situation in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. This took place following formal requests by Algeria and Austria and calls by Germany, 

  

                                                 

2210 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 197. 
2211 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 198. 
2212 Ian Traynor, ‘The bloody agony of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 25/04/92. 
2213 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00083. Van den Broek 144 to embassy in Moscow, 14/05/92. 
2214 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00143. Van den Broek to Van Schaik, 04/03/92, celer 54. 
2215 Bell, Way, p. 24. 
2216 VN, S/23836. 
2217 Unclassified State Department report, appendix 13. The Charge of the Light Blue Brigade: UNPROFOR First Deploys 
Fall-Winter 1992, p. 1. 
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the Netherlands and the Organization of the Islamic Conference.2218 The Security Council passed a 
declaration by its chairman in which all parties were called upon to observe the ceasefire of 12 April 
and support was expressed for the mediation efforts of the EC, which were now being undertaken by 
Carrington and Cutileiro.2219 A fact-finding report by Vance on 24 April did indeed establish a serious 
deterioration of the situation in Bosnia, but at the same time remarked that in view of the limited 
resources of the UN and the widespread nature of the violence a UN peacekeeping operation in Bosnia 
was impossible. Boutros-Ghali supported this position.2220 Nonetheless Boutros-Ghali made a gesture 
by announcing that as per 1 May, 41 UN observers would be sent to the Bosnian towns of Medjugorje, 
Mostar, Stolac and Trebinje, although earlier plans had provided for this only once the United Nations 
Protected Areas in Croatia had been demilitarized.2221 In a conversation with Mitterrand the UN 
Secretary-General also promised to discuss with the Security Council the possibility of sending 
observers who would investigate the possible deployment of a peacekeeping force.2222

At the start of May Goulding and his colleague Shashi Tharoor visited Belgrade, Sarajevo and 
Zagreb. The emphasis of their visit came to rest on the deteriorating conditions in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
Around this time the ECMM observers left Bosnia because their safety was in danger. The 
UNPROFOR Commander Nambiar explained to Goulding and Tharoor that he was now hardly in a 
position to lead the operation in Croatia because he and his staff were almost fully occupied with the 
problems in Bosnia. Moreover the freedom of movement of the staff was seriously curtailed by the 
bombardments.

 

2223 He wished to transfer his headquarter to Belgrade or Zagreb. The Deputy 
Commander Morillon advocated that in this case a symbolic presence should still be maintained in 
Sarajevo.2224 At the end of his visit Goulding indicated that he did not currently see a role for the 
United Nations in Bosnia, because the UN was already stretched to its limits. According to him the EC 
should take a more active role. Goulding was also not in favour of a symbolic presence of UN troops 
who would have the task of protecting humanitarian missions in Bosnia, which were subject to 
considerable risks.2225

Following this report, on 12 May Boutros-Ghali told the Security Council that although the 
situation was ‘tragic, dangerous, violent and confused’ it was not suitable for peacekeeping, because the 
required agreement of the parties was lacking and thus a workable mandate was not possible.

 

2226 Three 
days later however, on the urging of Belgium, France and Great Britain, the Security Council 
empowered the Secretary-General through Resolution 752 to once again investigate whether a 
peacekeeping force could be sent to Bosnia. He was also asked to look for ways of protecting 
humanitarian convoys. In the same resolution the Security Council called on the JNA to withdraw from 
the conflict in Bosnia-Hercegovina. This also applied to ‘elements of the Croatian Army’. Finally, all 
irregular forces in Bosnia should be dissolved and disarmed. In the view of Boutros-Ghali, Resolution 
752 marked the start of the disaster of the UN’s Bosnian adventure.2227

                                                 

2218 Owen CD-ROM, Statement by the President of the Security Council, 24/04/92. see also J.M. Bik, ‘Duits-Nederlands 
voorstel voor VN-overleg over Bosnië’ (German-Dutch proposal for UN consultation on Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 
24/04/92. 

 On 30 May he again attempted 

2219 United Nations Department of Public Information, United Nations, pp. 9-10. 
2220 VN, S23836. For the rejection of a peacekeeping force by Vance and his arguments see also Neso Djuric, ‘Vance: No 
peacekeeping troops for Bosnia’, UPI, BC Cycle, 15/04/92. 
2221 ‘EG-missie onder vuur’ (EC mission under fire), Trouw, 23/04/92; ABZ, 00143, Van Schaik 387 to Van den Broek, 
22/04/92; VN, S/23900. 
2222 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00143. Dossier note by DPV/PZ regarding 231ste CoPo, Lissbon, 06 and 07/05/92, 28/04/92. 
2223 UN, S/23900. 
2224 Morillon, Croire, p. 42. 
2225 ABZ, Communications Archive, coreu of EG chairman Portugal, 12/05/92, cpe pres lis 955. see also Allcock & 
Milivojevic & Horton (eds.) Conflict, p. 312; Theo Engelen, ‘Voorlopig geen vredesmacht VN naar Bosnië’ (No UN 
peacekeepers to Bosnia for the time being), NRC Handelsblad, 07/05/92; ‘Toestand Bosnië uitzichtloos’ (Bosnian situation 
hopeless), Trouw, 11/05/92. 
2226 UN, S/23900. 
2227 Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 40. 
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to convince the Security Council that the dissolution and disarming of the irregular forces in Bosnia 
was only possible within the framework of a general political solution for Bosnia. If this did not come 
about, then an international military force would have to take on the job.2228

In the meantime, the UNPROFOR headquarters had left Sarajevo in two convoys on 16 and 17 
May. A little less than a hundred soldiers, mostly French but also with a few Dutch troops, stayed 
behind. They continued to offer mediation to the warring factions factions, to supervise the exchange 
of imprisoned, wounded or dead soldiers and to undertake other humanitarian tasks. 

 

In order to preserve impartiality Nambiar promised that from now on the UNPROFOR 
headquarters would alternate between Belgrade and Zagreb, starting in Belgrade. The UNPROFOR 
headquarters thus set itself up in this city. But after sanctions had been announced against Serbia at the 
end of May and the diplomatic staff in Belgrade had been reduced, the UN Secretariat no longer found 
it wise for UNPROFOR to remain in Belgrade. Firstly the UN Secretariat felt that UNPROFOR would 
seem weak if it continued there at full strength while most of the ambassadors had departed, and 
moreover it feared reprisals against the UNPROFOR headquarters. Nambiar was therefore directed to 
relocate to Zagreb, which was done at the end of July.2229

On 22 May the United Nations recognized Bosnia-Hercegovina as its 177th member state 
(Resolution 46/237 of the General Assembly). With the resolution of 15 May and the recognition of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina as a member state the United Nations took the position that the war in Bosnia was 
an international conflict, with the aggression in fact originating from the regime in Belgrade. All 
following UN resolutions would continue this line of reasoning. As already remarked, the UN did not 
however take the next logical step, namely lifting the arms embargo against the new state to enable it to 
defend itself against an armed attack. Not to mention the possibility that the UN might go so far as to 
take on a trusteeship for Bosnia, as was also advocated at the time.

 

2230

8. The ‘withdrawal’ of the JNA, the creation of the VRS and the rise of Mladic 

 

As shown in Chapter 3, Milosevic and his right-hand man Borisav Jovic had already realized as early as 
the end of 1991 that, as soon as Bosnia became independent, the JNA would be regarded as an 
aggressor. Consequently in December of that year preparations were conducted on Milosevic’s orders 
to ensure that 85 per cent of the JNA personnel was comprised of Bosnian Serbs. This enabled a 
withdrawal on paper. On 8 May Lieutenant General Adzic, the interim Minister of Defence since the 
departure of Kadijevic, signed an order for the restructuring of the JNA in Bosnia-Hercegovina. A new 
army was to be created in the Republika Srpska: Vojska Republike Srpske (VRS). The joint chiefs of staff 
of this Bosnian Serb army were: Lieutenant General Mladic, who became chairman; Major General 
Manojlo Milovanovic, Chief of Staff; Major General Milan Gvero, Assistant Chief of Staff for Morale 
and Information; Major General Djordje Dukic, Assistant Chief of Staff for Logistics; Colonel Zdravko 
Tolimir, Head of Security; and Colonel Mico Grubor, Head of Mobilization.  

This order was one of Adzic’s last acts. Together with 37 other generals and (vice) admirals he 
was dismissed at almost the same moment. His successor as Chief of Staff was General Zivota Panic, 
who, unlike his predecessors, was no longer to be Minister of Defence as well. This post was now taken 
by a civilian. All these measures were intended to strengthen Milosevic’s hold on the JNA and to 
remove the last attachments to Yugoslavia, still represented under the generals. 

On 19 May 1992 the JNA officially withdrew from Bosnia-Hercegovina, but only 14,000 men 
left Bosnia.2231

                                                 

2228 Review of International Affairs, (1992)1005-6(1 June/1 July), p. 14; Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 41. 

 As planned, the federal army left behind 85 per cent of its officers and troops, 
amounting to some 75,000 men. The same applied to its equipment and supplies: about a thousand 
pieces of heavy artillery, 300 to 400 tanks, almost the same number of armoured vehicles, 35 aircraft, 21 

2229 Morillon, Croire, pp. 87-88. 
2230 see Sharp, Balkans, pp. 2 and 12. 
2231 Vego, ‘Federal Army’, p. 445. 
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helicopters and air defence systems.2232

Following the ‘withdrawal’ of the JNA from Bosnia the federal armed forces were definitively 
renamed the Army of Yugoslavia (Vojska Jugoslavije, VJ). Milosevic declared on television that Serbia 
was not in a state of war and that not a single soldier who was a citizen of Serbia was to be found 
outside the Serbian borders. Meanwhile the obituary notices of soldiers killed outside Serbian territory 
told a different story.

 Thanks to the legacy of the JNA in Bosnia the Bosnian Serbs 
gained a major material advantage which they could maintain because the arms embargo imposed by 
the international community prevented the Bosnian government from redressing the balance. 

2233 Milosevic was later to admit to Morillon that parts of the Serbian army 
remained active in Bosnia until May 1995 .2234 The first strategic echelon of the new Yugoslavian army 
was correspondingly reported to be active on both banks of the Drina.2235 These were mostly several 
smaller units of the VJ, such as the 66th and 82nd Parachute Brigades.2236 Furthermore both Serbia and 
Montenegro continued to provide logistical and medical support as well as intelligence to the VRS. An 
integrated air defence system also remained in service between Serbia and the Serb parts of Bosnia.2237 
Even the command structure linking the VJ and the VRS would never fully disappear.2238 Promotions, 
transfers and dismissals of officers of the VRS were conducted on the orders of the General Staff of 
the VJ, the successor to the JNA in Belgrade,2239 and Belgrade continued to pay the salaries of VRS 
officers higher than the rank of major. The salaries in the highest ranks were even increased from 500 
to 1500 German marks per month.2240

The VRS incorporated not only the remaining part of the JNA but also elements of the 
territorial defence force and irregular local units. The VRS was to have seven corps, including the Drina 
Corps in Eastern Bosnia. The weak point of the VRS remained its relatively low manpower. From the 
peak in 1992, when the VRS had 86,000 men at its disposal, this number declined to about 60,000 in 
1994, of which 45,000 are reported to have been operational at this time.

  

2241 There are however authors 
who assume a much lower effective fighting strength. It has been claimed that as early as 1992 only 
35,000 of the 80,000 VRS troops were operational. Moreover, some of them regularly left their posts to 
conduct civilian activities.2242 Their successes were chiefly due to their heavy firepower. When faced 
with a motivated and well-armed opponent they suffered defeats.2243

                                                 

2232 United States Senate, Cleansing, pp. 7 and 28; Gow, ‘Forces’, p. 1; Cuvalo, Dictionary, p. 59; MID/KL. Operations 
Directorate, Royal Netherlands Army, Intelligence and Security Department, Intelligence Section, Supintrep Enclave 
Srebrenica, no. 30370/4/021194, p. 2; idem, Royal Netherlands Army, Intelligence Bureau, Infomap former Yugoslavia, July 
1996, no. 35286/4/250696, p. 17; VN, S/1994/674/Appendix VI, p. 11; KL, Operations Directorate, AIV, Intelligence 
Section, no. 27383/4/191193, Manual Tactical Action Warring Factions in the Former Yugoslavia, November 1993, p. 5. 
see also Vego, ‘Federal Army, p. 447. 

 Indeed, the morale of the Bosnian 
Serb troops was low: they were poorly trained and organized; there was a lack of competent leadership. 
In Bosnia too, draft-dodging and desertion were rife among the Serbs. In total this is reported to have 

2233 Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p. 130; Ulrike Rudber, ‘Geen suiker te koop, wel handgranaten: sfeer in Servië is bedrukt’ 
(No sugar, but hand-grenades, on sale: depressed atmosphere in Sarajevo), de Volkskrant, 30/04/92. 
2234 Ed Vulliamy, ‘The general who told troops to tear up UN mandate’ and ‘‘Only passivity is dishonourable’’, The Guardian, 
12/01/96. see also Calic, ‘‘Frage’’, p. 150. For the lasting links between the VJ and the VRS see also Hartmann, Milosevic, pp. 
274-275. 
2235 Domazet-Loso, ‘Aggression’, p. 143. 
2236 Gow, ‘Forces’, p. 2; Bram Versteegt, ‘Uitspraak tribunaal brengt Milosevic in het nauw’ (Verdict of tribunal puts pressure 
on Milosevic), Algemeen Dagblad, 17/11/98. 
2237 VN, A/47/747, The situation in Bosnia and Hercegovina. Report of the Secretary-General, 03/12/92, p. 4; Norman 
Cigar, ‘Serb War Effort and Termination of the War’, Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, pp. 209-210. 
2238 Zimmerman, Origins, p. 186. 
2239 Vego, ‘Federal Army’, p. 448. 
2240 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Serbian lies world chose to believe’, The Guardian, 29/02/96. see also Jovic quoted in Julian Borger, ‘The 
Observer profile: Europe’s last dinosaur’, The Observer, 29/12/96; Esad Hecimovic, ‘Na Haskoj potjernici nema Milana 
Lukica zlocinca odgovornog za brutalna ubistva vise od 3.000 Bosnjaka iz Visegrada’, Ljiljan, 28/05/97, p. 33. 
2241 Gow, ‘Forces’, p. 1. 
2242 VN, S1994/674, Appendix III, p. 26. 
2243 Vego, ‘Federal Army’, pp. 447-448. 
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involved between 120,000 and 150,000 men, twice the size of the Bosnian Serb army. A large 
proportion of those evading military service went to Serbia, and as a consequence mocking reference 
was made to a ‘Belgrade Corps’ of the VRS.2244 This drain of manpower in the VRS was not confined 
to the ordinary troops. At the start of the war in Bosnia only 52 per cent of the eligible JNA officers 
had followed the call to join the Bosnian Serb forces. Moreover, by the end of 1994 almost half of the 
VRS officer corps had left for Serbia. Due to this exodus and to losses the VRS had only 21 per cent of 
the number of officers it needed.2245 Desertion in particular increased as the impression grew that the 
main aim of the war was to enrich the Bosnian Serb leadership.2246 Moreover, many left when the 
number of casualties in the army’s own ranks started to increase. By the end of the war the VRS would 
have suffered more than 18,000 dead and double this number of wounded.2247

General Mladic 

 

As recounted, the appointed commander of the VRS was General Ratko Mladic, until then commander 
of the JNA troops in Knin. Mladic was born on 12 March 1943 in the village of Bozinovici near 
Kalinovik, almost 50 kilometres south of Sarajevo, as the son of two partisans. His father Nedjo was 
killed in a clash on 12 March 1945, i.e. on his son Ratko’s second birthday. The simultaneity of these 
events must have been an annually recurring trauma for Ratko. According to Mladic himself he longed 
to revenge the death of his father all through his life.2248 It was long said that Croat Ustashe had killed 
his father, but Mladic later reportedly admitted that his father was killed by Cetniks.2249

Mladic joined the JNA and the Communist Party. Within the JNA he had a reputation as a 
good organizer who was highly successful in exercises.

  

2250

During the fighting in Croatia he gained the reputation of being a real soldier’s officer and a 
courageous fighter who led his men into battle from the front.

 At the start of 1991 he was appointed as 
Chief of Staff for Logistics at the Pristina Corps in Kosovo. A few months later he became, with the 
rank of Lieutenant Colonel, Chief of Staff of the Ninth Army Corps in Knin, the centre of Krajina. 
When many Croats left the federal army, Mladic became the commander of the corps and was 
promoted to Major General. 

2251 He himself said that offence lay more 
in his nature than defence.2252 He impressed people with his good memory for the names of soldiers, so 
that they were later surprised and flattered that he recognized them.2253 In the course of the war Mladic 
gained an almost mythical reputation, with comparisons being made to King Lazar and his battle 
against the Turks. At the same time, however, he was said to be unscrupulous, cruel, clever but not 
intelligent and no great strategist.2254

                                                 

2244 Norman Cigar, ‘Serb War Effort and Termination of the War’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 213. 

 Milosevic is reported to have personally insisted that Mladic 
become the commander of the Bosnian Serb army. It is precisely Mladic’s cruelty which seems to have 
recommended him to Milosevic. In mid-1994 the former State Department official George Kenney 

2245 Norman Cigar, ‘Serb War Effort and Termination of the War’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 214. 
2246 Norman Cigar, ‘Serb War Effort and Termination of the War’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, pp. 212-213. 
2247 Norman Cigar, ‘Serb War Effort and Termination of the War’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 214. 
2248 Ian Traynor, ‘Profile: Beast of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 18/04/94. 
2249 Cuvalo, Dictionary, p. 170. 
2250 Ian Traynor, ‘Profile: Beast of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 18/04/94. 
2251 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 171; Bill Hewitt et al, ‘Driven by personal demons, this Serbian general has made war in Bosnia’, 
People, 13/06/94; interview D. Milovanovic, 17/12/99 
2252 Roger Cohen, ‘Conflict in the Balkans: Serbian strategy’, The New York Times, 17/04/94. 
2253 Interview V. Matovic, 16/12/99. 
2254 MID. AVI, OVIC, doc. no. 99015, Information document political and administrative information/organization Bosnia 
and Hercegovina, 21/07/97, p. 75; idem, letter from head MID, mr. J.C.F. Knapp, 12/07/95, DIS 95/12.13.4/1658; Vego, 
‘Federal Army’, p. 446; interviews V. Andreev, 07/07/00, C. Bildt, 13/12/00, B. Pellnäss, 03/11/99 and V. Matovic, 
16/12/99; Colonel Andrei Demurenko, Chief of Staff of Sarejevo Sector in 1995, quoted in Thomans, ‘‘Lessons’’; Ian 
Traynor, ‘Profile: Beast of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 18/04/94;Robert Block, ‘Vredelievende moordenaar met een volkse aanpak’ 
(Peace-loving murderer with a common-man’s approach), Trouw, 23/09/95. 
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remarked: ‘He doesn’t seem to have internal inhibitions, which is one reason they put him in charge. 
He knows how to test the edge of what is possible and always push.’2255

In Bosnia too the actions of Mladic, who in Krajina had acquired the title ‘butcher of Knin’,
 

2256 
were to be marked by cruelty. In May 1992 radio messages were intercepted in which he personally 
ordered that Sarajevo be ‘set on fire’ and in the process to stop using 82 and 120 millimetre mortars 
and instead to employ 155 millimetre howitzers.2257 At the start of the 1990s Mladic, who as a 
Communist officer had taken the Yugoslav position for many years and who seems to have been a 
fierce Communist,2258 became a fervent Serb nationalist with a great interest in Serb history and myths. 
He himself said that the war had made him ‘the greatest Serb’.2259 He believed that the Serb borders 
should come to lie ‘where Serb blood has been spilled, the blood of every individual Serb soldier and 
officer, excepting none, not only in this war but in all previous ones too. As far as I’m concerned this 
war will be over when the Muslims hand me their weapons.’2260

Some who experienced him at close quarters doubted the mental stability of Mladic, even 
before the suicide of his 22-year-old daughter Ana in March 1994,

 

2261 which was to seriously disturb his 
balance.2262 Mladic was said to be extremely hot-tempered.2263 According to some he had a suspicious, if 
not paranoid, nature.2264 He surrounded himself with a close circle of confidants2265 and said that he was 
constantly afraid that something would happen to his family.2266 However, his wife is reported to have 
been already killed at the start of the war during artillery bombardments near Sarajevo.2267

According to some he was a megalomaniac. He himself said: ‘If I had been a surgeon, I would 
have been a super-surgeon. If I had been a lawyer, I would have been a super-lawyer. But I’ll never be a 
Frank Sinatra, because I don’t have a super voice.’

  

2268 When President Izetbegovic, during negotiations 
in Geneva, doubted whether the Serbs would keep promises they had made, Mladic answered him: 
‘When I guarantee you something, it’s the same as if the Almighty guarantees you something.’2269 After 
the fall of the Zepa enclave in July 1995 he told a bus full of Muslim citizens: ‘No Allah, no UN, no 
NATO can save you. Only I can.’2270

While members of the JNA were often convinced that the secession of the republics from the 
Yugoslav federation was prompted by foreign forces, Mladic came to view the disintegration of 
Yugoslavia and the following wars as an almost supernatural event. He liked to refer to UNPROFOR, 
NATO, the great Western powers and the Muslim states as the gods of war.

 During the war in Bosnia Mladic increasingly took on the role of 
the cat that plays with mice, someone with the power of life and death. 

2271

                                                 

2255 Bill Hewitt et al, ‘Driven by personal demons, this Serbian general has made a war in Bosnia’, People, 13/06/94. 

 In his view they were 
the ones who dictated the course of the war. The Muslims, Croats and UN peacekeeping troops were 
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2263 Interviews R. Dukic, 14/06/00, M. Milutinovic, 20 and 22/03/00 and Z. Stankovic, 01/10/98. 
2264 Interviews R. Dukic, 14/06/00 and Z. Stankovic, 01/10/98. 
2265 Interviews R. Dukic, 14/06/00, M. Milutinovic, 20 and 22/03/00 and Z. Stankovic, 01/10/98. 
2266 Interview B. Spasic, 16/09/01. 
2267 Ian Traynor, ‘Profile: Beast of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 18/04/94. 
2268 Ian Traynor, ‘Profile: Beast of Bosnia’, The Guardian, 18/04/94. 
2269 Robert Block, ‘Vredelievende moordenaar met een volkse aanpak’, Trouw, 23/09/95. 
2270 Robert Block, ‘Vredelievende moordenaar met een volkse aanpak’, Trouw, 23/09/95. 
2271 See for instance Bulatovic, Mladic, pp. 33, 87, 89 and 191. 
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the local executors of the fate devised by these gods.2272 These gods had proved capable of making 
Yugoslavia fall apart. First of all the Communist regime of Tito had, according to Mladic, 
disadvantaged the Serbs and then the war had ‘come over’ the Serbs as ‘an undesired wind’ that 
suddenly stormed across Yugoslavia.2273 What else could the Serb population of Bosnia do than 
undertake heroic resistance?2274 The end of the war would be determined not by him but by the gods of 
war in the West. A scenario was developing that could not be stopped by Serb mortals.2275 Due to this 
attitude Mladic was not able to think in terms of an ultimate strategy. In late 1993 this was also the 
impression gained by the Chief of Staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command (the UN organization in 
Sarajevo), Brigadier General Ramsay: ‘He lacks the breadth of strategic vision to achieve peace’.2276 This 
concept of superior Western power did not detract from Mladic’s pride in the fact that his own part in 
the struggle was securing him a place in the history books.2277

Conflicts often broke out between Mladic and Karadzic, the political leader of the Bosnian 
Serbs. Although Mladic himself had shifted from Communism to Serb nationalism, he found it hard to 
forgive Karadzic that the latter made references to his anti-Communism and had been an open 
dissident during his student days.

  

2278 Milosevic, who had made it a speciality to exploit differences 
between persons or groups, took advantage of this situation too. In fact he could generally get along 
much better with Mladic than with Karadzic.2279 Although Commander in Chief in name, Karadzic was 
to have no real authority over Mladic; the only person to have that was Milosevic.2280 But Mladic always 
had difficulty with politicians in general2281 and he profited from the fact that in time of war it was 
difficult for politicians to place constraints on military commanders. Moderate tones were soon no 
longer to be heard from the army itself. Criticism of Mladic among VRS officers is said to have fallen 
silent out of fear of the VRS commander.2282 Mladic was also too stubborn to take the advice of other 
officers.2283

9. The Dutch attitude to the war in Bosnia 

  

At the start of 1992 reports in the Dutch media were still marked by complaints by a limited number of 
emotionally involved journalists about the general indifference of Netherlands to the situation in the 
former Yugoslavia. This was a continuation or result of the combined action of four journalists of NRC 
Handelsblad and De Volkskrant on 31 December 1991.2284

                                                 

2272 Bulatovic, Mladic, pp. 34 and 87. 

 The content of the newspapers in the first 
months of 1992 confirmed the impression of a low involvement by the newspapers and their readers in 
the events in the former Yugoslavia. In NRC Handelsblad and Trouw there was a drop in the number of 
articles dealing with the situation in the conflict-torn Balkan country. These reports were mostly factual 
journalism or atmospheric impressions from Yugoslavia. There were few opinion columns or readers’ 
letters on the subject. In NRC Handelsblad there was a continuation of the critical commentaries on 
Western involvement. After the Dutch parliament had agreed to the dispatch of the signals battalion, 

2273 Bulatovic, Mladic, pp. 39 and 87. 
2274 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 89. 
2275 Bulatovic, Mladic, pp. 33, 37 and 87. 
2276 NIOD,Coll. Kreemers. Ramsay to BHC Fwd Sarajevo, etc. 30/10/93, ‘Soldier, statesman and diplomat – General Ratko 
Mladic meeting at Sokolac 28/10/93’. 
2277 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 37. 
2278 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
2279 Interview S. Djukic, 04/08/01. 
2280 Interviews C. Bildt, 13/12/00; J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99; F. Briquemont, 22/06/00 and R. Smith, 12/01/00; Djukic, 
Vetra, p. 240; Morillon, quoted in Ed Vulliamy, ‘Only passivity is dishonourable’, The Guardian, 12/01/96. 
2281 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
2282 Interview A. Makar, 16/06/00 and B. Pellnäss, 03/11/99. 
2283 Interview V. Matovic, 16/12/99. 
2284 Mischa de Vreede, ‘Oorlogskinderen’ (War children) and Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘De dood van een groot 
journalist-in-wording’ (The death of a great journalist-in-the-making), NRC Handelsblad, 09/01/92. 
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an editorial commentary said that the mandate for UNPROFOR I was no better than that for UNIFIL 
(the peacekeeping force in Lebanon at the end of the 1970s). The commentator pointed out that the 
Netherlands had withdrawn from this last operation in 1985 due to the impracticability of the mandate. 
Since the UNPROFOR mandate had hardly been discussed by Parliament, the newspaper felt that 
Dutch politicians were open to the accusation that the troop dispatch was more about their own 
prestige than about real peacekeeping.2285

Insofar as a general tone could be made out, it was one of reservation in the other newspapers 
too during this period. The Algemeen Dagblad, for instance, was prompted by the fighting that broke out 
in Bosnia after the referendum at the start of March to advocate that this region should not be 
recognized for the time being.

  

2286 An exception to the apathy was formed by Hylke Tromp, Professor 
of War Studies in Groningen, who at the start of 1992 once again advocated military intervention. 
Besides humanitarian motives, his main reason was that the neighbours of Yugoslavia, as well as 
Turkey, threatened to become involved in the conflict.2287

The outbreak of the war in Bosnia led to some increase in opinion-forming contributions, but 
not to a major increase. Generally speaking, Dutch journalists viewed Serb political and military leaders 
as the instigators of the conflict. A tendency could already be discerned not to trouble readers with the 
details of the conflict. At the start of March, for instance, De Volkskrant published a photograph of the 
funeral of a Serb, with a cross in the centre bearing the name of the man in Cyrillic script; the caption 
stated only that it was ‘one of the victims of the violence between Serbs and Bosnian Muslims’.

 

2288 A 
month later NRC Handelsblad captioned an almost identical photograph of the same funeral with the 
words ‘funeral ceremony in Sarajevo in Bosnia-Hercegovina’.2289

In NRC Handelsblad, even following the outbreak of the war in Bosnia, there was still little 
enthusiasm for Western involvement in the events there. Raymond van den Boogaard, for instance, 
argued from his base in Sarajevo for the uselessness of any attempt at Western intervention: 

 In neither case was it mentioned that 
the funeral was of a Serb, and thus that Serbs were also being killed in the conflict. In this respect the 
series ‘In tijd van oorlog’ (In time of war) in Trouw, in which from early 1992 onwards Nicole Lucas 
described the effect of the Milosevic regime on daily life in Belgrade, broke a pattern that was 
beginning to establish itself. 

‘So the Yugoslav civil war, a war for territory, enters its second summer and 
there seems to be no one, either in Yugoslavia or abroad, who can prevent it. 
Ministerial visits, the dispatch of observers, the dispatch of peacekeeping troops 
– none of it has any sense if there is a lack of will to find a solution for the 
Yugoslav legacy through peaceful negotiations. Moreover, the Yugoslav 
politicians recognize that every civilized solution suggested by foreign parties 
will be based on the idea of a multinational society, and that is precisely what 
they don’t want.’2290

According to NRC Handelsblad neither the EC nor the US was able to stop the Serb violence in 
Bosnia,

 

2291

                                                 

2285 ‘Vlagvertoon’ (Waving the flag), NRC Handelsblad, 17/03/92. 

 not even by peace-enforcing because the warring factions lived in such heavily intermingled 

2286 ‘Bosnië nog niet erkennen’ (No recognition for Bosnia yet), Algemeen Dagblad, 03/03/92. 
2287 Hylke Tromp, ‘Militaire interventie in Joegoslavië kan groter bloedbad voorkomen’ (Military intervention in Yugoslavia 
can prevent greater bloodbath), de Volkskrant, 04/01/92. 
2288 Photograph by Ewoud Nysingh, ‘Duizenden Bosniërs in vredesbetoging’ (Thousands of Bosnians in demonstration for 
peace), de Volkskrant, 06/03/92. 
2289 Photograph by Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Joegoslavische burgeroorlog is niet te beëindigen’ (Yugoslav civil war 
impossible to stop), NRC Handelsblad, 09/04/92. 
2290 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Joegoslavische burgeroorlog is niet te beëindigen’, NRC Handelsblad, 09/04/92. 
2291 ‘Bosnisch bestand’ (Bosnian truce), NRC Handelsblad, 13/04/92. 



311 

 

areas and the area had a tradition of guerrilla war.2292 The newspaper advised the West to wait until the 
political and military leaders in Bosnia had themselves had enough of the fighting and then immediately 
to dispatch peacekeeping troops, as had been done in Croatia. The paper ‘could no longer imagine’ that 
ethnic cleansing could now be reversed.2293

De Volkskrant, which had taken a more pro-active position in the summer of 1991, now also 
adopted a more reserved position in the first months of 1992. According to Oscar Garschagen writing 
at the end of April, sanctions were the only tool that the European Community could apply against 
Yugoslavia, and one should not harbour too many illusions about the effect they would have: this 
would take a long time.

  

2294 An editorial commentary of 5 May went further and advocated the total 
economic and political isolation of Yugoslavia if the Serb aggression in Bosnia did not stop. If this did 
not help either, then ‘military intervention by the UN should not be ruled out’.2295 A week later Ewoud 
Nysingh wrote that it was ‘unfortunately right’ that no UN peacekeeping force was being sent to 
Bosnia: ‘No country is prepared to send soldiers into the Bosnian hornets’ nest, where everyone with a 
gun does as he pleases. This would result in many deaths in the UN force.’ Talks with Belgrade should 
continue and thus it should not be fully isolated, ‘however guilty Milosevic may be’. Once the regime in 
Belgrade were to cooperate in a ceasefire then a peacekeeping force could be dispatched and talks could 
be held on ‘the provision of far-reaching autonomy for the three population groups’ in Bosnia.2296

Caroline de Gruyter, who had reported in Elsevier about the Yugoslavian conflict from the start, 
wrote a few weeks after the outbreak of the conflict in Bosnia that even if a European army were 
already to exist, intervention there would amount to ‘sheer suicide’.

 

2297 After two months of war in 
Bosnia she wrote that the only remaining realistic possibility was the separation of the ethnic groups in 
Bosnia. ‘How do you arrange that, with a military intervention? That is not only impracticable, it is also 
unfair to the Serbs who have lived their whole life there, and of whom many have refused to participate 
in this war.’2298 She did not consider the removal of Milosevic an option. His replacements would 
probably dream no less strongly of a Greater Serbia than he did.2299

The fairly general opinion that troops should be sent only when a real ceasefire had been 
achieved, and the growing acceptance of an ethnic division in Bosnia, was countered by the daily 
newspaper Trouw on 22 April. On this day the paper published articles by several advocates of more 
extensive intervention in Bosnia. Sonja Licht, the chairwoman of the Helsinki Citizen’s Assembly in 
Belgrade, and Mient Jan Faber, General Secretary of the Interchurch Peace Council IKV, expressed 
their anger on the Podium Page about the lack of initiative shown by the EC and the UN. They 
described the Cutileiro Plan as unrealizable in view of the distribution of the ethnic groups and 
considered the plan, from a moral perspective, to be ‘highly dubious, to put it mildly’. In line with 
several opposition politicians in the former Yugoslavia, they advocated the institution of a UN 
trusteeship for the entire region.

 

2300

                                                 

2292 ‘Ongrijpbaar Bosnië’ (Bosnia intangibles), NRC Handelsblad, 11/05/92. 

 On the same page the CDA politician A.M. Oostlander, member 
and rapporteur for Yugoslavia of the European Parliament, pointed out that at that moment the 
Netherlands had fewer UN troops stationed in the former Yugoslavia than Belgium did. He criticized 
the ‘exorbitantly expensive’ Airmobile Brigade, which he claimed would not become operational for the 

2293 ‘Geen alternatief’ (No alternative) , NRC Handelsblad, 05/05/92. 
2294 Oscar Garschagen, ‘EG moet Servië tot keus dwingen’ (EC must force Serbia to choose), de Volkskrant, 23/04/92. 
2295 ‘Ultimatum’ (Ultimatum), De Volkskrant, 05/05/92. 
2296 Ewoud Nysingh, ‘Druk op Servië opvoeren, maar blijven praten’ (Increase pressure on Serbia, but keep talking), de 
Volkskrant, 12/05/92. 
2297 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Een Bosnische worst’ (A Bosnian sausage), Elsevier, 02/05/92, p. 58. 
2298 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Balkan Storm brengt geen bevrijding’ (Balkan Storm will bring no liberation), Elsevier, 06/06/92, p. 
47. 
2299 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Balkan Storm brengt geen bevrijding’, Elsevier, 06/06/92, p. 47; Caroline de Gruyter, ‘De prins 
tuigt het witte paard op’ (The prince saddles the white horse), Elsevier, 20/06/92, p. 46. 
2300 Sonja Light & Mient Jan Faber, ‘VN moeten van Joegoslavië ‘mandaatgebied’ maken’ (UN must make Yugoslavia a 
‘mandate area’), Trouw, 22/04/92. 
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next five years. In his opinion the Dutch government could better spend the money on peacekeeping 
operations and on the economic and social reconstruction of Eastern Europe.2301

Nonetheless, the outbreak of hostilities in Sarajevo had led to increasing concern about the fate 
of some 60 Dutch troops of the signals battalion who were still stationed in the Bosnian capital. In 
particular the military trade unions and members of the CDA urged that their safety be ensured.

 The opinion 
contributions of this day remained, however, an isolated phenomenon. 

2302 The 
Dutch government took the position that although the deteriorated situation in the former Yugoslavia 
made the task of UNPROFOR more difficult, it did not make it impossible. According to Minister of 
Defence Ter Beek the Dutch troops were in no great danger. ‘Locally the situation appears in many 
cases to be much quieter than the overall picture given by the media’, he assured Parliament on 12 
May.2303

However, the developments did prompt the Minster to activate the Defence Crisis Management 
Centre (DCBC) by manning it continuously. The Defence Crisis Management Centre, which was set up 
during the Gulf War, was entrusted by the Chief of Defence Staff with policy control and evaluation 
during crisis management operations.

  

2304 The Defence Crisis Management Centre convened in a bunker 
under the Ministry of Defence on the Plein (Central Square) in The Hague. This bunker had been built 
in 1984 as an ‘Emergency Base’ for the minister and his staff in the event of a nuclear war. Until the 
start of the 1990s, however, it was hardly used.2305

Furthermore, the political sensitivity of peacekeeping operations contributed to this 
development.

 This changed after the arrival of crisis management 
operations. Peacekeeping operations could be of a ‘inter-service nature’ and were indeed so during the 
Yugoslavia conflict. Planning, coordination and operational leadership could best be undertaken from a 
single point. The most suitable person to carry this out was the Chief of Defence Staff, the highest 
military advisor to the minister, who was supported in this task by the Defence Crisis Management 
Centre. 

2306 During a peacekeeping operation the Dutch government retains full command over 
the dispatched units (as anchored in Article 98, Section 2 of the Constitution: ‘The government has full 
command of the armed forces.’).2307

During peacekeeping operations the tasks, location and deployment duration of a unit are 
normally defined before it is dispatched. This is followed by a transfer of operational control. This 
means that a UN commander may deploy a supplied national unit at his own discretion as long as this 
is in accordance with the defined tasks, the agreed resources and within the agreed geographical 
constraints. Deviations from the agreed goals are only possible after consultation with, and agreement 
by, the troop-supplying nation. Transfer of operational control thus means that the dispatching country 

 This means that the government can withdraw such troops at any 
moment, as it actually did in the case of UNIFL in 1985. The Dutch government thus also remains 
responsible for the administrative command, i.e. aspects such as legal status, disciplinary matters etc. 

                                                 

2301 A.M. Oostlander, ‘Geen dure defensieplannen voor later, nú actie’ (No expensive defence plans for later, action now), 
Trouw, 22/04/92. 
2302 See for instance Def, 927, SG DV 91/92, memorandum from Kreemers to Ter Beek and Van Voorst to Voorst, 
22/04/92, V-440/92 with appendix press release ‘VVDM bezorgd over Joegoslavië’ (VVDM concerned about Yugoslavia), 
24/04/92 and press release AVNM defence editor, 22/04/92; DGP, 373, exh. GO/92-5732/Z 205K, CMHF to the 
chairman of the Centrally Organized Military Council, 07/05/92. 
2303 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 28, p. 2. 
2304 For more extensive information on the Defence Crisis Management Centre (DCBC) see the appendix on the Ministry of 
Defence, on the CD-ROM that accompanies the Dutch edition of the report. 
2305 Information the bunker in, for instance, Leonard Ornstein, ‘Onder de grond speelt de oorlogsstaf de Balkan’ (The war 
staff plays the Balkans underground), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, pp. 12-13; Gerrit den Abtman, ‘In de bunker klopt het hart 
van het crisiscentrum’ (The heart of the crisis centre beats in the bunker), Algemeen Dagblad, 15/07/95; Rob Schoof, ‘Vloeren 
kraken en faxen ratelen in Crisiscentrum’ (Floors creak and faxes rattle in Crisis Centre), NRC Handelsblad, 13/07/95. 
2306 For the following passages on the transfer of competencies and the permanent responsibility of the Minister of Defence, 
see for instance BSG, no. 550. Memorandum G.H. de Keizer to Voorhoeve, 29/08/95, no. 95000860. 
2307 Cf. The tenth point of attention of the evaluation form for decisions with regard to the dispatch of peacekeeping troops, 
TK, session year 1994-1995, 23 591 no. 5, p. 11. 
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remains closely involved in the operational development of a peacekeeping operation, especially when 
there is a danger that the implementation of the task may be compromised.2308 The dispatching country 
is not formally allowed to issue any order after control is transferred, but close consultation remains 
necessary.2309

However far the transfer of control went, the Minister of Defence remained politically 
responsible for the actions of the Dutch units that were provided to the UN. It was thus his task to 
constantly take account of the interests of the dispatched units and if necessary to consult with the 
competent authorities. In view of this permanent involvement by the minister and his close advisors, it 
is not so surprising that in April 1992, shortly after the creation of UNPROFOR, the Defence Crisis 
Management Centre started to be manned on a 24-hour basis in order to monitor developments during 
peacekeeping operations from the policy perspective. 

 

The Chief of Defence Staff was actually strongly dependent for his information on the armed 
forces. When a unit had been dispatched as part of a peacekeeping operation, the armed forces 
remained responsible for the administrative command and logistics in the broadest sense, including 
personnel facilities and care, medical care, training, transport and supplies. The required information 
was therefore supplied to the bunker by the Crisis Staffs of the individual Armed Forces. Information 
was also obtained from radio and television broadcasts and the ANP news service. The contacts 
between the separately dispatched staff officers and the Defence Crisis Management Centre initially 
also followed an indirect route, via the Armed Forces. The activation of the centre on 2 April 1992 
meant that staff officers in the Defence Crisis Management Centre followed developments seven days a 
week, 24 hours a day, and recorded their findings on a daily basis in situation reports for the 
government and for high-ranking civil servants and military personnel. 

Following the developments in Sarajevo the Ministry of Defence considered transferring the 
Dutch troops from the UNPROFOR headquarters to a safer environment. Locations in Belgrade and 
Zagreb were accordingly examined. This fact was however ‘known only in limited quarters’ ‘in order to 
prevent disquiet, both in the Netherlands and in Yugoslavia’. In fact the location of the UNPROFOR 
headquarters was the responsibility of the UN. Since the commander of the signals battalion, 
Lieutenant Colonel H. Vermaas, did not view the situation as threatening enough to necessitate 
evacuation, the Dutch government did not take the politically sensitive decision to intervene in the 
choice of the location for the UNPROFOR headquarters.2310

In addition to concern about the dispatched Dutch troops and ideas about their relocation, calls 
for stronger intervention were now also heard. It was the CDA member of parliament De Kok who 
opened the discussion. De Kok had a clear involvement in the events in the former Yugoslavia. At the 
start of September 1991 he had been among the first willing to travel to Yugoslavia as an observer. ‘In 
Yugoslavia – and other Central European countries too – Western parliamentarians have authority’, he 
said at the time in a radio broadcast.

 

2311 During a television programme on Sunday 10 May he 
advocated the dispatch of a military intervention force, preferably by the UN, to the former Yugoslavia. 
In his opinion action should primarily be taken against Serb airfields and aircraft, and be carried out by 
Western European air forces operating from Italy and from aircraft carriers. He said he was aware that 
there was a lack of international support for such an action, but he wanted the Ministers Van den 
Broek and Ter Beek to try and persuade the opponents of intervention in the CSCE.2312

                                                 

2308 Cf. DJZ, 784 and 785. DJZ/Sre/IJB, memo from H-IJB to P-DJZ, 30/08/95 no. 95000873. 

 Otherwise, the 
former marine explained to Het Parool, the entire concept of new, flexible Dutch armed forces, as set 
out in the Defence White Paper, threatened to ‘fall on its face’. If the government refused to do what 
De Kok wanted, then he would resist the investment of six billion guilders in the Airmobile Brigade 

2309 For illustrations regarding the deployment of Dutch marines in Cambodia see Bais, Mijnenveld, pp. 64-70. 
2310 NIOD, Coll. Vandeweijer. Disk 1, file Vragcds.vra, memo from HOZ to CDS, z.d. 
2311 Radio 1, KRO, Echo’s Magazine, 03/09/91, 8.10am. 
2312 ‘CDA-Kamerlid De Kok wil in Joegoslavië militair ingrijpen’ (CDA MP De Kok wishes military intervention in 
Yugoslavia), Trouw, 11/05/92. 
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that had been announced in the White Paper: ‘If there is a lack of political will to end such widespread 
butchery, then you’d do better to invest the money for an intervention force in other things.’2313 De 
Kok expressed himself in a rather unparliamentary manner, but it was certainly not the last time that 
this argument would be used in the discussion on intervention in Yugoslavia. According to De Kok the 
job could be done within the space of an hour: ‘Then the Serb generals will know what to expect if they 
continue. The only language they speak is that of force.’2314

De Kok's statements were followed the next day by an article by his party colleague and 
member of the European Parliament Oostlander, who had already spoken out in favour of more action 
several weeks earlier. In NRC Handelsblad he contended that the international community could no 
longer deal with Milosevic, his accomplice Karadzic, who applied ‘a variant of National Socialism’, and 
Boban without using military means. He too advocated the use of air and sea power and he also made 
reference to the new defence concept and once more to the ‘very costly Airmobile Brigade’.

  

2315

De Kok and Oostlander received little support from the Dutch government and from 
Parliament for their views. De Kok had not consulted his party prior to making his statements and was 
forced by the leadership to withdraw his remarks.

  

2316 Outside De Kok’s party too, politicians were 
quick to argue for the inadvisability of his suggestion. His fellow party member Van den Broek stressed 
that he did not consider the time ripe for military intervention. The competent body here was the 
Security Council, said the minister, and this would only take such action when the involved parties 
agreed to it, which was not the case.2317 The PvdA member of parliament Van Traa indicated that he 
thought little of De Kok’s proposal because it was ‘impossible from the start’.2318

The MPs Van Heemskerck Pillis-Duvekot (VVD) and Eisma (D66) criticized De Kok heavily 
for his ‘thinking out loud’ during a debate on 12 May. At the same time Van Traa told him that it was 
important to prevent the 60 Dutch soldiers who remained in Sarajevo from becoming hostages.

 

2319 De 
Kok himself, according to the report of the debate, made no further mention of his proposal because, 
as he declared, he had now understood that ‘if there is no international consensus on this, (…) there 
[was] no point in raising the possibility.’2320 However, he did not consider it wrong to have expressed 
his thoughts because he had a right to his personal opinions and was not a ‘party minion’.2321

Minister Van den Broek emphasized on behalf of the government that the Bosnian 
government’s appeal for military assistance could not be answered because there was no consensus on 
this in the Security Council and the CSCE.

  

2322 The minister later told Parliament that he took a reserved 
position because he did not want to make statements which would manoeuvre either himself or later 
the EC into the role of an ‘impotent shouter’.2323

                                                 

2313 Frans Peeters, ‘‘Actie in Joegoslavië kan in één uur slagen’’ (‘Action in Yugoslavia can achieve success in one hour’), Het 
Parool, 12/05/92. 

 The interventionist position was taken in this debate 

2314 ‘CDA-Kamerlid De Kok wil in Joegoslavië militair ingrijpen’, Trouw, 11/05/92. 
2315 Arie Oostlander, ‘Stop geweld in Bosnië-Hercegovina met militaire middelen’ (Stop the violence in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
with military means), NRC Handelsblad, 11/05/92. see also ‘Europarlementariër Arie Oostlander: Nut interventiestrijdmacht 
niet duidelijk’ (European MP Arie Oostlander: Usefulness of intervention force not clear), Europa van Morgen, 10/06/92, pp. 
305-306. 
2316 ‘Ter Beek wil naar Joegoslavië om soldaten mentaal te steunen’ (Ter Beek to visit Yugoslavia to give soldiers moral 
support), de Volkskrant, 13/05/92. 
2317 ‘EG zegt Servië wacht aan’ (EU issues warning to Serbia), Trouw, 12/05/92. 
2318 ‘CDA-Kamerlid De Kok wil in Joegoslavië militair ingrijpen’, Trouw, 11/05/92. 
2319 ‘Tweede Kamer: geen interventie VN in Bosnië’ (Parliament: no UN intervention in Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 
13/05/92. 
2320 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 28, p. 5. 
2321 ‘Ter Beek wil naar Joegoslavië om soldaten mentaal te steunen’, de Volkskrant, 13/05/92; ‘Van den Broek ziet niets in 
militaire actie tegen Serviërs’ (Van den Broek rejects military action against Serbs), Trouw, 13/05/92. 
2322 TK 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 28, p. 9. 
2323 Interview H. van den Broek, 02/12/99. 
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by the GroenLinks (Green Left) MP Sipkes, who asked about the possibilities for creating safe zones in 
Bosnia for threatened persons.2324

The criticism from other politicians did not silence De Kok and Oostlander. At the start of 
June De Kok told Het Parool that he wanted to teach the ‘cowardly Serbs’ a lesson: ‘You need to cut 
through the Serbs’ lifelines in one blow, get to the nerve bundles. They are cowards and if you do it 
well, they’ll just take to their heels’. He also felt that the Netherlands should participate in a blockade of 
Dubrovnik: ‘If we send a few ships to that city, then they [the Serbs] will run like rabbits. (…) The 
Netherlands can’t allow it morally and ethically that people are being slaughtered in front of our eyes, 
can it? We have the moral obligation to do something.’

 

2325 In the same month of 1992 Oostlander 
submitted a resolution to the European Parliament which urged air bombardments of Serb artillery 
positions around Sarajevo.2326

Nevertheless the frustration about the inaction regarding Bosnia, which had obviously 
motivated De Kok and Oostlander to make their statements, slowly began to emerge in the media. 
Very cautiously, journalists and contributors chose a middle path between doing something and doing 
nothing. A day after De Kok’s first remarks, an editorial in NRC Handelsblad advocated a limited 
operation in Bosnia, as would actually be realized a few months later: 

 This was not accepted. 

‘Perhaps it would be better for the international community to confine itself to 
trying to reduce the human suffering of the war as much as possible by giving 
UN troops a task that they can handle – accompanying consignments of food 
and medicine to Bosnia – and by ensuring relief for the Displaced Persons from 
Bosnia, already numbering 700,000, in the neighbouring countries. Little more 
than this is feasible, however painful the conclusion may be.’2327

The editorial commentary in Trouw on 12 May argued that although there was no international 
readiness to intervene militarily in the ‘hornets’ nest’ of Yugoslavia, Europe could also not leave the 
former Yugoslavia to ‘a gang of brigands who are dragging it to disaster’: ‘Otherwise we will remain 
stuck with muddling on and impotent anger.’

 

2328 On the same day De Volkskrant published, under the 
title ‘The West must prevent the devastation of the Balkans’, a declaration signed by various 
international academics and artists, such as the war studies expert John Galtung, Milovan Djilas and – 
from the Netherlands – Cardinal Simonis and once again Mient Jan Faber. They advocated contacts 
with the democratic opposition in the former Yugoslavia, the setting up of temporary UN protectorates 
in crisis areas in Bosnia and a harder line against undemocratic elements in Croatia and against the 
Green Berets in Bosnia. The West should halt negotiations with nationalist leaders.2329

Sam Muller, assistant at the Department of International Public Law of the University of 
Leiden, took the opposite line with ‘an appeal to remain realistic’ made in opposition to calls by 
Oostlander and De Kok for military intervention. It was not to be expected that the UN would accept 
a corresponding resolution. Moreover, he claimed that few Europeans would be prepared to sacrifice 

  

                                                 

2324 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 28, p. 8. 
2325 Jan van der Ven, ‘Ingrijpen in Servië voor CDA al reëel’ (Intervention in Serbia already realistic for CDA), Het Parool, 
05/06/92. Similar statements by the former Dutch defence attaché De Vogel in Nicole Lucas & Co Welgraven, ‘“We 
moeten Servië ook militair op de vingers durven tikken”’ (“We should be prepared to penalize the Serbs with military action 
too”), Trouw, 03/06/92. 
2326 See also ‘Oostlander wil militair ingrijpen Bosnië-Hercegovina’ (Oostlander wants military intervention in Bosnia-
Hercegovina), Dagblad de Stem, 05/06/92. 
2327 ‘Ongrijpbaar Bosnië’, NRC Handelsblad, 11/05/92. 
2328 ‘Struikrovers’ (Brigands), Trouw, 12/05/92. 
2329 Janos Kis et al, ‘Westen moet verwoesting van Balkan voorkomen’ (The West must prevent devastation of Yugoslavia), 
de Volkskrant, 12/05/92. 



316 

 

their lives for a hopeless attempt to separate the warring factions in Bosnia.2330 M. van den Doel, on the 
staff of the Clingendael Institute for International Relations, felt that intervention was also militarily 
impossible in view of the range of parties in the conflict. UN troops who tried to enforce peace would 
themselves be drawn into the fighting, which according to Van den Doel would then take the form of a 
guerrilla war. In his opinion it would be better to send troops to Kosovo and Macedonia to prevent the 
conflict from spreading to these areas. Moreover the Security Council should impose a no-fly regime 
on the Serb air force which – rather in contradiction of his general idea – UN troops should be able to 
enforce with Stinger anti-aircraft missiles.2331 In a reader’s letter, De Kok and Oostlander wrote that 
although many people seemed not to realize it, ‘the idea of intervention is accepted in Dutch political 
circles in The Hague. An intervention force is due to be created at a cost of many billions of guilders, in 
the form of a mobile brigade.’ They were not put off by the fact that the idea of intervention had little 
international support: ‘Politicians should never just accept the trend of the day, certainly not when so 
much human suffering is involved.’2332

The announcement on 15 May that 200 of the total of 300 UN peacekeeping troops in Sarajevo 
were to leave the city prompted many to advocate concrete action on Bosnia by the international 
community. On 16 May De Volkskrant carried an editorial commentary that recommended a total trade 
embargo against Serbia and military action to facilitate humanitarian aid and to open Sarajevo’s airport 
for the supply of food and medicines.

 

2333 André Roelofs felt that ‘public opinion in Europe (…) 
[should] gradually be getting seriously concerned about the awkwardness of the international efforts for 
peace’. He considered it ‘a blunder’ that UN units had been sent to Sarajevo without sufficient 
resources for self-defence and without the option of calling in air support.2334

On 22 May 1992 the Dutch Ministerial Council devoted detailed discussions to the situation in 
Yugoslavia for the first time since 28 February 1992. Attention was focussed on the problem of 
Displaced Persons.

 

2335 At first sight it seems remarkable that this issue should be given relatively so 
much more attention than in other policy documents of the Dutch government regarding Yugoslavia, 
and moreover that the issue of Displaced Persons was such a frequently discussed subject in the 
minutes of the Ministerial Council regarding the former Yugoslavia. The explanation for this is that the 
other, mostly diplomatic and military, aspects of the Yugoslav question were chiefly matters for the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs and of Defence. These issues were submitted to the Goverment meetings 
in well-prepared form and led to little discussion with colleagues in view of the ‘non-intervention 
principle’ by which ministers generally did not comment on affairs that did not concern their own 
department.2336 The issue of Displaced Persons, however, also involved the Ministers of Justice, of 
Finance, of Welfare, Health and Culture, and of Education and Science. This is why the minutes of the 
Ministerial Council meetings contain relatively frequent references to Yugoslavia with regard to the 
(possible) streams of Displaced Persons from this country.2337

In 1991 7000 Yugoslavs had come to the Netherlands. At the start of 1992 the Ministry of 
Justice changed its policy, allowing the Yugoslavs, on an individual basis, to exceed the maximum 
residence of six months granted to tourists pending further developments in their country.

  

2338

                                                 

2330 Sam Muller, ‘Militair ingrijpen in Bosnië-Hercegovina niet de oplossing’ (Military intervention in Yugoslavia not the 
solution), NRC Handelsblad, 14/05/92. 

 The High 

2331 M. van den Doel, ‘Militair ingrijpen in Bosnië-Hercegovina niet de oplossing’, NRC Handelsblad, 14/05/92. 
2332 Ton de Kok & Arie Oostlander, ‘Interventie’ (Intervention), NRC Handelsblad,, 18/05/92. 
2333 ‘Isoleer Belgrade’ (Isolate Belgrade), de Volkskrant, 16/05/92. 
2334 André Roelofs, ‘Europa kan niet weglopen van Joegoslavië’ (Europe cannot walk away from Yugoslavia), De Volkskrant, 
16/05/92. 
2335 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meeting of 22/05/92, prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 
2336 Cf. R.B. Andeweg, ‘Tweeërlei Ministerraad. Besluitvorming in Nederlandse kabinetten’ (Dual Ministerial Council. 
Decision-making in Dutch governments), idem (ed.), Ministers, pp. 26-27. 
2337 Interviews W. Kok, 08/05/00 and J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
2338 Radio 1, IKON, De andere wereld van zondagmorgen, 26/01/92, 9.30am. 
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Commissioner for Refugees had already established that following two months of war there were 1.3 
million Displaced Persons in Bosnia-Hercegovina alone. The basic principle applied by the Dutch 
government, in line with that of the High Commissioner, was that relief should as far as possible be 
provided in the region itself. Faced with the situation in Bosnia, judged to be dramatic, the Ministerial 
Council examined the question as to whether the international community was taking a sufficiently 
tough attitude to Serbia and whether the Dutch government was making a sufficient effort in this 
respect. The Ministerial Council meeting of 22 May established that the Dutch government had called 
for further economic sanctions against Serbia, but that resistance had been met within the EC from 
France, Greece and, to a lesser extent, Spain, while within the CSCE this move had been resisted by 
Russia and in the Security Council by China and the non-aligned states.2339

10. More American involvement? 

 A little more than a week 
later, however, the Dutch government got its way. 

In the third week of May the American policy of restraint began to change. This shift came about 
because news of atrocities in the Bosnian war reached the West and through a change in American 
public opinion. Moreover, Washington could reportedly no longer tolerate the indecision of the EC. 
On 20 May the American government rescinded the landing rights of the Yugoslavian airline JAT and 
withdrew its military attachés from Belgrade. Their Yugoslavian colleagues in the United States were 
ordered to leave the country and the Yugoslavian consulates in New York and San Francisco were told 
to close their doors. Two days later Secretary of State Baker spoke of a ‘humanitarian nightmare’ in 
Bosnia which the world could not ignore.2340

On 24 May, during an international conference in Lisbon on aid for countries of the former 
Soviet Union, Baker issued an urgent appeal to the rest of the world to call for a halt to the bloodshed 
in Bosnia. Baker and diplomats close to him gave the impression that the American government was 
prepared to provide logistical support and air cover for humanitarian convoys, on the condition that 
other countries be prepared to bear the greater part of the burden of such an international operation.

  

2341 
Baker also advocated the relief of Sarajevo airport.2342 In a following press conference Baker spoke of a 
minimum of 2225 deaths in Bosnia in the previous month, 7600 wounded and 2500 missing. He called 
the practice of ethnic cleansing conducted by Serbs against Muslims as ‘all too reminiscent of 
something that we sat back and witnessed a number of years ago’, an implicit reference to the 
extermination of the Jews by the Nazis. Equally implicit was the accusation he directed at the EC, or 
those who were seeking ‘reasons not to act, or arguing somehow that action in the face of this kind of 
nightmare is not warranted at this time.’2343

As if to add strength to Baker’s words, on 27 May in Sarajevo a mortar attack took place on a 
crowd of people queuing for bread. Eighteen people were killed and 160 were wounded. The human 
slaughter was appalling. Western television companies broadcast only short fragments of footage of the 
havoc after the attack, so that viewers had no time to make out severed body parts.

 

2344

                                                 

2339 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meeting of 22/05/92, prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study; Oscar Garschagen, ‘Baker wil van EG and VN zware sancties tegen Servië’ (Baker urges EC and UN to impose heavy 
sanctions against Serbia), de Volkskrant, 25/05/92; ‘EG bereidt boycot tegen Servië voor’ (EC prepares boycott against 
Serbia), NRC Handelsblad, 27/05/92. 

  

2340 Don Oberdorfer, ‘Baker Urges U.N. To Sanction Serbs. Armed U.S. Role Not Ruled Out’, The Washington Post, 
25/05/92. 
2341 Don Oberdorfer, ‘Baker Urges U.N. To Sanction Serbs. Armed U.S. Role Not Ruled Out’, The Washington Post, 
25/05/92. 
2342 Oscar Garschagen, ‘Baker wil van EG and VN zware sancties tegen Servië’, de Volkskrant, 25/05/92. 
2343 Don Oberdorfer, ‘Baker Urges U.N. To Sanction Serbs. Armed U.S. Role Not Ruled Out’, The Washington Post, 
25/05/92; ‘VN eisen van EG harder optreden tegen Servië’ (UN demands that EC take tougher line on Serbia), Trouw, 
25/05/92. 
2344 Maass, Neighbor, p. 134. 
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Bosnian Serbs claimed that the attack was the work of Muslims.2345 They were supported by 
MacKenzie, the Canadian Chief of Staff of UNPROFOR.2346 This was the first major incident in the 
Bosnian war which raised doubts as to whether the Bosnian Muslims had possibly fired on their own 
people. Doubt was easy to cast; the truth was mostly impossible to ascertain. Many UN military 
personnel were inclined to believe in Muslim intent. According to them, members of the Bosnian 
(Muslim) forces repeatedly provoked fire from Serb units, not only on military positions but also on 
civilian targets with the aim of mobilizing international public opinion against the Serbs. They also 
claimed that many Bosnian Muslim forces attacked civilian targets and UN troops in the hope of 
creating the impression that the Serbs were responsible for this.2347

Izetbegovic had a number of influential ministers, such as Vice-President Ejup Ganic, the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Haris Silajdzic, the Ambassador to the UN Muhamed Sacirbey and the 
Minister of Humanitarian Aid Lagumdzija, who had studied in the United States and had been highly 
impressed by this country. They were thus also sometimes known as the ‘American mafia’. Their policy 
was strongly focussed on obtaining American intervention.

 

2348 They had no great interest in an 
atmosphere of quiet in and around Sarajevo, whereby the siege of the city would drop out of the 
world’s consciousness.2349 Izetbegovic too believed at that stage of the war that sooner or later the 
international community would intervene to help the Bosnian government,2350 and in fact a large part of 
Sarajevo’s population still thought this too.2351

There was another reason to be cited for firing on friendly targets: criminality. In Sarajevo one 
can still hear today how Muslim defenders blackmailed residents of flats with the threat that otherwise 
they would be fired on. After Sarajevo’s airport had been opened again in June 1992, shelling took place 
there when the prices on the black market dropped. Following the bombardment the airport was closed 
and the transport into the city of food and other necessities took place through a tunnel under the 
airport and the Serb lines. The traffic through these tunnels was mostly in the hands of criminals. After 
a while soldiers of the government army started to notice that they were engaged in defending not their 
houses, but the black market.

 

2352 ‘[N]o seasoned observer in Sarajevo doubts for a moment that Muslim 
forces have found it in their interest to shell friendly targets’, wrote General Charles G. Boyd in 1995. 
Before this he spent almost three years as deputy commander of the US European Command of 
NATO and in those years had travelled regularly through Yugoslavia.2353

Journalists, by contrast, often had more difficulty believing that the Bosnian government army 
provoked incidents against its own people. They felt that the UN’s tendency to impartiality played into 
the hands of the military. ‘Thankfully, we have not always been so circumspect’, wrote Peter Maass for 

 

                                                 

2345 Sremac, War, pp. 7-98; Bilatovic, Mladic, p. 83; Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Artillerievuur richt bloedbad to in Sarajevo’ (Artillery 
fire causes bloodbath in Sarajevo), de Volkskrant, 29/05/92. 
2346 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 194; Maass, Neighbor, p. 31. See also Wijnaendts, Kroniek, p. 181. 
2347 Leonard Doyle, ‘Muslims “slaughter their own people”’, The Independent, 22/08/92; MID/CO. MID, Developments in 
the former Yugoslav Federation, 65/92, 11/09/92; 68/92, 22/09/92; 69/92, 25/09/92; 01/93, 05/01/93; 16/93, 
22/02/93; 17/93, 25/02/93; ABZ, 911.31, Yugoslavia. Political relations and parties, Part V-VI, May 1992 - April 1993, 
MID/CO. MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav Federation, 93/92, 04/12/93; Cf. ibidem 25/93, 13/04/93; 27/93, 
19/04/93; Part VII, May 1993 to March 1994, MID/CO. MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav Federation, 31/93, 
06/05/93.; 32/93, 10/05/93; 63/93, 02/11/93; 70/93, 15/12/93; 64/92, 08/09/92; 74/92, 12/10/92; 75/92, 15/10/92; 
DCBC, 2129, MID/CO. MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav Federation, 02/94, 11/01/94; 2126, 05/94, 
25/01/94; 2125, 06/94, 31/01/94; 2124, 10/94, 15/02/94; 2120, 11/94, 18/02/94; 2119, 12/94, 22/02/94; 2118, 13/94, 
25/02/94; L. MacKenzie, ‘Interventie zal in Bosnië geen vrede brengen’ (Intervention will not bring peace in Bosnia), de 
Volkskrant, 06/02/93; Eyal, Europe, p. 67.] 
2348 Among other sources, interview H. Silajdzic, 16/04/98. 
2349 Morillon, Croire, pp. 95-96. 
2350 ‘Die Welt muss sich einmischen’ (International community must intervene). Spiegel Interview with Bosnia’s President 
Alija Izetbegovic’, Der Spiegel, 29/06/92. 
2351 Charles Lane, ‘Dateline Sarajevo’, Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 73. 
2352 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 133. 
2353 Boyd, ‘Peace’, p. 28. 



319 

 

instance, ‘and did not demand, during World War II, that Winston Churchill provide proof that the 
bombs exploding in London were German rather than British.’2354

The little bomb fell, in the words of a British soldier, ‘in a range bracket that 
straddles both sides’. The sadists, lucky again. ‘When they kill me,’ the president 
of Bosnia said the day after the massacre, ‘they will probably say I committed 
suicide.’ With the authority, no doubt, of ‘bullet-hole-analysis’. This whole 
controversy is a Goebbels-like fake.

 The editors of The New Republic 
wrote following another large attack, that took place on the market of Sarajevo in February 1994, that 
shortly afterwards everyone was talking about ‘crater analysis’. They added ironically: 

2355

Whichever side was responsible, the attack on the Sarajevo bread queue led to a trade embargo by the 
European Community against Serbia and Montenegro on 28 May. The EC obviously took to heart 
Baker’s accusation that they were being too weak.

 

2356 The American government then successfully 
worked, supported by Muslim states and Turkey, for a much more powerful boycott by the UN.2357

The European embargo was followed two days later by acceptance of Security Council 
Resolution 757. It was possible for this resolution to be passed because the Russian government, which 
up to then had resisted such moves, would be sorely in need of the goodwill and above all the credits of 
the G7 countries a little over a month later. A Russian veto of the resolution would have prevented this 
goodwill.

  

2358

The resolution kept open the option, with reference to Chapter VII of the UN Charter, for 
military measures intended to bring about a peaceful solution to the crisis in the former Yugoslavia. 
Possibilities considered here were a marine blockade or closure of the airspace over Yugoslavia for 
military supply aircraft.

 Resolution 757 punished the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia with sanctions that were 
heavier than those ever before imposed by the United Nations on a country. Import and export, 
together with transport to and from Serbia and Montenegro, were forbidden, financial transactions 
were almost totally forbidden, all scientific, cultural and sporting contacts were broken off and the level 
of diplomatic representation was drastically reduced. Only the supply of food and medicines to 
Yugoslavia was still permitted. As a consequence of the resolution Yugoslavia was also excluded from 
participation in the Olympic Games and the European Football Championships. 

2359

According to the Dutch Minister Van den Broek, this practically complete trade boycott was ‘a 
first step’ by the Security Council against Serbia. If Serbia were to conduct a policy of starvation against 
the Muslim areas, military protection of the aid convoys could form a following step.

 The sanctions were to remain in place until Serbia and Montenegro complied 
with Resolution 752, which among things condemned the military intervention in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
Furthermore the resolution demanded that ‘all parties and others concerned create immediately the 
necessary conditions for unimpeded delivery of humanitarian supplies to Sarajevo and other 
destinations in Bosnia and Hercegovina, including the establishment of a security zone encompassing 
Sarajevo and its airport (…)’. Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali was given the task of making efforts to 
achieve this. 

2360

                                                 

2354 Maass, Neighbor, p. 161. 

 The 
government parties were generally in agreement with the minister. Furthermore, they felt that the 
government should take the initiative in providing aid to Displaced Persons in Yugoslavia. De Kok 
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wanted relief on the spot, for instance by the creation of a Safe Area protected by UN troops, as had 
been done for the Kurds following the end of the Gulf War.2361

Meanwhile the American government began to show its scepticism. On 1 June an anonymous 
American functionary said that the Europeans ‘couldn’t organize a convoy of three cars if their lives 
depended on it’. The growing mutual irritation between the United States and Europe about the 
approach to the conflict in the former Yugoslavia became evident when a French diplomat commented 
in return that the American government was just trying to divert attention from the fact that it itself 
had ignored the events in ex-Yugoslavia for almost a year.

  

2362

But the Netherlands, with American support, now seemed to rehabilitate itself from the 
criticism aimed at it during the EC chairmanship. This was also indicated by J.H. Sampiemon in NRC 
Handelsblad: 

 Europe’s ‘finest hour’, that seemed to 
have struck with the outbreak of the war in Slovenia, was now clearly over.  

‘Is there a secret American-Dutch agenda with regard to the conflicts in the 
former Yugoslavia? As a notorious international moralist, The Hague will 
certainly applaud the sharp rebuke, initiated by Washington, of the remaining 
Yugoslavia, the republics of Serbia and Montenegro.’2363

According to the commentator H.J.A. Hofland the Netherlands no longer needed to be ashamed that 
in the second half of 1991 it had expressed opinions which now, thanks to Secretary of State Baker, 
seemed to be becoming internationally accepted.

 

2364

11. The political and military situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina  

 The commentators obviously remembered that 
Minister Van den Broek had conducted a strong anti-Serb policy. This was actually only the partial 
truth, as is revealed for instance by the limited interpretation of the ECMM mandate, the COREU 
from Van Walsum that called into question the borders of Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina, the inertia 
in convening the Yugoslavia Conference, the criticism of the decision by the Croatian government to 
extend the war and the attempts to postpone the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia . 

At the start of February the Bosnian government had included not only nine Muslims but also six Serbs 
and five Croats. The resignation of the Serbs had necessitated a revision of the government. On 31 May 
1992 Izetbegovic formed a government of national unity which also gave space to parties that did not 
take a purely ethnic-national position. 

Around this time the Serbs held almost 70 per cent of the territory in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 
more than a million people had already been driven from their homes and thousands, or possibly tens 
of thousands, had died. The strategy of the Bosnian Serbs had been focussed on a speedy conquest. 
Plans had been drawn up to take Sarajevo within one to one-and-a-half weeks and the rest of Bosnia-
Hercegovina in three to four months. These plans had not succeeded because the Bosnian Serbs had 
underestimated the resistance put up by government and Croat forces.2365

                                                 

2361 ‘Van den Broek sluit militaire actie tegen Servië niet uit’ (Van den Broek does not rule out military action against Serbia), 
Trouw, 01/06/92. 

 The Bosnian Serb leaders 
particularly regretted the fact that the Bosnian capital had not fallen into the hands of Serbs, as these 
leaders had often had to leave behind their own homes and possessions in the Bosnian capital and were 
now compelled to make do with the insignificant ski-resort of Pale as capital of their ‘republic’. Banja 
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Luka, the biggest Serb city, was not a candidate for the capital because Karadzic enjoyed relatively low 
popularity there.  

Although the Bosnian Serb forces had not achieved everything their leaders had hoped for, they 
had still conquered somewhat more than the two-thirds share of Bosnia-Hercegovina that they had 
talked about before the fighting started. The territorial gains they had made in these first two months 
would remain virtually unchanged in the following three years, despite many armed confrontations and 
large numbers of dead and wounded. Following May 1992 the main aim of the Bosnian Serb authorities 
was to retain as much of their territory as possible in diplomatic and military terms, or through 
exchange of areas to acquire more of the territory they especially wanted.2366 The Bosnian Serbs would 
thus profit from the greatest possible retention of the status quo, which was weighted strongly in their 
advantage. Karadzic declared: ‘We have what we want. We control 70 per cent of the region, but we 
claim only 64 per cent of it. All we need now is a homeland fixed in a treaty’.2367

The strategy of the Bosnian Serb leadership was thus, following the first months of the war, a 
defensive one. As the VRS had a relatively low manpower it was difficult to properly occupy the front 
line that totalled almost 1500 kilometres in length. At the same time the manpower level reduced the 
opportunities for going on the attack. This was why after the first months of war the VRS tactics were 
mostly confined to conducting sieges of towns and enclaves. This cautious strategy had a negative 
influence on morale. It could be expected that, despite the arms embargo, the light weaponry of the 
Bosnian government army would improve, together with the training of the ABiH troops. 

  

Another weak point of the VRS was the connection between the Serb areas in the east of 
Bosnia and in the west. The Serb military had been able to conquer the Posavina Corridor, but at some 
points the area they held was no wider than two or three kilometres. The Croat and Muslim forces were 
on the two opposite sides of the corridor. When attempting to widen this strip the Serbs would chiefly 
encounter the Croats, who were less than enthusiastic about the existence of good supply lines to the 
Serbs on Croat territory.  

This was why, on 15 July, the Serbs started a major offensive to secure the Posavina Corridor. 
During this offensive it immediately became clear that an extra deployment of Bosnian Serb troops on 
one front led to the very serious weakening of another front. The offensive on the Posavina Front thus 
allowed the Bosnian troops in Srebrenica, who had been able to throw off a Bosnian Serb dominance 
in May 1992, to substantially increase their territory in the summer of 1992. At the same time the 
Bosnian government army was able to push back the besieging Serb troops for some distance around 
Sarajevo. 

Actually, after mid-1992 the situation for the Bosnian Serbs could only get worse in the long 
run if the victories already achieved were not to be fixed in an agreement with the Bosnian government. 
The attention given to this weakness was to be temporarily diverted in late 1992 and above all in early 
1993 by the outbreak of hostilities between the ABiH (the Bosnian government army) and Croats. The 
long-term goal of the Bosnian government, which was dominated by Muslims, was a more or less 
centralistic united state, to which end they had to reverse the Serb conquests as far as possible through 
both negotiation and military actions. This goal applied in particular to those areas which had had a 
Muslim majority before April 1992, such as Eastern Bosnia.2368

12. Political changes in Belgrade 

 

In early 1992 Dobrica Cosic and other nationalistic intellectuals realized that from the international 
perspective, with the recognition of Croatia and Bosnia, the idea of a Greater Serbia had become a non-
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starter.2369 Cosic was seriously disappointed by the development undergone by Milosevic,2370 and he was 
not alone. As described, in January the Serb-Orthodox Church sided with Babic, at that time still the 
leader of the Croat Serbs, in his conflict with Milosevic and accused the Serbian president of bartering 
away the interests of the Serb people. A few weeks later the independent weekly Vreme, published in 
Belgrade, listed 70 of Milosevic’s ‘successes’, such as war with Croatia, a stream of Displaced Persons, 
international isolation, inflation, a growth in violent crime and an exodus of the nation’s elite.2371

In the eyes of many nationalists Milosevic had not turned out to be the man who had the 
interests of the Serb people at heart. Cosic felt himself to be roundly betrayed by the Serbian 
president.

 In 
mid-February, in Belgrade in the space of five days, the Democratic Party was able to collect 200,000 
signatures to a petition calling for the resignation of Milosevic. 

2372 Consequently Cosic’s villa, actually situated quite close to that of Milosevic, became in 
early 1992 a meeting place for nationalist intellectuals who felt that Milosevic had done their cause 
more harm than good. This group was added to by persons from political and military circles and from 
the intelligence and security services, not only from Serbia but also from Serb circles in Croatia and 
Bosnia. One of the members of this group was Nikola Koljevic, one of the Bosnian Serb leaders. The 
group was convinced that Cosic should replace Milosevic. Cosic himself did not however wish to 
become politically active, despite the great pressure exerted on him by his supporters.2373 One of the 
reasons he gave was his weak health: he had problems with his circulation, his heart and his prostate 
gland. In the previous years he had undergone major surgery three times.2374

Criticism of Milosevic increased following the outbreak of the war in Bosnia; this criticism was 
expressed in many sections of society. Some leaders of the Orthodox Church criticized the crimes 
committed by Serbs in Bosnia. In their opinion Milosevic should be replaced by a moderate non-
Communist who would be internationally acceptable. These circles focussed their hopes on persons 
such as Prince Aleksandar Karadjordjevic, the son of the former King Petar, who visited Belgrade in 
June 1992.

 Instead of becoming 
politically active, on 8 April Cosic warned Milosevic in a letter that his leadership was doomed and 
urged the Serbian president to form a government of national unity. As soon as Milosevic had received 
the letter he invited Cosic to a conversation, also attended by Kosta Mihajlovic, one of the authors of 
the memorandum issued by the Serbian Academy of Science and Arts in 1986 (see Chapter 4 of the 
section ‘History preceding the conflict…’ in this report). 

2375 In the same month the Serb Orthodox Church in Belgrade organized a ‘prayers for 
peace’ march against Milosevic and against the participation of Serbia in the conflicts in Croatia and 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. Ten thousand Serbs took part in this march, carrying a variety of bells. During the 
demonstration the churches of Belgrade rang their bells,2376 and the procession was led by Patriarch 
Pavle.2377 He had already expressed his support for a march by 50,000 demonstrators on 9 March, 
organized to commemorate the bloody suppression of another demonstration on the same date a year 
before. When speaking to the demonstrators on that occasion he had addressed Milosevic and the 
Serbian government with the words: ‘For you, all the bloodshed and all the misfortune in the insanity 
of this fratricidal war has not revealed the truth that no good can come of such evil.’2378

                                                 

2369 The following is based chiefly on Doder & Branson, Milosevic, pp. 126 v.v. 

 On 29 May the 

2370 This is also indicated by interview V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01. 
2371 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Volksmenner Milosevic vreest nu ‘de straat’’ (Demagogue Milosevic now fears ‘the street’), de 
Volkskrant, 20/02/92. See also Judah, Serbs, pp. 276-278. 
2372 Cosic quoted in Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 306. 
2373 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 165; idem, Autoritet, pp. 5-6; interviews V. Matovic, 02/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
2374 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 198; interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
2375 Cohen, Serpent, p. 155. 
2376 ‘Servisch protest tegen oorlog’ (Serb protest against war), De Stem, 15/06/92. 
2377 ‘Patriarch loopt voorop in Belgrado’ (Patriarch leads the protest in Belgrade), NRC Handelsblad, 15/06/92; ‘Duizenden 
Serviërs protesteren tegen oorlogsgeweld’ (Thousands of Serbs protest against war violence), de Volkskrant, 15/06/92; 
Ramet, Babel, p. 202. 
2378 Thomas, Serbia, p. 112. 
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Serb Orthodox Church issued an official statement for the first time since the Second World War in 
which it criticized Serb authorities. In the declaration the Orthodox bishops called for the formation of 
‘a government of national salvation’: ‘We remind those in power that no one’s seat is more important 
than the fate and the freedom of the entire people and that no one has a monopoly on the people and 
the future of our children.’2379

After 18 members of the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences had written an open letter at 
the end of November 1991 in which they called for an immediate end to what they saw as the senseless 
war in Croatia,

 

2380 a meeting of the Academy followed on 4 June 1992 at which 37 academics demanded 
the resignation of Milosevic.2381 The Academy became violently divided between the supporters and 
opponents of Milosevic.2382

The group around Cosic is said to have maintained contacts both with nationalist politicians in 
Moscow and with Western intelligence and security services, including the CIA, about the attitude of 
foreign countries to a coup against Milosevic. At the start of May Koljevic approached the American 
ambassador Zimmermann, according to him with the knowledge of Cosic, but heard from the diplomat 
that Zimmermann did not regard him and several other Serb nationalists as the solution, but in fact as 
‘major problems’.

 

2383

In mid-May the majority of the opposition, divided until then, joined together in the 
Democratic Movement of Serbia (DEPOS). It refused to participate in the elections on 31 May for the 
parliament of rump Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro) which had been announced shortly before and 
which had left the opposition too little time to prepare. The Albanians in Kosovo did not participate in 
the elections either, so that only 56 per cent of the electorate voted. Of these cast votes, another 12 per 
cent were declared invalid. The resulting parliament consisted mostly of Milosevic supporters, 
Milosevic’s wife Mira Markovic, who had her own Communist party, and the extreme nationalist Seselj. 
While the party of Milosevic gained 43 per cent of the votes, the party of Seselj surprised with an 
electoral success of 30 per cent. Another surprise was in store for Milosevic on 25 June when a faction 
under the leadership of Cedomir Mirkovic split off from his party because it advocated a more reform-
oriented policy. In the months following the elections, students repeatedly demonstrated against 
Milosevic’s war policy and demanded his resignation. The leading opposition figure, Vuk Draskovic, 
who now increasingly changed his nationalist position for a more democratic one, said that the enemy 
of the Serbian people was based in Belgrade and resembled Saddam Hussein.

 

2384

Milosevic’s economic problems were mounting up as well. After the United Nations had 
declared a boycott of Serbia and Montenegro on 30 May queues immediately formed at filling stations, 
where no more than 12 litres of fuel was issued per car.

 Other opposition 
parties urged a coalition government without Milosevic in which the opposition would have to be 
represented in order to prevent a civil war.  

2385

                                                 

2379 ‘Servische kerk hekelt regering’ (Serb church denounces government), NRC Handelsblad,, 20/05/92. 

 Milosevic instructed his propaganda 
department to present the sanctions to the Serb people as proof of a worldwide conspiracy against his 
regime, in the hope of appealing to nationalist sentiments among the population. Nonetheless, just as in 
November 1991, Milosevic was seriously concerned about the effect of sanctions on the already shaky 
economy. The joint gross national product of Serbia and Montenegro had roughly halved since 1989. 
The industrial output had dropped by tens of percentage points since the previous summer, and at the 
end of April 750,000 citizens of Yugoslavia were registered as unemployed. Inflation had reached 40 

2380 ‘Servische academici: deze oorlog is zinloos’ (Serb academics: this war is senseless), de Volkskrant, 27/11/91. 
2381 Olivera Milosavljevic, ‘The Abuse of the Authority of Science’, Popov (ed.) War, p. 295. 
2382 Olivera Milosavljevic, ‘From Memorandum to ‘Collective’ Responsibility’, Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in 
Serbia, Elite, p. 18. 
2383 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 201. 
2384 Ramet, Babel, p. 202. 
2385 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘‘Servië is rijk, het voedde de halve wereld’’ (Serbia is rich, it feeds half the world), de Volkskrant, 
02/06/92; Nicole Lucas, ‘We overleven het wel, zeggen de Serviers’ (Serbs say ‘we’ll survive’), Trouw 02/06/92. 
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per cent per month and in the month of April it was no less than 80 per cent. Official figures predicted 
an inflation of 17,500 per cent for all of 1992; it was ultimately to be many times higher. The average 
monthly income had dropped below 100 guilders.2386 Even moderately conducted sanctions could thus 
be disastrous for Milosevic’s image. Moreover, many Serbs in Serbia did not wish to pay for the costs 
of a war fought for the Serbs outside Serbia, whom they often described as primitive.2387

On 28 May, even before the Security Council had decided on widespread sanctions, Milosevic 
said on Serbian television that Yugoslavia was a ‘medium-sized country with a great development 
potential’ but in the same broadcast he admitted with regard to the economy that he ‘[did not] believe 
that there is a single citizen of Serbia who does not feel concern today’.

 

2388 On 1 July the Belgrade 
regime was forced to freeze the wages and salaries in Yugoslavia and to devalue the dinar by 80 per 
cent. At the same time petrol was rationed to 20 litres per month.2389 In August 1992 most of the large 
factories had to close due to lack of fuel and raw materials.2390 A serious energy shortage was predicted 
for the winter. In Belgrade alone there were 200,000 apartments that could only be heated with oil. The 
sanctions led to a dramatic increase in unemployment. The Dutch embassy in Belgrade reported that 
social unrest was considerable as a result of the economic decline.2391

After the creation of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) at the end of April, and the 
acceptance of a constitution that provided for a president, Cosic was subjected to growing pressure 
from friends and the Orthodox Church to become politically active and to take up a state post.

 Reports appeared in Serbian 
newspapers and magazines that a civil war would soon break out in Serbia. Milosevic had to think of a 
ruse. 

2392 
Milosevic himself and leading figures in his party, the SDS, also started to pressure Cosic now.2393 The 
motives cited for this were disparate. According to an advisor of Cosic, Milosevic needed a true 
nationalist because Milosevic himself, originally from Montenegro, would otherwise now encounter 
difficulties with the extreme nationalist opposition in Serbia, such as Seselj and his party.2394 According 
to another party this Montenegrin background presented no problems at all, but Milosevic hoped to 
boost his popularity again with the appointment of Cosic.2395

In the first week of June Milosevic offered Cosic the presidency of the new Yugoslavia. In view 
of the letter of 8 April and other messages that Cosic had sent the Serbian leader,

 

2396

                                                 

2386 ‘Het nieuwe – ‘derde’- Joegoslavië’ (The new – ‘third’ – Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 28/04/92; Theo Engelen, ‘Voor 
Milosevic is het erop of eronder’ (Sink or swim for Milosevic), NRC Handelsblad, 29/05/92; Nicole Lucas, ‘We overleven het 
wel, zeggen de Serviers’, Trouw 02/06/92; Judah, Serbs, p. 267. 

 it can have been 
no secret to Milosevic and his party leadership that Cosic was taking an increasingly sceptical attitude 
towards the President of Serbia and his policy. Milosevic must however have calculated that he would 
be wiser to put Cosic, who was at his best as a manipulator behind the scenes, into a position in the 
limelight, where he would moreover be virtually powerless. Following the elections Milosevic’s party, 
together with the Montenegrin Democratic Party of Socialists and Seselj’s party, now dominated the 
federal parliament. It was not the Serbian people but this parliament that chose the president. It could 
also dismiss him. 

2387 Cf. Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 118. 
2388 Quoted in Cohen, Serpent, p. 161. 
2389 ABZ, DIE/2001/00023 Memorandum from ASI to TZ/dossier, 02/09/92, no. 3212. 
2390 Richard Becker, ‘The role of sanctions in the destruction of Yugoslavia’, Nato, p. 119. 
2391 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01802. Engels 283 to Van den Broek, 14/09/92. 
2392 Interview V. Matovic, 16/12/99. 
2393 Stojanovic, Fall, pp. 165-166; interviews V. Matovic, 02/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01; Oliveira Milosavljevic, ‘The 
Abuse of the Authority of Science’, Popov (ed.) War, p. 295; Djukic, Vetra, p. 192. 
2394 Interview V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
2395 Interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
2396 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 166. 
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By this time Cosic was not only dissatisfied with Milosevic, but unhappy with the opposition 
too.2397 He felt that it was more intellectually than politically oriented; besides this, the opposition was 
fragmented and spent more time in discussions with each other than with the population.2398

Cosic’s policy as president was chiefly focussed on the international community. Here, he 
believed, lay the key to improving the lot of the Serbian people. He thought that if he could clarify what 
he saw as the historical roots of the conflict, the West would gain a better understanding of the Serb 
standpoint.

 Under 
these circumstances Cosic had little alternative than to play a more visible role on the political stage 
himself. On 15 July the Milosevic-controlled parliament elected Cosic to the position of President of 
Yugoslavia.  

2399 Moreover, Cosic was convinced that as long as Communists or ex-Communists were in 
power, the West would not be prepared to lift the sanctions against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
and also that no favourable agreements could be made for the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia-
Hercegovina. The policy of the brand-new federal president was thus aimed at getting a new 
government into power in Serbia.2400 Furthermore a confederation should be created in Bosnia: an idea 
he felt to be justified, as he told his foreign contacts, because not only Serbs but all three parties in 
Bosnia were guilty of crimes.2401 At the same time he signalled to the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia that in 
the current international climate they could not expect to join with Serbia or rump Yugoslavia.2402

Cosic’s policy was to gain the support of a man who until then had been a total outsider in 
Serbian politics: Milan Panic.

 
Autonomy was the most they could hope for. 

2403 Prior to his appointment Cosic had suggested to the leadership of the 
SDS that the future prime minister of rump Yugoslavia should be a Serb who had gained a positive 
reputation working abroad. The leadership of the SDS had agreed to this.2404

Shortly before the election of Cosic by the parliament, intimates of Milosevic proposed to Cosic 
and his advisors that Milan Panic be appointed as prime minister. He was an unknown quantity to 
Cosic, but he agreed to this candidate.

 With this move, in fact, 
Cosic and the SDS immediately broke a provision of the new constitution stipulating that if the 
president of the federation was a Serb, the prime minister should be a Montenegrin. 

2405 Panic had fled Yugoslavia in 1955, at the age of 25, 
supposedly to take part in a cycle race in the Netherlands. In fact he went to the United States. Here, 
following studies in biochemistry in California, he set up the pharmaceuticals company International 
Chemical and Nuclear (ICN), which at the start of the 1990s achieved a global annual turnover of half a 
billion dollars. In 1990 ICN had entered into a joint venture with the Yugoslavian state company 
Galenika. In this way the dynamic self-made man Panic had become acquainted with President 
Milosevic. Milosevic invited Panic to dinner when the Yugoslavian American was visiting Belgrade on 
business and offered him the office of prime minister of Yugoslavia. Milosevic saw Panic as the ideal 
man for a campaign directed at the West for removal of the sanctions against Yugoslavia.2406

However, the arrival of Panic was delayed by several weeks because the pill magnate was 
conducting negotiations with the government in Washington to prevent the American authorities 
taking action against his company as part of the UN sanctions regime if he should accept the 

 

                                                 

2397 Levinsohn, Belgrade, p. 307. 
2398 Stojanovic, Autoritet, pp. 26 and 33. 
2399 Stojanovic, Autoritet, pp. 34, 38-41 and 47. 
2400 Stojanovic, Fall, pp. 171 and 186-187. 
2401 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 188. 
2402 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 191; idem, Autoritet, pp. 42-43; interviews S. Djukic, 04/08/01; V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
2403 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 169; interview S. Djukic, 04/08/01. 
2404 Interviews V. Matovic, 02/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
2405 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 167; Djukic, Vetra, p. 197; interview V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
2406 According to Mira Markovic this was the only motive for her husband (and herself) to choose Panic, quoted in Williams 
& Cigar, ‘War Crimes’, no page numbers, n. 149. see also John F. Burns, ‘Bosnia Loses Any Hope of Being Saved’, The New 
York Times, 25/07/93. 
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Yugoslavian state function.2407

Panic, who quickly acquired the nickname of ‘the Ross Perot of the Balkans’,

 On 4 July Panic finally arrived from the US in Belgrade to take up office. 
He was accompanied by John Scanlan, who had been the American ambassador to Belgrade between 
1985 and 1989. Scanlan had left the American foreign service in 1991 and had then become vice-
president of Panic’s pharmaceuticals company, charged with supervising the expansion of the company 
in the former Communist world. 

2408 turned to his 
task with energy. During his inaugural speech he called for peace in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Five days 
after his appointment he travelled to Sarajevo where he met Izetbegovic. After this meeting he 
criticized ‘cheap politicians who have played the nationalist card and brought about a civil war’.2409

Immediately after his arrival Panic told Milosevic that there was only one way to get the 
sanctions against Yugoslavia lifted: Milosevic himself should disappear from the political stage. In order 
to sweeten the bitter pill of resignation for Milosevic the pharmaceuticals man offered ex-Prime 
Minister Milosevic a well-paid job as director of a planned American-Yugoslavian bank in California.

 In 
the summer Panic was to sack one of the most important executors of Milosevic’s policy of illegal 
arming of nationalists and paramilitaries, Mihalj Kertes. Panic also placed himself at the head of the 
Ministry of Defence, although this was only accepted by the army high command after it had been 
assured that final authority would be held by Cosic. 

2410 
Milosevic did not immediately refuse the offer. In fact, he himself had announced at the start of June 
that he was prepared to step down if this could lead to the lifting of sanctions against Yugoslavia.2411

Following this Panic contacted the Bush government to obtain a visa for the Milosevic family. 
However, Panic’s position both at home and abroad was weak. Many foreign politicians and diplomats 
saw Panic as a puppet of Milosevic, who would be sidelined as soon as the international community 
had lifted the sanctions.

 

2412 Moreover, the attitude of the international community towards Cosic and 
Panic was made more difficult because they were President and Prime Minister respectively of Federal 
Yugoslavia, which still claimed to be the successor to the old Yugoslavia. As described, the 
international community did not recognize the new Yugoslavia and the legal succession.2413

Another disadvantage of Cosic and Panic was that they had not been able to get the existing 
opposition against Milosevic within Serbia on their side.

 Finally, to 
many in the West Milosevic seemed, despite all that had happened, to be a man one could do business 
with when necessary. After all, had not Milosevic pushed through acceptance of the Vance Plan against 
the resistance of Milan Babic? And who else apart from Milosevic would be able to get the Bosnian 
Serb leadership to end the aggression in Bosnia? 

2414 The opposition felt that they had almost 
managed to push Milosevic aside at the moment that Cosic and Panic accepted their posts, and thus, in 
the opinion of the opposition, had saved the Serbian leader.2415

                                                 

2407 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 167; interviews V. Matovic, 02/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 

 At the end of June, following repeated 
demonstrations by the opposition, Milosevic agreed to elections for the presidency of Serbia at the end 
of the year. After this announcement and with Cosic and Panic in their posts, the protests against 
Milosevic subsided. Milosevic harvested the first fruits of the appointment and Cosic and Panic stood 
there empty-handed. When Cosic invited representatives of the opposition for talks, most of them 
refused because they said they did not recognize the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, its constitution, 
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and thus not the president either.2416 Talks conducted by Cosic and Panic with the Albanian leaders in 
Kosovo in late 1992 were to remain equally fruitless.2417

On 10 July Panic met James Baker in Helsinki, where he pressed for an assurance that the 
sanctions against Serbia and Montenegro would be lifted in exchange for the resignation of Milosevic. 
Baker said this was out of the question: the lifting of sanctions was not a matter for the US, but for the 
UN. Panic returned to Belgrade having accomplished nothing.  

 

Shortly after this Panic made a new attempt and requested a conversation with Deputy 
Secretary of State Eagleburger. But the latter rejected a meeting with Panic out of hand, citing the order 
from President Bush that the United States should keep out of the Bosnian question. Eagleburger 
himself was not happy with Panic’s appointment. He is said to have believed that Panic, by accepting 
the office of prime minister of rump Yugoslavia, had thwarted the opportunity for removing 
Milosevic.2418 It does indeed seem that Cosic and Panic had disrupted Anglo-American plans. The 
British Foreign Minister Hurd was later to tell Cosic that the British government had been planning to 
oust Milosevic and to have him replaced by Aleksandar Karadjordjevic. However, following the 
appointment of Cosic the government in London had abandoned the plan.2419

Aware that he could not count on American help, Panic turned to Cosic and his circle. With 
their support Panic once again tried to convince Milosevic to step down. Cosic did indeed side with 
Panic in this matter.

  

2420 Almost from the moment that he took up office, Cosic, just like Panic, was 
constantly at odds with Milosevic.2421 There were strong personal differences between Cosic and 
Milosevic. One major factor was the age difference of 20 years in a society strongly stratified by 
generations. Moreover, Cosic came from the world of art and literature while Milosevic was 
uncultivated. Cosic took the long-term view, while Milosevic decided things from day to day.2422 Finally 
there were major differences about the policy to be followed, whereby Cosic’s main concern was the 
Serbian people and Milosevic primarily followed his own interest.2423 Although Panic, with his 
background in American corporate culture, was also a very different person to Cosic, the two soon 
managed to get along. Panic, who had been away from Yugoslavia for more than 20 years, made a 
number of political blunders to begin with, but Cosic valued his intentions.2424 According to various 
persons involved, Milosevic’s resignation had actually been one of the conditions on which Cosic 
accepted his post.2425

Panic was also able to obtain the support of Milosevic’s confidant, the media man Dusan 
Mitevic. The Chief of Staff of the Yugoslavian army, Zivota Panic (no relation to the Yugoslavian 
prime minister), was more hesitant.

  

2426 According to Cosic, three weeks after the accession of his 
government Panic submitted a written agreement to Milosevic in which the latter would promise to 
resign. If he did this the sanctions would immediately be lifted, Milosevic would become president of 
the Serbian-American Bank and Milosevic and his family would be granted visas for the United States. 
The agreement was to be signed by Milosevic and Baker. According to Cosic this was the only time that 
Milosevic genuinely considered stepping down as president. He seemed seriously concerned about his 
own fate.2427

                                                 

2416 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 168. 

 Two days later, however, he called to say that he would not sign. According to Cosic, Mira 

2417 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 231. 
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2420 Jovic, Dani, p. 480. 
2421 Interviews S. Djukic, 04/08/01; V. Matovic, 02/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
2422 Interview V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 
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Markovic had talked her husband out of the idea.2428 Afterwards Milosevic did not want to be reminded 
of the episode and denied that he had ever made an agreement with Panic about resigning.2429 When 
Milosevic also realized that Panic had been cold-shouldered by the American government and had been 
bluffing, he knew that he had nothing really to fear from Panic and he regained his energy.2430 The 
world once again appeared as the Serbian president liked to imagine it: it consisted of enemies and of 
people who could be used or abused.2431 A newly self-assured Milosevic stated that the role of Cosic 
and Panic was simply to be the executors of his policies.2432

13. Conclusion 

 But they were not yet prepared to accept 
this view of things. 

The war in Bosnia had been predicted long in advance. However, it was only two months after its 
outbreak that the West was able to formulate a concrete response in the form of a UN boycott. But the 
means to enforce this were not yet available. Worse still, the coincidentally present peacekeeping troops 
had left the Bosnian capital. Once again the West was lagging behind events when a conflict erupted in 
the former Yugoslavia. 

This reserve was due to a combination of reasons. To begin with there was an unwillingness to 
deploy troops in a state that was still awaiting recognition. But the chief motives were probably the lack 
of UN resources and the absence of agreement by the Bosnian Serbs. Furthermore, the Secretary-
General of the UN, Boutros-Ghali, felt that the rich European Community should do something while 
the leaders of the EC said they were waiting for the UN. This was not to be the last time in the Bosnian 
conflict that the parties passed the buck back and forth. 

The European Community accepted a form of ethnic division in Bosnia from the very start. 
The speed at which Serb troops realized this in practice betrayed their thorough preparation. Of the 
parties in Bosnia, only the government in Sarajevo still took a multi-ethnic position. The Bosnian Serb 
and Bosnian Croat leaders strove for the autonomy or secession of ethnically homogenous areas. The 
ferocity of the conflict and the rapid escalation quickly created a situation in which intervention was 
difficult, if not impossible. 

Reversing the process of ethnic homogenization would require a major effort by the West, in all 
likelihood not only at the negotiating table but also by military means. In view of the hesitation in the 
Western camp during the first year of war in the former Yugoslavia, it was unclear whether the Western 
governments were able to make, and wished to make, this military effort. In this respect the (Bosnian) 
Serb policy of quickly achieving a fait accompli had proved successful. 

The question was whether the Serb leaders would manage to capitalize politically on their 
military successes by means of a favourable peace agreement. Or would public opinion in the West 
finally turn against the ethnic cleansing, and in a way that pressured the Western governments to do 
more? This was the Bosnian government’s gamble. Concrete reports about the brutal acts of Serb 
troops in East and Northwest-Bosnia were still scarce and in the Netherlands – but not only there – 
politicians and media were still taking a reserved stance on the war in Bosnia. Nonetheless, in the 
course of May enough information reached the West to generate the first signs of a growing readiness 
for more humanitarian or military action.2433

                                                 

2428 Djukic, Vetra, 201. 

 The path between doing nothing and doing something 
started to be explored. The risk that this involved was that half-measures would be decided on, a 
nightmare for the military since the lessons of the Vietnam War. 
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2431 Cf. Inic, Portreti, p. 146. 
2432 Inic, Portreti, p. 136. 
2433 See also for instance Stephen S. Rosenfeld, ‘Idee van militair ingrijpen tegen Servië wint terein in VS’ (Idea of military 
intervention against Serbia gains ground in US), NRC Handelsblad, 26/05/92. 
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The West had more opportunities for political manipulation in the former Yugoslavia than for 
military action, either by supporting the opposition in Bosnia and Serbia or by exploiting the 
differences between Milosevic on the one side and Cosic and Panic on the other. However, the 
politicians and diplomats of the West showed little creativity in this respect. They quickly assumed that 
the only negotiation partners in the former Yugoslavia were the nationalist leaders – the most 
pessimistic scenario – even though remarks attributed to Eagleburger and Hurd indicate that at least 
one attempt to manipulate Serbian politics was made by the governments in Washington and London. 

Furthermore, the European Community and the United States, which was starting to play a 
stronger role, took a position on the Yugoslavian legal succession based more on pragmatism than on 
principles. This was in glaring contrast to the lack of haste showed by these countries when it came to 
opening diplomatic offices in Sarajevo. In this respect too they revealed that they continued to view the 
Milosevic regime as the most important negotiation partner. Unless the West was prepared to take 
military action to reverse the fait accompli in Bosnia that the Serbs had presented to the world, then 
Milosevic would remain the central point of contact. It was through him that Europe, the United States 
and the UN had to continue to exert pressure on the Bosnian Serbs and prevent a conflict breaking out 
elsewhere, for instance in Kosovo or Macedonia. 
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Chapter 6 
Emotionalization of the debate following 
reports about the camps (‘Omarska’): June 
1992 – August 1992 

1. The peace mission begins its task in Bosnia; UNPROFOR-II gets underway 

Resolution 757, which was passed by the Security Council on 30 May, contained the most far-reaching 
embargo ever imposed on a country by the UN, but at the time it was accepted there were no enforcing 
measures attached to it. The resolution also required that all parties should immediately establish the 
conditions for the unhampered delivery of humanitarian aid to Sarajevo and other destinations in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. One of these conditions was that there would be a security zone encompassing 
Sarajevo and its airport. 

However, after the acceptance of Resolution 757, the Bosnian Serbs did not back down at all; 
for example, they continued to occupy the airport of the Bosnian capital. The question was whether 
countries or international organizations would be prepared to enforce the stipulations of this resolution 
by military means. Many governments regretted what was happening in Bosnia, but at the same time 
there was not a single government which thought that it touched on vital interests of their own state,2434 
and therefore they were not very willing to become deeply involved in the situation in Bosnia, for 
instance by putting the lives of their own military at risk. On the other hand, in the media there was 
growing pressure on the Western governments to ‘do something’.2435

On 2 June the WEU Assembly met. The Dutch MP De Hoop Scheffer had the task of 
reporting on Yugoslavia and the sanctions against that country. De Hoop Scheffer said that 15 July, the 
date fixed by the UN to report on the effectiveness of the embargo, was too late. The Assembly then 
appealed to the governments of the member states to consider the use of military force in the Yugoslav 
conflict. As usual, the British Foreign Minister Douglas Hurd stepped on the brake: ‘Neither the UN, 
the EC, the NATO, the WEU or any other combination of initials can make peace or drive out the fear 
and hatred in Eastern Europe by force.’

 

2436

However, on 5 June Cedric Thornberry, UNPROFOR’s Director of Civil Affairs, managed to 
reach an agreement with the conflicting parties in and around Sarajevo as to opening the airport. 
According to this agreement, humanitarian aid would be delivered to Sarajevo under UN supervision, 

 

                                                 

2434 Cf. Andreatta, War; Bert, Superpower, pp. xxiii, 12, 68-69, 74-75 and 78; Steven L. Burg, ‘Negotiating a Settlement: 
Lessons of the Diplomatic Process’, Blank (ed.), Wars, p. 52; id., ‘The International Community and the Yugoslav Crisis’, 
Esman/Telhami (eds.), Organizations, p. 262; Callahan, Wars, pp. 43-44, 97; Haass, Intervention, p. 72; J.L. Heldring, ‘Een 
mutatie in de staat’ (‘A change in the state’), NRC Handelsblad, 23/06/95; Steven A. Holmes, ‘Backing Away Again, 
Christopher Says Bosnia Is Not a Vital Interest’, New York Times, 03/06/93; Klep, ‘Offer’, p. 14; Koslowski, ‘Bosnien’, p. 
366; Newhouse, ‘Round’, p. 68; Koen Koch, ‘Joegoslavië, Oost-Europa en de strategie van neo-containment’, in: De Vries 
e.a., Continent, pp. 117-118 and 129; F. Stephen Larrabee, ‘US Policy in the Balkans: From Containment to Strategic 
Reengagement’, Danopoulos & Messas (eds.), Crises, p. 281; Bruce K. MacLauray, ‘Foreword’ in: Woodward, Tragedy, p. vii; 
Woodward, Tragedy, pp. 6-7; Moore, ‘Report’, p. 1; Newhouse, ‘Round’, p. 68; James Baker in: Van der Roer, Frontdiplomaten, 
p. 125; Don Oberdorfer/Marc Fischer, ‘Bush Turns Aside Bosnian Plea for Military Intervention’, The Washington Post, 
10/07/92; J.H. Sampiemon, ‘In Bihac klinkt echo van 1914’ (‘In Bihac an echo of 1914 can be heard’), NRC Handelsblad, 
24/11/94; Doug Seay, ‘U.S. and Bosnia: Too late, wrong war’, Heritage Foundation Report, 20/07/92; Shawcross, Evil, p. 
114; Simms, Hour, pp. 11 and 14; Richard H. Ullman, ‘Introduction: The World and Yugoslavia’s Wars’, id. (ed.), World, p. 
3; Infantry Major General retd. J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Ingrijpen in Joegoslavië?’ (‘Intervene in Yugoslavia?’), Carré 1992, no. 12, 
pp. 13-14; Wettig, ‘Rolle’, pp. 125-126. 
2435 Cf. also Woodward, Tragedy, p. 273. 
2436 ‘Roep om militaire interventie in Joegoslavië luider’ (‘Call for military intervention in Yugoslavia louder’), de Volkskrant, 
03/06/92. 
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without discrimination and purely on the grounds of need. The conflicting parties promised not to 
obstruct the humanitarian work in any way and guaranteed the safety of the aid workers. For this 
purpose, corridors between the airport and the city would be created, which would be supervised by 
UNPROFOR.2437

In a report to the Security Council on 13 May the head of the UN Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations Marrack Goulding had warned against the deployment of UN troops in Bosnia, a country 
torn apart by war. Nevertheless, after the ‘airport agreement’ on 8 June the Security Council decided in 
Resolution 758 to send a thousand UN troops to Sarajevo, as well as sixty military observers and forty 
policemen. They were to assume control of the airport so that an airlift could be arranged to send food 
and medical supplies to the suffering inhabitants of the Bosnian capital. The resolution stipulated that 
the conflicting parties were not to obstruct air traffic and must therefore withdraw their weapons out of 
the field of fire of the airport. Resolution 758 was based on Resolution 757, which referred expressly to 
Chapter VII of the UN charter, thus authorizing the use of force. It was strange that the mandate of 
the Resolution 758 was for classic peacekeeping, in which only self-defence was permitted. Conditions 
for the implementation of the resolution were a lasting ceasefire and acceptance by the parties involved. 

  

Major General Lewis MacKenzie, who had up till then been Force Commander Nambiar’s 
Chief of Staff, was put in charge of implementing the resolution. In addition to the hundred French 
soldiers who had remained in Sarajevo when Nambiar moved the headquarters to Belgrade, he also had 
the Canadian battalion, which withdrew from sector East in Croatia, at his disposal. However, the 
Canadian battalion was to fulfil this task only temporarily; at the end of July it returned to East Croatia 
to resume its original task. In the meantime it had been replaced by three smaller infantry companies 
consisting of five hundred men each: Frenchbat 2, an Egyptian and a Ukrainian battalion. Together, 
these three supposedly reflected the religious background of the three parties in the conflict, namely 
Catholic, Muslim and Orthodox.  

Irritation between UNPROFOR and the inhabitants of Sarajevo 

MacKenzie, who had experience of classic peacekeeping operations, was not to have an easy time 
carrying out his task. Later he was to complain that he had experienced 17 ceasefires, the longest of 
which had lasted four days.2438

When MacKenzie arrived in Sarajevo, he was welcomed by cheering inhabitants.

 On 11 June he moved into Sarajevo with an advance guard of 150 
Canadian troops and a few French military observers. A few weeks later the rest of the Canadian troops 
joined them. This was the beginning of the UNPROFOR operation in Bosnia-Hercegovina; it was 
called UNPROFOR II, to distinguish it from the operation in Croatia, UNPROFOR I. In fact, in 
common parlance the term UNPROFOR continued to be used to refer to the mission in the former 
Yugoslavia in general. Later in this report this usage will be adopted; the term UNPROFOR will be 
used when strictly speaking UNPROFOR II is meant. 

2439 However, 
their enthusiasm was soon to fade, in the first place because a ceasefire was not effected, so that in 
practice the airport was still not open. Moreover, the inhabitants came to realize that UNPROFOR had 
not come to fight on the side of the Bosnian government. The sole purpose of UNPROFOR II was to 
ensure the safe provision of food to the people of Sarajevo. This led to reproaches by the Sarajlije, the 
inhabitants of the Bosnian capital, that the United Nations was just making sure they could die with full 
stomachs.2440

                                                 

2437 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 200. 

 The population asked the blue helmets to distribute weapons instead of food, and they 

2438 United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, p. 57. 
2439 See for example Hans Moleman, ‘Aankomst VN-konvooi geeft burgeres Sarajevo weer hoop’ (‘Arrival of UN convoy 
restores hope to Sarajevo woman’), de Volkskrant, 11/06/92. 
2440 See for example. Maas, Neighbor, p. 30. 



332 

 

nicknamed UNPROFOR SERPROFOR2441 or SRBOFOR.2442 Passers-by greeted the white 
UNPROFOR armoured vehicles in Sarajevo with raised middle fingers or with shots.2443 More and 
more frequently, blue helmets were the targets of Bosnian government army firing; for example, around 
Sarajevo more UNPROFOR troops were killed by the ABiH than by the VRS.2444

This ingratitude had the effect of a cold shower on many of the UNPROFOR troops and 
increased the tendency to believe that none of the parties in the Bosnian conflict could be trusted.

  

2445 
The UN troops realized that it was in the interests of the Bosnian government and its army, as the 
weakest party, to provoke military intervention, but they did not appreciate the means by which this 
was done.2446 Moreover, each provocation by the ABiH, the government troops, led to a severe over-
reaction from the Serb side in the form of artillery or mortar fire.2447 Provocations during which ABiH 
troops fired from positions near hospitals, densely populated areas and UN posts were particularly 
notorious among the blue helmets. This firing would then provoke a Serb reaction with heavy artillery, 
after which the Serbs were seen as the culprits.2448 There was also irritation with the Bosnian authorities 
who obstructed the restoration of food, electricity and water supplies because it would detract from the 
image of the Muslims as victims.2449

MacKenzie was extremely irritated at the attitude of the Muslims, which led to the idea that 
none of the parties could be trusted. ‘Dealing with Bosnia is a little bit like dealing with three serial 
killers’, MacKenzie told the Armed Services Committee of the American House of Representative in 
May 1993, after the conclusion of his task in Yugoslavia. ‘One has killed fifteen. One has killed ten. 
One has killed five. Do we help the one that has only killed five?’

 

2450

The Canadian commander seemed to have been traumatized by the incidents surrounding the 
abduction of the Bosnian president Izetbegovic at the beginning of May.

  

2451 At that point he had 
managed to persuade the JNA (Yugoslavian National Army) to release the Bosnian president in 
exchange for free passage for the JNA unit which was trapped in Sarajevo. While this agreement was 
being implemented, Muslims carried out a surprise attack on the retreating JNA troops, some of whom 
were killed. After this incident, MacKenzie saw many other incidents in the light of duplicity on the 
part of the Muslims. MacKenzie, who did everything in his power to attain a ceasefire, was of the 
opinion that the Bosnian government forces did just as much to prevent it as the VRS and probably 
more.2452 The Canadian commander was also extremely irritated by the alleged firing of the ABiH on 
their own troops.2453 At a certain point he told his Serb and Muslim partners that peace might be 
achieved if only they were to stop shelling themselves.2454

                                                 

2441 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Gebulder laat Sarajevcani weinig hoop’ (‘Booming leaves little hope for Sarajevcani’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 08/07/92. 

 As the first commander of UNPROFOR II, 
MacKenzie set the tone for his troops and for his successors. 

2442 Theo Engelen, ‘Muslims voelen zich alleen staan’ (‘Muslims feel isolated’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/92. 
2443 John Daniszewski, ‘VN-leger maakt zich in Bosnië niet populair’ (‘UN army not making itself popular in Bosnia’), Trouw, 
24/07/92. 
2444 Confidential report (1); Draulans, Mirjana, p. 113. 
2445 See for example Van der Kroon, Defence, p. 97; the Dutch UN observer Gerard Wondergem, cited in: Anstadt, Scheuren, 
pp. 157-158. 
2446 See for example MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 225, 230 and 292; interview T. Quiggin, 13 and 14/10/97. 
2447 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 200, 227, 228, 238, 274, 292. 
2448 See for example the interview with V. Andreev, 07/07/00; MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 200 and 309. 
2449 Confidential report (1); the statements of the Belgian blue helmets Captain Jan Seger and Major François Robert in: 
Draulans, Mirjana, pp. 105-106; confidential information (75). 
2450 Bennett, Collapse, p. 194 n. 28; Maas, Neighbor, p. 32; Gutman, Witness, p. 169. 
2451 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 165. 
2452 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 216 and 255. 
2453 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 255-256, 267, 308. 
2454 Maas, Neighbor, p. 30. See also ‘Strijd Sarajevo’ (‘Conflict in Sarajevo’), de Volkskrant, 23/07/92. 
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The Bosnian authorities strongly resented the fact that MacKenzie accused them of duplicity. In 
turn, they accused him of being biased.2455 The authorities in Sarajevo were also annoyed with Morillon, 
the UNPROFOR commander in Sarajevo, because he advised against any threat of force by the West, 
because it would stand in the way of the work of the UN troops in Bosnia-Hercegovina.2456 After some 
time the Bosnian government launched a propaganda campaign against MacKenzie in which all the 
stops were pulled out.2457 For example, MacKenzie was ‘accused’ of having a Serbian wife – which was 
not the case – to whom he had been introduced by the ‘Serbian terrorist, Mila Mulroney’, the wife of 
the Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney.2458 Mila Mulroney had in fact been born in Serbia, but 
had moved from Belgrade to Canada for good at the age of five. Later it was alleged that at the 
beginning of June MacKenzie had visited a brothel in Vogosca, where Croatian and Muslim women 
were held against their will by Serbs. However, the ‘evidence’ relating to this allegation could not 
possibly have been true, since MacKenzie was staying in Belgrade at the time.2459 It was true that other 
UNPROFOR soldiers had made use of these women, and it was partly because the UN tried to cover 
this up that the rumours about MacKenzie were so persistent.2460 Eventually, at the end of July, 
MacKenzie came to the conclusion that the hostility of his ‘hosts’ was becoming too great a threat to 
his own life and those of his staff. He therefore decided to resign from his post.2461

2. New security structures in the conflict 

 He was by no 
means the last representative of the United Nations to fall victim to smear campaigns and threats in the 
Bosnian capital, nor was he the last to be forced to leave the country to save his life. This proved how 
limited the capacities of the small UNPROFOR force in Bosnia were. 

Some had already secretly wondered if it might not be possible for the NATO to take action in 
Yugoslavia. The NATO was a military organization with more possibilities and a more forceful image 
than the ‘soft’ UN. However, up till then the NATO, in accordance with its own treaty, had not been 
authorized to carry out peacekeeping operations. As was made clear in Chapter 1, the WEU and the 
CSCE also had their shortcomings, but in June and July of 1992 these organizations had undergone 
developments which increased their chances of becoming involved in the crisis in the former 
Yugoslavia. 

In this context, an important role was reserved for the Dutch Minister Van den Broek, who had 
suggested in the spring of 1992 that from that point on NATO should be allowed to make a 
contribution to peacekeeping operations in the framework of the CSCE. For a number of reasons, this 
was a clever idea. Van den Broek succeeded in winning the approval of the French government for the 
reasoning that only NATO had the necessary infrastructure at its disposal to carry out a peacekeeping 
operation on behalf of the CSCE. The consequence was that the WEU, on which Paris had always 
placed high stakes, sank below the horizon and the NATO, to which the Netherlands attached so much 
importance, came into the spotlight. Moreover, Van den Broek’s plan gave NATO a new right to exist 
now that the Cold War was over. In addition, the plan offered the countries of Eastern Europe a 
security structure, something they sorely needed after the disappearance of communism and the 
Warsaw pact. ‘It is not always “Black Monday” for Dutch diplomacy,’ wrote the NRC Handelsblad 
jubilantly with respect to Van den Broek’s plan, referring to the rejection of the Dutch plans for the 
                                                 

2455 Morillon, Croire, p. 96; Eisermann, Weg, p. 118. 
2456 Theo Engelen, ‘Militair geweld bemoeilijkt VN-opdracht in Joegoslavië’ (‘Military force makes UN task in Yugoslavia 
more difficult’), NRC Handelsblad, 11/07/92. 
2457 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 274 and 290-291. 
2458 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 293. 
2459 Roy Gutman, ‘Bosnia Outrage. Ex-prisoner says UN troops sexually assaulted detainees’, Newsday, 01/11/93; Sells, 
Bridge, pp. 208-209 n. 43. Nevertheless, this allegation continued to haunt MacKenzie even in more serious literature. See 
for example Cuvalo, Dictionary, p. 160; Rathfolder, Sarajevo, p. 188 
2460 Strobel, Policy, pp. 101-102. 
2461 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, pp. 290, 293. 
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European Community on 30 September 1991.2462

On 4 June 1992 the meeting of the foreign ministers of the NATO member states decided in 
Oslo to accept Van den Broek’s plan. However, the deployment of NATO troops would have to be 
examined in each separate case. In his farewell speech on 24 June, the Supreme Allied Commander of 
the NATO, General John Galvin, said that the NATO was the most suitable organization to intervene 
in Yugoslavia. It would be able to ensure ‘deterrence, recovery and the maintenance of peace and 
humanitarian missions’.  

 Of course, there was still one drawback: the CSCE, 
with its 52 members, could only make decisions with the biggest possible majority (unanimous minus 
one, to prevent Yugoslavia from blocking every decision) and Russia might well prove to be a major 
troublemaker in relation to operations in the former Yugoslavia if they were aimed against Serbia. 

His successor, General John Shalikasvili, was much more cautious in his statements. In his 
opinion, any peace mission to Yugoslavia would have to be prepared for the worst.2463 An American 
plea to use NATO resources to enforce the sanctions pursuant to UN Resolution 757 failed at once, on 
4 June. Hurd, Dumas and Claes opposed the idea,2464 but the Dutch Minister Van den Broek embraced 
it. He supported the use of NATO resources to escort food convoys to the war zones, saying ‘I admit 
that it is easier said than done. But I don’t think that because it is so difficult and so risky we should do 
nothing.’2465 This statement was a typical one for Van den Broek, and it showed how much more 
prepared the Dutch government was than its European partners to deploy military resources in the 
former Yugoslavia. In the Dutch government meeting of 5 June there was also optimism about the new 
situation which had arisen as a result of the decision to allow the possibility of deploying NATO troops 
for peacekeeping operations outside the NATO’s treaty area.2466

As yet, Van den Broek was not in favour of military intervention which went further than the 
protection of humanitarian convoys. In his opinion this would be possible only if there was wide 
international support. And that would not be the case until all diplomatic, political and economic means 
were exhausted.

  

2467

By his enthusiasm, Minister Van den Broek placed himself in the international public eye. The 
French government had declared that it was willing to supply a large portion of the 1100 troops needed 
to implement UN Resolution 758 and that it was looking for partners.

  

2468 ‘Paris’, wrote Wijnaendts, the 
Dutch ambassador in Paris, ‘was fervently hoping that the Netherlands, which had constantly played an 
important role in the Yugoslav crisis, would also be prepared to make a contribution.’2469

                                                 

2462 ‘Den Haag en de vrede’ (‘The Hague and peace’), NRC Handelsblad, 24/04/92. See also ‘Navo in beginsel bereid 
militairen te leveren voor vredesoperaties’ (‘Nato willing in principle to contribute troops for peace operations’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 07/05/92; ‘CVSE en NAVO’ (‘CSCE and NATO’), NRC Handelsblad, 08/05/91; B.J. van Eenennaam, 
‘Nederland blijft internationaal een belangrijke rol spelen’ (‘The Netherlands continues to play an important role 
internationally’), NRC Handelsblad, 16/05/92; ‘Vredesmacht NAVO dichterbij’ (‘NATO peace force closer’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 27/05/92; Leonoor Meijer, ‘Joegoslavië gruwelijke voorbode’ (‘Yugoslavia gruesome herald’), Trouw, 12/06/92. 

 However, Van 
den Broek made it clear that this time he ‘did not want to be in the front line.’ ‘Defence will of course 
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former Yugoslavia’) , Trouw, 05/06/92; Sally Jacobsen, ‘NATO Foreign Ministers Approve Peacekeeping Role’, AP, 
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2465 Oscar Garschagen, ‘VS zien rol NAVO bij afdwingen VN-sancties’ (‘US see a role for NATO in enforcing UN 
sanctions’), de Volkskrant, 05/06/92. 
2466 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 05/06/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
2467 Jan van der Ven, ‘Ingrijpen in Servië voor CDA al reëel’ (‘Intervention in Serbia already a real possibility for CDA’), Het 
Parool, 05/06/92; Leonoor Meijer, ‘Joegoslavië gruwelijke voorbode’, Trouw, 12/06/92. 
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be very pleased to hear this’, commented Hoekema, head of the directorate of Political UN Affairs, 
spitefully.2470

It was indeed the case that Van den Broek’s caution met with the support of the other 
ministers. At their meeting of 12 June, the government took the position that if the UN were to ask for 
assistance in the implementation of the recent UN resolutions, other Dutch efforts in the former 
Yugoslavia and the contribution made by the Netherlands to the peacekeeping force in Cambodia 
should be taken into account. Nevertheless, in response to a formal request by the UN Secretariat at 
the beginning of July, the Dutch government would provide 54 extra troops because it had become 
necessary to expand the Dutch signals unit, as well as several military observers.

  

2471 Later this number 
was raised from 54 to 65.2472

A few weeks after the decision made by the NATO on 4 June, the WEU ministers made a 
similar one, at Petersberg near Bonn on 19 June. In future, the WEU would be allowed to supply 
troops in areas of tension. They were to be deployed for humanitarian aid, crisis management 
operations, peacekeeping and peacemaking.

 

2473 With this last term, peacemaking, the WEU went one 
step further than the NATO, which had agreed only to peacekeeping operations. The WEU would be 
able to act at the request of the UN, the CSCE and the European Union. The ministers also stipulated 
that a group of experts was to examine what contribution the WEU could make to the implementation 
of the Security Council resolutions in relation to Yugoslavia.2474

During a meeting at Helsinki on 9 and 10 July the CVSE designated itself as a regional 
organization in the sense of Chapter VIII of the UN charter. This means that they too would be 
authorized to carry out peacekeeping operations. Since the CSCE itself did not have troops at its 
disposal, for purposes of implementation it would have to rely on the NATO and the WEU. Finally, in 
December, the NATO declared that it was prepared to carry out peacekeeping operations under the 
authority of the UN Security Council. Gradually phenomena such as ‘interlocking institutions’ and ‘ 
double hatting’ were becoming observable. 

 

The CSCE meeting of 9 and 10 July was strongly focused on the Yugoslav crisis. As early as 15 
April the CSCE had decided that territorial conquests and borders altered by means of violence would 
not be recognized and that the return of Displaced Persons to their homes must be guaranteed. On the 
eve of the meeting, Rest-Yugoslavia (consisting of Serbia and Montenegro) was suspended from 
membership for three months. Initially the Russian government was unwilling to allow a condemnation 
of Serbia during the conference. However, when the Russian delegation eventually decided to go along 
with the other member states, Van den Broek demanded his share of the credit. During the gala dinner 
on 9 July he had sat next to his Russian colleague Andrei Kozyrev and discussed the issue with him in 
depth. This must surely have had some effect.2475 Prime Ministers Lubbers also went out of his way to 
make the Dutch position absolutely clear. During the conference he told his audience that the 
selfishness of the West was almost as much of a threat to the security of Europe as nationalism in the 
East.2476
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2471 SG 1991/1992. DS, memorandum from Defence Staff for Ter Beek, 01/07/92, S92/061/2239; ABZ, 
DPV/ARA/00155. 12/06/92, DPV/PZ-910/92; CRST. Memorandum from DAB for Ter Beek, 22/06/92, D92/272; 
TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 97. 
2472 ABZ, 00155, Boutros-Ghali to the Permanent UN Representative of the Netherlands, 09/07/92; ABZ, 
DPV/ARA/00155. PR New York to Van den Broek, 10/07/92, nyv-4777; SG 1991/1992. DS, Memorandum from 
Waltmann to Ter Beek, 10/08/92. 
2473 Western European Council of Ministers, Petersberg Declaration, Bonn, 19/06/92, 
http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/92-petersberg.htm . 
2474 Extraordinary meeting of the WEU Council of Ministers with States of Central Europe, ‘Declaration on the Yugoslav 
crisis’, Bonn, 19/06/92, http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/92-bonn-b.htm  
2475 Guikje Roethof, ‘Helsinki’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 15/07/92, p. 4. 
2476 Parliament records, R9200163 70. 

http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/92-petersberg.htm�
http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/92-bonn-b.htm�


336 

 

But the slim success achieved in the suspension of Rest-Yugoslavia paled in comparison with 
the rude awakening which Izetbegovic underwent during the conference in a talk with the American 
president Bush Sr. In this talk the American president made it clear that the Bosnian government 
should not count on foreign intervention.2477 Mitterrand’s spokesman rubbed it in firmly once again; 
there could be no question of military intervention, because that would lead to ‘an unpredictable, 
extremely risky chain reaction’.2478 This led to an adjustment of the Bosnian government’s politics. On 
many occasions during the following weeks Bosnian government spokesmen declared that all they were 
asking for was arms and possibly Close Air Support.2479

Implementation of the embargo: beginning of NATO involvement in the conflict 

 The Bosnian military could take care of the 
ground war themselves; after all, the Bosnian government had plenty of troops. It was odd that few 
people seemed to realize that the Bosnian government was asking for what the Americans were later to 
call a ‘lift and strike’ policy, i.e. lifting the arms embargo and launching air raids. It is remarkable that in 
the debate about whether or not there should be military intervention, this voice from Sarajevo was so 
seldom heard. 

In the sideline of the CSCE meeting in Helsinki on 10 July, the WEU Ministers of Foreign Affairs 
decided to dispatch a squadron for a navy blockade to supervise the embargo which had been imposed 
on Yugoslavia by Security Council Resolutions 713 and 757.2480 Although in May the American 
government had accused the European governments of being too slack, they were not happy with this 
form of European ‘decisiveness’.2481 They preferred the NATO to go into action rather than the WEU, 
and arranged for a NATO squadron to set out as well. The Dutch government, worried about the 
disagreement between Europe and the US as to how to approach the crisis in Yugoslavia, stated by the 
mouth of Minister Van den Broek that without American participation ‘the political signal would be 
too weak’2482

The NATO then claimed a very large area in the Adriatic Sea as its operational territory, but 
WEU president Italy was opposed to this because the WEU had been the first to bring the idea 
forward. By way of compromise, a boundary was then drawn between Brindisi in Italy and the point at 
which the border between Albania and Montenegro meets the sea. South of that boundary the WEU 

 and pressed for a joint operation by the WEU and the NATO. But this alternative 
appealed even less to the American government, because they were afraid that such a combined 
venture would be dominated by the WEU.  

                                                 

2477 Theo Engelen, ‘Moslims voelen zich alleen staan’, NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/92; ‘Dit bloedbad moet stoppen’ (‘This 
bloodbath must stop’), Trouw, 10/07/92. 
2478 ‘Bosnië smeekt om hulp’ (‘Bosnia begs for help’), de Volkskrant, 10/07/92. 
2479 Silajdzic said this on 15 July; on 22 July Izetbegovic sent a letter to the Security Council in which he stated that military 
intervention could be limited to air strikes mainly against Serb artillery positions and airports, Giersch, Konfliktregulierung, p. 
275; at the UNHCR conference on 29 July Vice-Premier Zlatko Lagumdzija said ‘I do not expect us to be liberated. We will 
do that ourselves, just as long as the world gives us the resources’, Lidy Nicolasen, ‘Geneefs overleg bewijst lippendienst aan 
vluchtelingen’ (‘Consultations in Geneva pay lip service to refugees’), de Volkskrant, 30/07/92. ‘Either the UN passes a 
resolution authorizing military intervention or they allow us to procure weapons,’ said Ganic on 1 August, ‘Bosnian Leader: 
We Might Not Last’, Newsday, 01/08/92; James Gow & James Tilsley, ‘The Strategic Imperative for Media management’, 
Gow & Paterson & Preston (eds.), Bosnia, p. 109. On 5 August Izetbegovic declared that the international community had 
done nothing to stop the aggression against Bosnia; this was why he wanted the arms embargo to be lifted, Theo Engelen, 
‘Bosniërs ‘Klaar voor bevrijding van Sarajevo’ (‘Bosnians “Ready for the liberation of Sarajevo”’) , NRC Handelsblad, 
05/08/92. A few days later the Permanent UN Representative of Bosnia-Hercegovina Sacirbey declared that all the Bosnian 
government expected from the West was that it should use air strikes to eliminate the Bosnian Serb guns around the cities 
that were in the hands of the Bosnian government, and the Bosnian Serb airforce. In addition, the West should supply arms, 
Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 123. 
2480 Extraordinary meeting of WEU Council of Ministers on the situation in Yugoslavia, Declaration, Helsinki, 10/07/92, 
http://www.weu.int/eng/comm/92-helsinki.htm  
2481 ‘WEU en NAVO zorgen voor verrassinkje’ (‘WEU and NATO deliver a little surprise’), de Volkskrant, 11/07/92. 
2482 Herman Amelink & Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘WEU en Navo zenden marine naar Joegoslavië’ (‘WEU and NATO send 
navy to Yugoslavia’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/07/92. 
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was to operate, and north of it the NATO. The consequence of this division was that NATO scarcely 
needed to monitor any ships, since every ship first had to pass through the WEU zone.2483

Although Resolutions 713 and 757 were both adopted under Chapter VII of the UN charter, 
thus authorizing the use of force, the NATO and WEU ships were initially not permitted to do 
anything except monitor, i.e. register which ships passed. It was not until after 16 November 1992, 
when the Security Council passed Resolution 787, prohibiting the transit of oil and oil products, that 
NATO and the WEU were allowed to halt ships, inspect them and send them back. But this sanction 
regime was not watertight either; it could be evaded practically without any trouble by way of the 
Danube, because the neighbouring countries Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania were unable or unwilling 
to monitor the embargo effectively. On 5 April 1993 the WEU countries finally decided to supply 
patrol boats and a police presence to close this Danube gap. The embargo had by then already been in 
force for one and a half years. However, it was to take several more months before the first WEU ship 
actually appeared on the Danube.  

 
Nevertheless, 16 July, the day on which Operation Maritime Monitor started, marks the entrance of 
NATO into the Yugoslav conflict. 

On 17 April 1993 the Security Council also introduced a general embargo against Serbia and 
Montenegro, not only at sea and in the air but also on land and on the Danube (Resolution 820). The 
North Atlantic Council of NATO then decided that if necessary NATO would also enter the territorial 
waters of Yugoslavia. In June 1993 NATO and the WEU came to an agreement about joint command 
of the implementation of the sanctions. This gave rise to Operation Sharp Guard, whose objective was 
to enforce all sanctions against Serbia and Montenegro on water. This sanction regime was to last until 
18 June 1996, and in its framework a total of 73,000 ships were halted, 5800 inspected and 1400 taken 
to a port and inspected.2484

An American offer 

 

In mid-June the international community began to realize that the inhabitants of Sarajevo were on the 
point of starving to death. The American reaction to this news was rather inconsistent, due to 
differences between the State Department and the Pentagon. The State Department was prepared to go 
even as far as deploying ground troops to deliver humanitarian relief to Bosnia, although emphatically 
not to bring about a political solution. The Pentagon on the other hand was hesitant even about using 
aircraft and ships to support humanitarian aid. The American Defence Minister Dick Cheney stressed 
that the fighting in Bosnia should be regarded as a civil war, not as an international conflict. In his 
opinion it definitely did not pose a threat to international peace. On 28 May he had made a rather 
unusual statement for an American Defence Minister, namely that the American government was not 
considering deploying troops in Bosnia, ‘because we have not been asked to’.2485 Cheney was supported 
by Chief of Staff Colin Powell, who was afraid the conflict might escalate if the American government 
were to supply armed forces. Powell, who was traumatized by the American experiences in Vietnam 
and the Lebanon and had seen success in the wars in Panama and against Iraq, named three conditions 
for the deployment of American troops: overwhelming force, clear objectives and a swift conclusion of 
the operation. In the case of Bosnia these conditions were not met.2486 According to the Pentagon, even 
large-scale air raids could not influence the actions of the Serb military.2487

                                                 

2483 Van Eekelen, Sporen, p. 244; Folkert Jensma, ‘Varend bewijs van Europese geschillen in Adriatische Zee’ (‘Floating 
evidence of European disputes in Adriatic’) , NRC Handelsblad, 16/07/92; Ruud Kersten, ‘Van Eekelen: ‘Terugschieten dus’ 
(‘So shoot back’), Leids Dagblad, 29/07/92; Kreemers, ‘Balkan-expres’, pp. 9-10. 

 As for limited air raids, 
Powell wanted nothing to do with them. When he was asked in September 1992 if he was not in favour 

2484 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p. 76; Van Eekelen, Security, pp. 153-159. 
2485 Quoted in Almond, War, p. 253. 
2486 Čalic, Krieg, p. 162; Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, pp. 77-78. 
2487 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 78. 
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of them, he answered: ‘As soon as they tell me it is limited, it means they do not care whether you 
achieve a result or not. As soon as they tell me “surgical”, I head for the bunker.’2488 If so-called surgical 
intervention was not successful, the demand for more far-reaching deployment would follow, and that 
was exactly how things had gone wrong for the Americans in Vietnam.2489

If Powell’s conditions were incompatible with a classic peacekeeping operation, it was even 
more difficult to meet them in the case of Bosnia-Hercegovina, where no ceasefire lasted more than a 
few days.  

 

Initially President Bush’s security adviser Brent Scowcroft could not choose between the 
position of the State Department and that of the Pentagon. ‘On the one hand they are afraid to get 
involved in an extremely nasty conflict. On the other hand there was a bloodbath going on there while 
they just stood by and watched. ‘I don’t know what the best reaction is,’ said the security adviser in a 
speech to the Atlantic Council in Washington on 22 June.2490 However, Scowcroft did move towards 
Secretary of State Baker’s position after American intelligence services had reported that the Bosnian 
Serbs were trying to starve out Sarajevo and could only be stopped by a convincing threat of military 
intervention.2491

Bush and his advisers realized that the reputation of the American nation and the president 
himself were starting to suffer as a result of the reports of atrocities and the threat of starvation in 
Bosnia. More and more American news commentators asked what had happened to Bush’s new world 
order and to American leadership.

  

2492 On 7 January 1992 the American president, who had previously 
sent military troops to Panama and Kuwait, had adopted a position that was difficult to abandon in the 
election year of 1992: ‘I don’t want to send young men into a war where I can’t see that they are going 
to prevail and prevail rapidly.’2493 Bush finally decided that military action in relation to the former 
Yugoslavia was needed after all, but he definitely did not want to deploy American ground troops, as he 
was convinced that they would be a cherished target for Serb guerrillas.2494

On 15 June the American government made its first concrete offer to the secretaries-general of 
the NATO and the UN. The gist of their proposal was that they were prepared to make a contribution 
to humanitarian relief in Bosnia-Hercegovina. This assistance could take several forms, including 
support in planning, intelligence, and communications, and supplying ground vehicles and helicopters. 

 This position meant that the 
governments of other countries, especially the European allies, would have to bear the risks of any 
ground operation. Although the American government had become more involved in the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia than a year earlier, they still clung to the point of view that the Europeans 
themselves should take care of stability on their own continent. The government in Washington was 
prepared to lend a helping hand, but the Europeans had to show that they were willing to shoulder the 
greatest risks. 

                                                 

2488 Michael R. Gordon, ‘Powell Delivers a resounding No On Using Limited Force in Bosnia’, The New York Times, 
28/09/92. 
2489 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, pp. 78-79. 
2490 Moore, ‘Pase’, p. 5; Maarten Huygen, ‘Bosnië plaatst VS voor dilemma’ (‘Bosnia place US in a dilemma’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 27/06/92. See also Eisermann, Weg, pp. 122-123; Barton Gellman, ‘Administration Is Sharply Divided On 
Whether to Expand Balkan Role’, The Washington Post, 09/07/92; ‘VS: pas hulp na bestand’ (‘US: aid only after truce’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 27/06/92; Maarten Huygen, ‘VS willen luchtdekking geven aan Bosnië’ (‘US want to give Bosnia air cover’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 01/07/92; Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 121; Reneo Lukic & Allen Lynch, ‘U.S. Policy Towards Yugoslavia: From 
Differentiation to Disintegration’, Raju & Thomas& Friman (eds.), Conflict, pp. 272-274; Sanya Popovic, ‘Debating 
Operation Quagmire Storm: U.S. Crisis Management in Bosnia’, ibid., pp. 293-294. See also ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844, 
Meesman 613 to Van den Broek, 25/06/92. 
2491 Barton Gellman, ‘Military Uneasy at Balkan Commitment’, The Washington Post, 02/07/92. 
2492 See for example Anthony Lewis, ‘Bush washes hands of Bosnian blood’, St. Louis Post-Despatch, 19/06/92; Jim Hoagland, 
‘It’s All or Nothing in the New World Order’, The Washington Post, 23/06/92; ‘The World Watches Murder’, The New York 
Times, 24/06/92; Barton Gellman, ‘Military Uneasy at Balkan Commitment’, The Washington Post, 02/07/92. See also 
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The American offer would have to be part of a collective effort, preferably by the NATO.2495 However, 
Boutros-Ghali informed the American government at once that he did not wish to make use of 
American intelligence; the fact that in general the UN was not keen on working with intelligence is 
discussed in detail in Chapter 1 of the Appendix to this report dealing with intelligence.2496 Boutros-
Ghali objected in particular to the deployment of espionage aircraft above the former Yugoslavia.2497

‘The faster the better’ 

 

In this scheme, the American government wanted its European allies to take responsibility for the 
transport of humanitarian relief supplies by road. They therefore asked the Dutch authorities to provide 
lorries and drivers to deliver humanitarian aid in the framework of the NATO.2498 In one of the few 
cases connected to policy on Yugoslavia in which the Dutch Ministry of General Affairs took part in an 
interdepartmental consultation about the Yugoslav issue2499 it was decided that in principle the 
Netherlands was willing to lend the assistance requested. In view of the situation in Bosnia, the Dutch 
convoys might have to travel under military escort. In that case, as the officials and military involved 
realized, the borderline between peacekeeping and peace-enforcing could be crossed very easily. For 
this reason, the Dutch authorities made it a condition that the Security Council should make military 
protection possible. Even before this guarantee had been given it was decided to mention the Dutch 
conditional offer at international consultations during the following days: on 24 June in the NATO 
Council; on 26 June at the WEU ad hoc group which was examining the possible deployment of 
member states’ resources in the former Yugoslavia; and on 29 June at the Committee of Senior 
Officials of the CSCE. In this way the Dutch government showed that it was serious about finding a 
solution to the humanitarian crisis in Bosnia.2500

In the meantime the American attitude to the Serbs seemed to be growing even harsher. On 25 
June various highly-placed American officials declared that if it did not soon become possible to deliver 
food and medical supplies to Sarajevo, the use of force, preferably in the form of air raids against Serb 
artillery in the hills around Sarajevo, could not be ruled out. The Russian ambassador to the United 
States, Vladimir P. Lukin, declared that if it came to this point his country would be prepared to take 
part in a military operation.

  

2501

On 26 June the American government informally asked the heads of government of the 
European Union, who had assembled in Lisbon for a European Council, to assist the population of 
Sarajevo by means of an airlift and escorts for aid convoys overland.

 

2502 The American fleet in the 
Mediterranean would serve as a co-ordination point, the United States were prepared to carry out 
supporting air raids and European armed forces would escort the aid operation on the ground.2503 
According to various media reports, American troops in Germany had already been showing signs of 
increased activity in connection with the planned airlift.2504

                                                 

2495 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844, Meesman 582 to Van den Broek, 15/06/92. See also Meesman 596 to Van den Broek, 
20/06/92. 

 The 82nd American Airborne Division was 
said to be preparing itself there for an offensive on and around the airport of Sarajevo and American 

2496 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844, Van Schaik 594 to Van den Broek, 23/06/92. 
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2498 ABZ, PRNY. Bosnia-Hercegovina/emergency aid, May 1992 – August 1995, Van den Broek, 18/06/92, circ. 364. 
2499 Cf. appendix about the Ministry of Defence (n.b. CD-ROM that goes with the Dutch edition of this report) 
2500 SG 1991/1992. DS, Memorandum from Defence Staff for Ter Beek, 24/06/92, S92/061/2173; Def 488, SG, 
Departmental consultation 1992-1996, list of decisions made during the departmental consultation of 27/06/92. 
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Sixth Fleet warships were making their way to the Adriatic Sea.2505 The American forces were said to be 
already drawing up targets for attack.2506

The Dutch Prime Minister Lubbers was no less eager about the prospect of deploying military 
resources in the former Yugoslavia than Minister Van den Broek had been on 4 June during the 
meeting of the foreign ministers of the NATO states in Oslo. On 17 June, during an oral consultation 
with the permanent parliamentary committee for Foreign Affairs and Defence, the MPs had said that 
they thought military intervention was in the offing, but that they did not want to urge it yet.

  

2507 In fact, 
Lubbers was running ahead of the Dutch parliament when he reacted enthusiastically to the American 
suggestion on television, saying: ‘Now, at this moment, I can only speak for the Netherlands, and that 
is: the faster the better, that is our attitude and that is how we will approach the talks with our 
European colleagues.’2508 Supported by Van den Broek, Lubbers urged colleagues from the United 
Kingdom, France and Belgium, who occupied seats in the Security Council, to work on a resolution 
permitting the use of military force to support aid convoys.2509 The Dutch ministers’ duo was 
successful; the summit did not rule out the possibility of military support for humanitarian operations 
and asked the Security Council to pass a resolution authorizing it. However, this result had not been 
achieved without a struggle. Just as had been the case in NATO, there was not a single country that 
supported military intervention without reservations, but even the deployment of military resources to 
protect aid convoys gave rise to problems. When the meeting was over, Lubbers was willing to ‘reveal 
that there were significant differences of opinion. There were countries that were very detached. There 
were also countries that said: “things cannot go on like this, with these inhuman conditions, we must 
take a more active position (…)” You know that the Netherlands belongs to this latter group.’2510 The 
other countries, the Prime Minister continued, were Italy and Germany, but those two countries had 
historical reasons of their own for not wanting to send troops. Therefore their position counted less 
than that of the Netherlands, which could deploy troops, suggested the Dutch Prime Minister.2511 The 
British government had also made things difficult. In a fit of trans-national historic awareness, the 
British Prime Minister John Major had motivated his objections to the deployment of military resources 
by referring to the encirclement of French troops in Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam in 1954.2512 Major also 
referred to estimates by intelligence services that military intervention in the former Yugoslavia would 
require the deployment of 100,000 troops.2513 However, the Dutch Prime Minister said he could 
understand why a country like the United Kingdom was hesitant; after all, no one knew what would 
happen if troops were deployed. But Lubbers himself felt no hesitation, he said. The situation in 
Sarajevo brought back memories of the Netherlands in the winter of starvation in 1945. The 
‘umpteenth feeble declaration’ was therefore not good enough for him.2514

3. The grand French gesture: Mitterrand goes to Sarajevo 

 

The sequel to the summit in Lisbon was as unexpected as it was spectacular; without informing the 
other European heads of government during the meeting, the French president Mitterrand decided to 
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2510 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 27/06/92, 11.05pm. 
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fly directly from the Portuguese capital to Sarajevo. Only at the very last moment before his departure 
did he inform his Portuguese hosts and Chancellor Kohl of his intentions, in general terms.2515

The reason given for the French lightning tour of the Bosnian capital was that an appeal had 
reached President Mitterrand from Bosnia. The French philosopher Bernard-Henry Lévy, who had 
visited Sarajevo a short time before, had been given a message from President Izetbegovic for his 
French fellow-president. Among other things, Izetbegovic had written: ‘We are the ghetto of Warsaw. 
Will the ghetto of Warsaw be allowed to die again?’

 
Mitterrand was accompanied on his journey by the French Minister of Health Bernard Kouchner, 
founder of the international organization Médecins sans Frontières. Kouchner had also been Minister of 
Human Rights in the previous French government; he had then turned humanitarian aid into a French 
export product.  

2516 The French head of state was said to have been 
deeply moved by this. He passed on the comparison with the Jews of the Warsaw to the heads of 
government in Lisbon.2517

However, according to another interpretation there were less noble motives for this grand 
gesture on the part of the French president. On 26 June Boutros-Ghali had issued an ultimatum to the 
Bosnian Serb military to leave the airport of Sarajevo within 48 hours and to place their heavy weapons 
under the supervision of the UN. President Bush then contacted several countries which had taken part 
in the international coalition in the Gulf War to ask if they would be prepared to carry out air raids in 
order to lift the blockade of the airport.

 Then, driven by emotion, he had decided to go in person to bolster the 
morale of the inhabitants of the besieged city. 

2518 Even before the Lisbon summit it had been clear that 
Mitterrand was not keen on action by the NATO or an ad hoc coalition forged for Bosnia, because in 
his view this would lead to too great an American involvement.2519 Moreover, Mitterrand was irritated 
by Baker’s plea for action. According to the French president the government in Washington was 
‘telling the Europeans once again what they ought to do in Yugoslavia.2520

What really triggered Mitterrand’s lightning visit to the Bosnian capital, according to this 
interpretation, was the American proposal to lend military support, possibly in the form of air raids, for 
the delivery of humanitarian aid. Mitterrand made no secret of the fact that he was prepared to deploy 
French troops in the former Yugoslavia for humanitarian purposes, but not for any action that 
threatened to lead to war. When the Süddeutsche Zeitung asked the French president in May 1994 if the 
French government could not do more, Mitterrand reminded them that this had been his position for 
two years: ‘I have been criticized for this. I have not deceived anyone.’

  

2521 According to an American 
interpretation this was why Mitterrand deliberately wanted to frustrate Washington’s plan by visiting 
the Sarajevo airport himself and making sure it was opened.2522

                                                 

2515 Dumas, Fil, pp. 360 and 362; ‘Mitterrand baant weg voor noodhulp’ (‘Mitterrand paves the way for emergency aid’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 29/06/92; Oscar Garschagen, ‘Franse president heeft genoeg van getreuzel over Bosnië’ (‘French 
president has had enough of dawdling on Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 29/06/92. 

 The French head of state accomplished 
his mission; the Bosnian Serb leaders promised him that their military would hand over the airport to 
UNPROFOR. It was implied that this agreement was reached after Mitterrand, in the days preceding 
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the Lisbon summit, had had intensive contact with Milosevic via Jacques Blot and Serge Boidevaix, the 
director for Europe and the Secretary-General of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs respectively.  

On his return from Sarajevo, Mitterrand had assured the Serb president by telephone that the 
airport would be used only for humanitarian relief and that it would certainly not fall into the hands of 
the Bosnian government. Thereupon Milosevic had ordered Mladic to free the airport.2523

In fact, Mitterrand rescued the Bosnian Serb leaders from the awkward predicament they had 
got themselves into since their troops had proved unable to capture Sarajevo or even to divide it into 
two.

 Karadzic also 
consented, having realized by now that if Sarajevo were really starved out the result would be huge 
international indignation and in its wake possibly military intervention.  

2524 On 29 June the Bosnian Serb troops withdrew from the airport, so that there was no longer any 
need for the American government to take military action.2525 A few days later the airlift to Sarajevo 
began and a hundred and fifty tons of food and medical supplies were flown in daily to keep the three 
hundred thousand inhabitants of Sarajevo on their feet. However, contrary to prior agreements, the 
warring factions did not remove their heavy weapons and anti-aircraft artillery from around the airport, 
so that the resupply of Sarajevo by air continued to hang by a thread. Nevertheless, by 4 January 1996, 
in spite of various interruptions, UNHCR had been able to carry out a total of almost thirteen thousand 
flights.2526

After the first euphoria about Mitterrand’s visit, the authorities of Sarajevo began to see clearly 
that the opening of the airport for humanitarian missions had only taken place instead of military 
action. Just over a week after the airport was opened, the Bosnian Defence Minister Jerko Doko, a 
Croat, said he wished it had never happened: ‘It is only delaying the liberation of Sarajevo.’

 On 13 July the Security Council decided in Resolution 764 to expand the number of UN 
troops destined for the airport of Sarajevo by five hundred, to 1600 altogether. Their tasks would 
include manning a radar post to track down artillery. 

2527

Not everyone in Dutch politics was entirely pleased with Mitterrand’s grand gesture either. Frits 
Bolkestein, leader of the VVD (Liberal Party), called the French president’s solo performance 
‘underhand’

 

2528 and saw it as evidence of the bankruptcy of European foreign policy.2529 In his opinion 
the Dutch government should register a very clear protest against the French head of state’s 
conduct.2530

By contrast, Prime Minister Lubbers spoke positively about Mitterrand’s visit, even if it had 
possibly been merely a reaction to an American attitude which seemed to imply that the government in 
Washington no longer regarded the crisis in Yugoslavia as a purely European affair. ‘If two people do 
something good together, I can only be pleased,’ he said.

 

2531

The PvdA (Labour) and the CDA (Christian Democrat Party) agreed to the EC decision to 
deploy military troops to assist with humanitarian aid. But CDA MP De Kok, who in the preceding 
weeks had strongly advocated action by the airforce and navy, made the point that his party was 
‘extremely wary’ about the deployment of ground troops. If the Dutch government wanted to 
contribute troops, his parliamentary group would find this extremely difficult to accept.

 

2532

                                                 

2523 Favier/Martin-Rolland, Décennie, pp. 298-299 and 302; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 292. 

 In contrast, 
PvdA MP Valk was prepared to accept the risk that Dutch troops might become involved in a ground 
war. In his opinion, without further foreign intervention the conflict might well escalate and spread to 

2524 Silber & Little, Death, p. 254. 
2525 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 89. 
2526 Judah, Sebs, p. 213. 
2527 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘In Sarajevo worden de bevelen fluisterend gegeven’ (‘In Sarajevo the orders are given in 
whispers’), NRC Handelsblad, 09/07/92. See also Heller, Brasiers, p. 133. 
2528 ‘Alom bewondering maar ook vraagtekens’ (‘Universal admiration but also question marks’), NRC Handelsblad, 
29/06/92. 
2529 TV, Nederland 1, KRO, Brandpunt, 28/06/92, 9.20pm. 
2530 ‘Alom bewondering maar ook vraagtekens’, NRC Handelsblad, 29/06/92. 
2531 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 03/07/92, 11.05pm. 
2532 Radio 1, NCRV, Hier en Nu, 28/06/92, 1.08pm. 
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neighbouring countries.2533 The Dutch Secretary-General of the WEU, Van Eekelen, shared this 
opinion, saying ‘what is the alternative, if we put up with this and the matter escalates further; we will 
get civil war in Kosovo, Macedonia will be divided up, Albania, Greece, Turkey, Bulgaria will be 
involved? Then we will be right back in 1912 with a Balkan war and then we really will have 
problems.’2534

4. Aid overland to Sarajevo? 

 

Mitterrand’s action, which led to the Bosnian Serbs handing over the airport of Sarajevo to the UN, put 
paid to the planned military action which had been decided on by the Council of European ministers 
and heads of state in Lisbon. This meant that the Dutch offer to assist with transport by road also 
remained up in the air. After Boutros-Ghali had reported to the Security Council that the Bosnian Serb 
forces had handed over control of Sarajevo airport to UNPROFOR, on 29 June the Security Council 
appealed in Resolution 761 to all member states to make a contribution to the humanitarian efforts in 
Sarajevo and environs. In response to this resolution, the Dutch ministries of General Affairs, Foreign 
Affairs, Defence and Development Cooperation decided to make their conditional offer to contribute 
to the transport of food and medical supplies by road more specific. In addition to an F-27 transport 
plane, to be supplied by the Royal Netherlands Airforce, the Royal Netherlands Army would provide a 
transport unit consisting of about one hundred military drivers and thirty lorries. A large number of the 
drivers would be national servicemen; in this case this was not a problem, because enough soldiers had 
volunteered for the task.2535

An offer with consequences 

  

The transport plane was put into action quickly. From 3 July on, the F-27 flew to Zagreb and Sarajevo 
daily with relief supplies. The drivers and their lorries presented more problems. At the beginning of 
July the Dutch government reported to UNHCR and the UN that they were prepared in principle to 
supply 30 lorries and 120 troops, but that their decision would depend on the final status of the 
operation and on the protection and safety guarantees which could be given to the Dutch unit.2536 
Defence and the Army had pointed out to the other Dutch authorities that there were serious safety 
risks involved in the deployment of transport units. In mid-June, for example, 18 Swedish drivers had 
discontinued their transports to Sarajevo for reasons of safety, even though they had been escorted by 
armed UNPROFOR troops.2537 Moreover, the UNHCR head of operations informed the Permanent 
UN Representative of the Netherlands in Geneva J.F. Boddens Hosang that ‘there is no way to have a 
convoy [from Zagreb to Bosnia] unless somebody is going to clear the way’.2538

                                                 

2533 Ibid. 

 According to the Dutch 
government, the Royal Netherlands Army’s transport unit, which was preparing for dispatch on 11 July 
and would be placed at the disposal of UNHCR, would have to be protected by an UNPROFOR 

2534 TV, Nederland 1, VARA, Achter het Nieuws, 21/07/92, 10.06pm. 
2535 SG 1991/1992. DS, memorandum from Defence Staff to Ter Beek, 30/06/92, OZ366. 
2536 ABZ, DIO/2003/00065. PR Geneva to W. Blatter (UNHCR), 02/07/92; Boddens Hosang 498 to Van den Broek, 
03/07/92; Boddens Hosang 502 to Van den Broek, 04/07/92; PR New York to Van den Broek, 06/07/92, nuv-4419; PR 
Geneva to Van den Broek, 07/07/92, hum/gev-0338/92; ABZ, PVNY. Van den Broek to PR New York, 16/07/92, celer 
178; Van den Broek, 08/07/92, circ 428. 
2537 SG 91/92. SG, memorandum from Defence Staff to Ter Beek, 10/07/92; ABZ, PVNY. Van den Broek to PV New 
York, 16/07/92, celer 178. 
2538 ABZ, DIO/2003/00065. Boddens Hosang 512 to Van den Broek, 09/07/92. 
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fighting unit.2539 The Dutch Ministry of Defence also wanted the troops to operate in uniform, with 
blue berets, and with military status.2540

The Dutch conditions gave rise to many objections from UNHCR and the UN. The UNHCR 
wanted the Dutch soldiers, who would operate under its aegis, to conform to the rules and regulations 
of its organization, i.e. they would have to wear civilian clothes and be unarmed. The UN and UNHCR 
wanted to preserve a clear distinction in clothing between UNPROFOR and UNHCR, so that there 
would be no misunderstandings among the population and the warring factions as to the different roles 
of the two organizations. The UN let it be known that it was impossible for UNPROFOR to protect 
the convoy because at that time UNPROFOR’s mandate in Bosnia did not extend outside the route 
from the airport near Sarajevo to the Bosnian capital itself, whereas the lorries would have to travel 
through Bosnia.

  

2541 Boutros-Ghali was not prepared to ask the Security Council to expand the 
UNPROFOR mandate, because he believed that by then UNHCR’s relief operations, which outside 
Sarajevo took place without protection, were functioning reasonably well.2542

In interdepartmental consultations in the Netherlands it had been decided that the Netherlands 
itself would not be able to deploy any other ground troops than the signals unit which had already been 
sent and the transport personnel it had agreed to supply.

 

2543

On 24 July, because the situation in Bosnia continued to be unsafe, Minister Ter Beek ordered 
the ad hoc transport unit for Yugoslavia, which had already been formed, to disband. However, the 
government kept the offer open and waited to see if the UN changed its mind with regard to the Dutch 
conditions.

 In other words, the Dutch government 
itself would not be able to offer the protection which it believed the transport unit needed. So apart 
from the question of principle as to whether the mandate of UNPROFOR II would permit a military 
escort for the Dutch lorries, there was also the practical question of which country would protect the 
unit. Only one thing was clear: this protection would not come from the Netherlands.  

2544 The Dutch government had now manoeuvred itself into an awkward position; in June 
1992 it had declared at several international forums that it was strongly in favour of firmer action in the 
former Yugoslavia, but when it came to the crunch it had to go around other countries cap in hand 
trying to secure protection for the offer it had made so eagerly.2545

Quarrel between Boutros-Ghali and the Security Council 

 This lopsided position, which will be 
discussed in more detail later in this chapter, would prove to be one of the main reasons why the Dutch 
government, in view of its position in international forums, could scarcely do otherwise than provide 
combat troops itself.  

On 7 July 1992 the G7, the forum of the leaders of the seven major industrialized countries, met in 
Munich. Led by President Bush and his team, the conference adopted a firm stance with respect to the 
regime in Belgrade, which they regarded as being chiefly to blame for the conflict.2546

                                                 

2539 SG 1991/1992. DS, memorandum from Defence Staff for Ter Beek, 07/07/92, no. 92/0701; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, 
hearing D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, pp. 84-85. See also ABZ, PVNY. Van den Broek to PV New York, 16/07/92, celer 178. 

 With the 
exception of the British government, the G7 leaders held out the threat of a Security Council resolution 
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DIO/2003/00065, Foreign Affairs (DIO/Jugoslavia) to PR Geneva, 28/07/92, DIO/Joegoslavië-552/91; G. Landman to 
G. Welter, 27/07/92, DIO/92-690. 
2545 As shown for example by the comments made by Jacobovits de Szeged in the North-Atlantic Council, NATO, 
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NAC held on 09/07/92, 27/07/92, C-R(92)47bis. 
2546 Political statement by Dr. Klaus Kinkel, Federal News Service, 07/07/92. 



345 

 

authorizing force if the parties in Bosnia did not open land corridors from Split or Zagreb to Sarajevo 
for humanitarian convoys. Douglas Hurd, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the United Kingdom, 
which had held the presidency of the EU since 1 July, continued to oppose the use of force. In his 
opinion it could only lead to disaster and possibly thwart the negotiations being led by Carrington.2547

According to the leaders of the other countries at the G7 summit, the reason Hurd continued 
to oppose the use of force was that the British government needed a large proportion of its severely 
reduced armed forces in Northern Ireland and thought that British public opinion would be against 
possible British victims in Bosnia.

  

2548 Around that time John Casey, for example, indeed wrote in the 
Daily Mail that no matter how terrible the war in the former Yugoslavia was, ‘it is not worth the bones 
of one British soldier’, almost an echo of the words of the German statesman Otto von Bismarck that 
the Balkans were not worth the healthy bones of one Pomeranian musketeer.2549 However, the other 
G7 leaders were starting to get fed up with the British point of view and also with the fact that Hurd 
constantly hid behind Lord Carrington’s continuing attempts at conciliation. When the G7 summit was 
over, Mitterrand and Dumas declared that as far as they were concerned Carrington could stop his 
negotiations. A wider forum should be created to discuss the problems of the former Yugoslavia.2550

Led by Lord Carrington and the Portuguese diplomat Cutileiro, consultations between 
representatives of the warring factions resumed in London from 15 July. Initially the discussions did 
not seem very promising, partly because the Bosnian Foreign Minister Haris Silajdzic refused to confer 
with ‘child murderers’, a reference to Karadzic.

 
Hurd was not too pleased with this opinion, but ten days later something happened that made it 
impossible for him to ignore the French advice. 

2551 Moreover, declared Silajdzic, the Jews had not 
negotiated with Hitler either.2552 However, on 16 July Karadzic agreed that the VRS would store its 
heavy weapons in 62 depots which would fall under international supervision. This would be a solution, 
for example, to the problems around the airport of Sarajevo, which had to be closed every so often 
because fighting had broken out, and for the Gorazde enclave, which was being heavily bombed in 
those days by the Bosnian Serbs. On 17 July, one day after Carrington had managed to get Karadzic to 
agree, the Security Council, on the insistence of the British Permanent Representative Sir David 
Hannay, agreed to an expansion of UNPROFOR’s mandate, which meant that the UN troops would 
be charged with supervising the surrender of heavy weapons. The Security Council asked Secretary-
General Boutros-Ghali to present a report within three days as to how this decision was to be 
implemented.2553

This decision gave rise to a serious dispute between the Security Council and Boutros-Ghali, 
who had already been unable to expect much sympathy from the governments in Washington and 
London.

  

2554 As early as May, Boutros-Ghali had intimated that ‘our plate is full’ as far as UN peace 
operations were concerned.2555

                                                 

2547 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 121. 

 Now he was confronted with a decision which the Security Council had 
made without consulting him beforehand. According to Boutros-Ghali it would require 1100 extra UN 
troops for a period of three months to collect the heavy weapons, while Carrington had not succeeded 

2548 Annika Savill & Steve Crawshaw & Andrew Marshall, ‘Britain isolated over Yugoslavia’, The Independent, 08/07/92. 
2549 John Casey, ‘Why we should walk away from this bloody war’, Daily Mail, 29/06/92. 
2550 Annika Savill & Steve Crawshaw & Andrew Marshall, ‘Britain isolated over Yugoslavia’, The Independent, 08/07/92; 
Olivier Lepick, ‘French Perspectives’, Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 80. 
2551 ‘Overleg in Londen over Bosnië levert niets op’ (‘London talks on Bosnia produce nothing’), NRC Handelsblad, 
16/07/92; Henk Strabbing, ‘Londens overleg met partijen Bosnië mislukt’ (‘London talks with Bosnian parties fails’), de 
Volkskrant, 16/07/92. 
2552 ‘Partijen Bosnië komen in Londen nader tot elkaar’ (‘Bosnian parties come closer together in London’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 17/07/92. 
2553 United Nations Department of Public Information, United Nations, Statement by the President, 17/07/92, pp. 22-23. 
2554 Harvey Morris, ‘Give me the battalions for peace’, The Independent, 03/08/92; interview J.A. Schear, 30/11/00. See also 
Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, pp. 42-45. 
2555 Patrick E. Tyler, ‘U.N. Chief’s Dispute With Council Boils Over’, The New York Times, 03/08/92. 
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in bringing about an effective ceasefire. In Boutros-Ghali’s view, the European Community had 
reached an agreement for which the UN was going to have to pay the cost. In his opinion this was 
turning things upside down; the Security Council was authorized to entrust certain tasks to a regional 
organization, but not vice versa.2556 In a confidential letter, Boutros-Ghali reproached the Security 
Council with not having considered for a moment whether or not the agreement was feasible. They had 
not even waited for advice from the UNPROFOR commander and from himself. If they had, then 
Boutros-Ghali would have responded that he thought the plan was ‘unrealistic’. He had in fact told 
Carrington this as soon as the agreement had been reached in London.2557 This was why Boutros-Ghali 
was particularly annoyed that Hannay had managed to force the decision through in the Security 
Council. The Secretary-General was so irritated that the British Minister Hurd felt obliged to go to New 
York by Concorde on 22 July in order to pacify him. This did not really help.2558

For quite some time the Egyptian Secretary-General had been calling the Yugoslav conflict ‘the 
Vietnam of the United Nations,

  

2559 a ‘quagmire into which we are being sucked further and further’. He 
was aggrieved that up to that point in 1992 the Security Council had spent sixty percent of its time on 
this conflict, while the number of conflicts laid before the UN for solutions since the end of the Cold 
War had constantly increased. In his view, Europe itself should have been doing more to solve the 
conflict. In this specific case it would take the UN three months to raise the 1100 troops and the 
resources required for monitoring, whereas the major European countries could do it themselves 
within four days. Demonstratively, Boutros-Ghali delivered the letter the Security Council wanted from 
him concerning the implementation of the decision two days late. The substance of the letter was quite 
plain: he criticized the Security Council for paying too much attention to Yugoslavia at the expense of 
other conflicts which were by no means less gruesome, such as that in Somalia, where according to him 
ten times as many people had been killed.2560

On 24 July, during a closed session of the Security Council, Boutros-Ghali again compared the 
costly peacekeeping operation in the former Yugoslavia with the civil war in Somalia. In May the 
Secretary-General had made a proposal to the Security Council to deploy five hundred troops in 
Somalia to protect food convoys. After lengthy hesitation, the Security Council had finally approved 
only the dispatch of fifty observers. In view of the UN’s perpetual deficit the Security Council had to 
choose, and Boutros-Ghali made it perfectly clear which conflict he thought the Security Council 
should concentrate on. Many Africans call the conflict in the former Yugoslavia ‘the war of the rich’, he 
told his audience. He pointed out that the television pictures from the Balkan country showed well-
nourished victims, in contrast to those from Africa. Europe should solve its own conflicts.  

 

In turn, the Security Council made it clear that it was not impressed by the Secretary-General’s 
objections.2561 Several members accused Boutros-Ghali of miscommunication, intellectual arrogance 
and an overly independent attitude. The Security Council was of the opinion that the Secretary-
General’s task was to implement its decisions, whereas Boutros-Ghali thought that the status of the 
UN secretariat was equal to that of the Security Council or the General Assembly.2562

                                                 

2556 Herman Amelink, ‘Boutros houdt zijn bedenkingen’ (‘Boutros maintains his objections’), NRC Handelsblad, 23/07/92; 
Harvey Morris, ‘Give me the battalions for peace’, The Independent, 03/08/92; Eisermann, Weg, p. 115. 

 The affair became 
positively sordid when the Secretary-General, remembering an experience in his native Egypt, 
suggested that the differences of opinion between certain members of the Security Council and himself 
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might well be due to the fact that he was a ‘wog’, or ‘westernized oriental gentleman,’ the degrading 
name given to Westernized Arabs and Indians in the British colonial era.2563

The fact that the UN Secretary-General did not have much faith in peacekeeping operations in 
the former Yugoslavia was not the only thing to emerge from this entire discussion. Six months after he 
had taken office, his independent attitude toward the Security Council had also become clear, an 
attitude which was to lead to more and more serious disagreements with the permanent members of 
the Security Council, especially the United States.

  

2564

It also became clear how acute the need was for better co-ordination between the efforts of the 
EC and its mediator Lord Carrington on the one hand and the activities of the United Nations in 
relation to the former Yugoslavia on the other. ‘It is extremely irregular for the United Nations to be 
asked to help with the implementation of a politico-military agreement when this organization has had 
any share in the discussions about it,’ wrote Boutros-Ghali to the Security Council.

  

2565 And in a 
declaration on 23 July the UN Secretary-General said that not only did he still have objections to the 
Security Council’s decision, but that there was also ‘a lack of clarity as to the respective roles of the 
United Nations and the European Community in the implementation of the agreement reached in 
London’.2566

Eventually the Security Council accepted Boutros-Ghali’s view that in Bosnia-Hercegovina the 
conditions were not yet such that the UN could undertake the supervision of heavy weapons. The 
Security Council invited the Secretary-General to make a list of what resources member states could 
supply in order to make this supervision possible. The Security Council also asked the EC to provide a 
broader basis for the discussions about Yugoslavia.

 It was plain that a distinction whereby the UN was to keep the peace and the EC was to 
look for a political solution to the conflicts in ex-Yugoslavia, as Boutros-Ghali had himself suggested at 
the beginning of 1992, could no longer be drawn.  

2567 On 6 August Boutros-Ghali also informed 
several European organizations directly that in his opinion Europe ought to be in a better position to 
solve conflicts than other regions. He asked the CSCE to supervise the surrender of heavy weapons by 
the parties in Bosnia. He sent a copy of his letter to the WEU and the NATO.2568 The strange situation 
thus arose that the quarrel Boutros-Ghali had begun because he thought the UN should do less in 
Yugoslavia actually led to the United Nations being dragged deeper into the conflict. Finally, Boutros-
Ghali’s dispute with the government in London and its diplomatic representatives as to the division of 
responsibilities between the European Community and the Security Council also showed that a 
scenario had begun which was to include many scenes entitled ‘passing the buck’.2569

5. Refugee streams and policies relating to them 

 

One area in which both responsibilities and people have traditionally been moved around is that of 
refugee policy. In the month of June, but especially in July the disconcerting size of the refugee stream 
from Bosnia began to dawn on the West; it was the biggest in Europe since the Second World War. 
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According to the High Commissioner for Refugees, by the beginning of June there were 1.7 million 
displaced people throughout the whole of Yugoslavia. The largest group among them were the almost 
eight hundred thousand Bosnians, almost a fifth of the total population of 4.4 million.2570 By the end of 
July the UNHCR estimated that two and a quarter million Bosnians had fled from the violence.2571 The 
refugees told their tales of murder, arson, travelling, deportation and missing family members, which 
made it clear that they had not fled from the violence of war but because of ethnic cleansing, a form of 
violence deliberately aimed at forcing certain ethnic groups to leave their home environment.2572

However moving the stories in the papers were, one after another the governments in Western 
Europe introduced restrictions with respect to the refugees. The Dutch government was no exception. 
Since the war in Yugoslavia had broken out in the summer of 1991, thousands of Yugoslavs had 
arrived in the Netherlands. Most of them entered the country as tourists and often they found shelter 
with relatives, acquaintances or people met during holidays. The policy problems began when they 
remained in the Netherlands longer than three months and applied for benefits. Another problem was 
that they had no health insurance. 

  

In 1992 there were widely varying figures in circulation as to the exact number of Yugoslavs 
who had sought asylum. For example, in the second half of 1991 the statistics quoted in the media for 
asylum applications made by refugees from the (former) Yugoslavia ranged from 1395 to more than 
three thousand, and for the first five months of 1992 from 1321 to more than 3200.2573 For the two 
periods together a figure of 6800 asylum seekers is quoted.2574 According to the reliable figures of the 
UNHCR, in the Netherlands there were 2733 asylum applications from (former) Yugoslavs in 1991 and 
2725 in the whole of 1992.2575

One of the objectives of the Dutch government in their efforts to provide humanitarian aid in 
the former Yugoslavia had always been to ensure that relief for displaced and homeless people, i.e. 
refugees who did not apply for asylum, was given to as large as possible an extent in the states of ex-
Yugoslavia themselves, so as to keep down the numbers of refugees coming to the Netherlands. 
Moreover, the Dutch government wanted its policy to avoid creating the impression of complicity with 
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2575 UNHCR, Background Paper on Refugees and Asylum Seekers from the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Geneva, May 
1996, Table 3; UNHCR, Refugees and Asylum-Seekers in Europe. A Statistical Overview of Citizens from The former 
Yugoslavia 1991-1995, Geneva s.a., Table 3. 
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ethnic cleansing.2576 This policy was supported by the parliamentary groups, which from May onwards 
argued in favour of designating certain areas in the region as safe havens, in which camps could be set 
up and refugees could be assisted, with safe protection by international troops.2577

In December 1991 the German government had decided unilaterally not to admit any more 
planes from Yugoslavia on to its territory. As a consequence of this decision, a constant flow of planes 
carrying Yugoslav refugees from Skopje and Sofia had been arriving at Beek airport in Limburg. Most 
of these refugees came from Kosovo and Macedonia.

 

2578 By the beginning of June 1992 these flights 
had become so frequent that there were almost daily landings at Beek airport.2579 Of the approximately 
25,000 Yugoslavs who landed at Beek airport in the first six months of 1992, about 15,000 travelled 
straight on to relatives in Germany.2580 When the German authorities began to place restrictions on the 
influx of Yugoslav refugees in June, there was an immediate effect on the climate of admissions at 
Beek. Until then the refugees had always been admitted as tourists, but in the weekend of 13 and 14 
June the Dutch customs at the airport sent almost a hundred Albanians from Kosovo back because 
they did not have enough money to stay in the Netherlands.2581 When the press began to pay more and 
more attention to the refugees arriving at Beek, in late June the Ministry of Transport, Public Works 
and Water Management refused landing permits for several planes carrying Yugoslav refugees.2582

Confronted with the flights landing at Beek airport, the German government’s restrictive 
regulations against the admission of Yugoslavs, overcrowded asylum seekers’ centres and budget 
overrun for aid to refugees, the Dutch government decided to introduce compulsory visas for people 
from the former Yugoslavia as of 1 July 1992.

 

2583 The visas could be issued only by the Dutch embassy 
in Belgrade, which caused great difficulties for the refugees, most of whom after all came from Kosovo 
and Macedonia. It led to an immediate reduction in the number of planes from Skopje landing at 
Beek.2584

The next incident involving refugees was triggered by Hasan Huremovic, an employee of 
Merhamet, a foundation in Rotterdam which assisted Bosnian Muslims. He presented the Dutch 
government with a fait accompli when he promised 332 Bosnian Muslims who had fled to Croatia 
admission to the Netherlands even though they did not have the visas required. After Huremovic had 
managed to draw the attention of the Dutch press to his refugees by reporting that there were six 
coachloads of Bosnian Muslims waiting for permission from the Dutch government,

 

2585

                                                 

2576 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 22/05/92, 19/06/92, 26/06/92, 09/07/92 and 20/08/92, 
prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD study. 

 by 28 July the 

2577 De Kok and Valk in Radio 1, NCRV, Hier en Nu, 31/05/92, 1.10pm; ‘Kamerleden terug van vakantie voor Joegoslavië-
debat’ (‘MPs back from holidays for Yugoslavia debate’), de Volkskrant, 06/08/92; Rob Meines, ‘Verdeeldheid over ingrijpen 
in Bosnië’ (‘Dissension over intervention in Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. 
2578 ‘Joegoslaven zonder visum worden niet toegelaten’ (‘Yugoslavs without visas not admitted’), NRC Handelsblad, 
07/07/92. 
2579 Alfred van Cleef, ‘Ik wil niet doden en ik wil niet gedood worden’ (‘I do not want to kill and I do not want to be killed’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 13/06/92. 
2580 ‘Kosto wil Joegoslaven opvangen in kazernes’, NRC Handelsblad, 24/06/92. 
2581 ‘Servisch protest tegen oorlog’ (‘Serb protest against war’), De Stem, 15/06/92. 
2582 Radio 1, IKON, De andere wereld van zondagmorgen, 28/06/92, 9.30am. 
2583 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/06/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
2584 ‘Joegoslaven zonder visum worden niet toegelaten’, NRC Handelsblad, 07/07/92. 
2585 ‘Vluchtelingen gestrand bij grens Slovenië’ (‘Refugees stranded at Slovenian border’), NRC Handelsblad, 27/07/92; 
‘Vluchtelingen tijdelijk naar Nederland’ (‘Refugees come to the Netherlands temporarily’), ‘Merhamet wil met politiek niets 
meer te maken hebben’ (‘Merhamet wants nothing more to do with politics’) and ‘Komst vluchtelingen deze week verwacht’ 
(‘Refugees expected to arrive this week’), NRC Handelsblad, 28/07/92; ‘Groep doorgelaten na toezegging Nederland’ 
(‘Group let through after Dutch promise’), NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/92; Harm van den Berg, ‘We rijden nu toch, daar ging 
het me om’ (‘We are moving now anyway, that was what it was about’), NRC Handelsblad, 01/08/92; Ward op den Brouw & 
Anneke Visser, ‘Bosnische lasser schudt Nederlandse instanties wakker’ (‘Bosnian welder makes Dutch authorities wake 
up’), NRC Handelsblad, 21/08/92; Henny de Lange, ‘Het begon met z’n familie. Hasan Huremovic haalt ex-landgenoten hier 
zelf heen’ (‘It started with his family. Hasan Huremovic brings ex-compatriots here himself’), Trouw, 19/08/92; Rik Zaal, 
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Dutch government had little choice but to relent. These Muslims were the first former Yugoslavs to be 
admitted into the Netherlands in the framework of the Displaced Persons Regulation, which went into 
force as of 1 August. 

By virtue of this Temporary Regulation for the Relief of Displaced Persons, asylum applications 
from Yugoslavs were put aside for the time being; the government tolerated their presence temporarily. 
This saved the Yugoslav refugees a great deal of red tape, but the main idea behind the regulation was 
that when the situation in Yugoslavia had become ‘normal’ again, they would have to return to their 
countries of origin. The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs initially objected to the regulation because 
they thought it implied complicity with ethnic cleansing; the ministry continued to favour relief in the 
region itself.2586 Nevertheless, the regulation remained in force and in the first six months after its 
introduction 7200 ex-Yugoslavs were to be eligible for it.2587

On 28 and 29 July the audience survey department of the NOS (Netherlands Broadcasting 
Authority) conducted a representative opinion poll for Veronica’s current affairs programme Nieuwslijn 
among 685 Dutch people over the age of 14 about their opinions on the admission of Yugoslav 
refugees. The outcome was that almost 80% of those questioned were in favour of admitting people 
who had been forced to flee from their homes by ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia, even 
though the question was put in such a way that it suggested that there were areas there where it was 
safe. Almost 16% of those questioned were against admission. Of those in favour, as many as one in 
eight thought there should be no restrictions at all on the number of refugees admitted. One in seven 
declared they were prepared to offer shelter to one or more refugees in their own homes.

  

2588

The refugee problem became even more dramatic when the Croatian government, which had 
already taken in more than half a million refugees, announced in mid-June that it was ‘absolutely 
impossible’ to ‘accommodate even one more new refugee’. The government in Zagreb would not close 
the borders with Bosnia, but it would immediately transfer all new refugees to the borders with Austria, 
Slovenia and Italy. The government said it was compelled to take this measure because so many 
countries had closed their borders to refugees from Bosnia or had introduced stringent visa 
requirements, so that Croatia, which was already on the brink of economic collapse, was turning into 
‘one vast refugee camp’. Moreover, the West was only giving the Croatian government financial aid for 
a limited number of the refugees.

 

2589 In the succeeding days the Croatian authorities did in fact put 
refugees from Bosnia on the train to Austria, Germany and Italy. This led to scenes in which trains 
carrying refugees came to a standstill at the border between Croatia and Slovenia because the 
passengers did not have the visas required.2590 The Croatian authorities even sent able-bodied male 
Muslim refugees back to Bosnia en masse, because in President Tudjman’s opinion their place was 
there, fighting.2591

On 28 July 1992 UNHCR reported that by then 2.2 million Croatians, Muslims and Serbs had 
taken flight. Half a million of them had sought refuge outside the former Yugoslavia. Germany had 
taken in the largest number: two hundred thousand. Then came Hungary (54,000), Austria (50,000), 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

‘Kosto’, de Volkskrant, 19/08/92. For a critical discussion of the role of the media in this affair, see Auke Kok, ‘De Bosniërs 
komen!’ (‘The Bosnians are coming!’), HP/De Tijd, 07/08/92. 
2586 See also Frinking, cited in: ‘Joegoslavië’, CDA/Actueel, 06/06/92, p. 18. 
2587 ‘Asielverzoeken ex-Joegoslaven komen in behandeling’, Trouw, 03/02/93. 
2588 Kijk- en Luisteronderzoek NOS, ‘Vluchtelingen uit het voormalige Joegoslavië , 30/07/92, B92-130; TV, Nederland 2, 
VOO, Nieuwslijn, 30/07/92, 10.00pm. 
2589 ‘Kroatië kan vluchtelingen niet bergen’ (‘Croatia cannot accommodate refugees’), NRC Handelsblad, 14/07/92. 
2590 ‘Vluchtelingen Bosnië na dagen toegelaten’ (‘Bosnian refugees admitted after days’), de Volkskrant, 20/07/92; Raymond 
van den Boogaard, ‘Vluchtelingen uit Kroatië niet gewenst’ (‘Refugees from Croatia not wanted’) and ‘Treinen tenslotte 
toegelaten’ (‘Trains finally admitted’), NRC Handelsblad, 20/07/92; J.A. Hoeksma, ‘Vluchtelingen afdoen als “ontheemden” 
is onaanvaardbaar’ (‘Dispensing with refugees as being “Displaced Persons” is unacceptable’), NRC Handelsblad, 22/07/92; 
‘Het gesol met vluchtelingen’ (‘Messing around with refugees’), Trouw, 20/0792. 
2591 ‘Bosnische mannen massaal door Kroatië teruggestuurd’ (‘Bosnian men sent back en masse by Croatia’), de Volkskrant, 
22/07/92. 
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Sweden (44,000), Switzerland (17,000), Italy (7000), Turkey (7000), the Netherlands (6300), 
Luxembourg (3200), Norway (2300), Czechoslovakia (1700), France (1100) and the United Kingdom 
(1100).2592 According to the UN Commission for Refugees the end of the refugee flow was not yet in 
sight. The Commission did not believe the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina was likely to end soon and 
thought that the feelings of hatred and revenge were so great that it would be a very long time before 
the refugees would dare to return to their homes. According to the UNHCR, there was a danger that a 
‘permanent refugee population in the heart of Europe’ would result.2593

As we have seen, after Croatia Germany took in the largest number of refugees. Since the war 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina had broken out, two hundred thousand refugees had fled to Germany, 140,000 
of whom had applied for asylum. As a result, the constitutionally guaranteed right to asylum in 
Germany came under political pressure. On 20 July Klaus Kinkel, who had succeeded Genscher as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, failed to persuade his fellow ministers from the other EC countries to 
make agreements on national quotas for refugees from Bosnia-Hercegovina so that every country 
would take in a certain percentage of the refugees.

 

2594

UNHCR and the Conference in July 1992 

 

It was against this background that Sadako Ogata of Japan, High Commissioner for Refugees, decided 
to hold a conference in Geneva on 29 July on a Comprehensive Humanitarian Response to the war in 
Bosnia. At this conference both the financing of relief for Displaced Persons in the region itself and the 
willingness of Western countries to accept refugees would be discussed. In addition to UNPROFOR, 
the High Commission for Refugees had a significant role in UN involvement in the war in Bosnia; 
UNHCR was the member of the UN family that had been providing aid to refugees who had crossed 
international boundaries since 1951, but recently it had been spending more of its resources on support 
for all humanitarian victims of war. The most striking example was the aid given to the Kurds in the 
north of Iraq after the Gulf War in a zone which was proclaimed a safe haven. 

On 25 October 1991, months before UNPROFOR had been set up, UN Secretary-General 
Perez de Cuellar had designated UNHCR as the UN’s ‘lead agency’ in (former)Yugoslavia. This 
organization would be charged with providing relief for internally Displaced Persons in Yugoslavia. 
UNHCR had agreed with this designation on condition that its activities would not stand in the way of 
the deployment of UN peace forces.2595 However, it was not clear exactly what the status of a ‘lead 
agency’ was. There was no regulation or agreement in which this task was laid down, and at that time 
the co-ordination in the field suggested by the term ‘lead agency’ had no corresponding institution at 
the central level of the UN. It was not until April 1992 that the United Nations set up a Department of 
Humanitarian Affairs (DHA), which was supposed to co-ordinate the humanitarian activities of UN 
organizations and bring them to the attention of the Security Council. However, not much came of 
this. An analysis made in 1994 states: ‘In any event, DHA in New York functioned in quiet – some 
would say, invisible – ways.’2596 and ‘In short, there was a limited value-added element in DHA’s 
involvement.’2597

UNHCR itself interpreted its mandate in Yugoslavia as the ‘prime responsibility for logistics, 
transport, food monitoring, domestic needs, shelter, community services, health, emergency transition 
activities in agriculture and income generation, protection/legal assistance, and assistance to other 

 

                                                 

2592 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 157. 
2593 ‘Europa zit in zijn maag met Joegoslavische vluchtelingen’, Trouw, 28/07/92. 
2594 J.M. Bik, ‘Kinkel ventileert ‘machteloze woede’ (‘Kinkel gives vent to “helpless rage”’), NRC Handelsblad, 23/07/92. 
2595 Lidy Nicolasen, ‘Miljoenen op drift in het Jaar van de Terugkeer’ (‘Millions drifting in the Year of Return’), de 
Volkskrant, 15/02/92. 
2596 Minear et al., Action, p. 108. 
2597 Ibid., p. 109. 
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agencies in sectors under their responsibility’.2598 In short, UNHCR wanted to make sure that all the 
needs of those who had been forced to take flight in the region or had been stricken by the war locally 
were met. From late 1991 on UNHCR devoted itself to aid, including the prime responsibility for 
logistics and transport. UNHCR co-ordinated all inter-governmental aid, ensured the co-ordination of 
the efforts of the UN and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civilian aid linked up with 
military efforts. In this context, UNHCR would work mainly with UNICEF, which had a tradition of 
assisting all parties in civil wars (from November 1991), the WHO (from July 1992) and the WFP, 
which went into action in the former Yugoslavia as of November 1992. The term ‘lead agency’ by no 
means implied that other UN organizations were subordinate to UNHCR.2599 Moreover, on 6 
December 1991, Perez de Cuellar asked UNHCR to take on an additional task, as well as the usual one 
of providing aid to Displaced Persons, namely that of inspecting the living conditions of people who 
had been driven from their homes, because while there were as yet no peace troops present the UN 
‘wanted to do something’ in Yugoslavia.2600

In the light of the enormous task UNHCR would eventually have to confront, the Commission 
began in Yugoslavia in a relatively small way. In October 1991 the refugee organization had only a 
modest office in Belgrade. A few weeks later José-Maria Mendiluce, a Basque diplomat, arrived as 
Special Envoy for humanitarian action in Yugoslavia. At the time, the arrival of the first UNHCR aid 
workers passed practically unnoticed by the outside world. Nevertheless, as early as 1991 UNHCR 
offered its first assistance to Displaced Persons in Croatia and Serbia. But it was not until April 1992 
that the UNHCR’s activities in the former Yugoslavia really got underway;

  

2601 at that point UNHCR 
found itself in a war zone in Bosnia-Hercegovina. The organization was no longer responsible only for 
refugees, but for an entire population which was in danger of being expelled or starved. The UNHCR’s 
policy was focused on doing as much as possible to provide the population with reasonable living 
conditions locally, so that they did not need to flee.2602 The result was that the UNHCR’s target group 
in Yugoslavia grew from half a million in December 1991 to several million a few months later. In 
December 1991 there were 19 UNHCR staff members in Yugoslavia, a year later 337, and in 
November 1993 as many as 678, of whom 226 were international and 452 local. UNHCR, which was 
responsible for food convoys in Bosnia, had 350 vehicles at its disposal with a total capacity of four 
thousand tons. Eventually UNHCR was spending half of its budget on the war in the former 
Yugoslavia. By the end of 1992 Yugoslavia had grown to be ‘the largest, most complex and risky 
operation (…) ever undertaken by humanitarian organizations’, according to Mendiluce.2603

The leadership of UNHCR was in the hands of Sadako Ogata, the High Commissioner for 
Refugees. She combined intelligence and diplomacy with resolution and dedication. She was a good 
organizer and in general had a well-developed sense of choosing the right moment to use her 
authority.

  

2604 On taking office in February 1992 she had found an organization whose morale was low, 
mainly due to allegations that UNHCR had been inadequately prepared for the emergency situation 
which had arisen after the Gulf War. The organization had been taken by surprise by the flight of the 
Kurds from Saddam Hussein’s regime, which led to pictures of miserable people shivering in the 
freezing cold on mountain slopes in the north of Iraq. Yugoslavia offered UNHCR a new chance, and 
Ogata, competent as she was, grasped it eagerly. She became, as she herself put it, the ‘desk officer for 
the former Yugoslavia’.2605

                                                 

2598 Quoted in Minear, Action, p. 26. 

 However, she left the real work to Mendiluce.  

2599 See LL. A UNHCR Handbook for the Military on Humanitarian Operations, Geneva 1995, p. 24. 
2600 Mercier, Crimes, p. 48. 
2601 Mercier, Crimes, p. 28. 
2602 Mercier, Crimes, p. 51. 
2603 Minear et al., Action, p. 26. 
2604 Cf. Zimmermann, Origins, pp. 220-221. 
2605 Weiss & Pasic, ‘UNHCR’, p. 50; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 197. 
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Mendiluce, who had had experience in Northern Iraq helping the Kurds, was soon to observe 
in Yugoslavia that ‘Kurdistan was a teaparty compared to what we are facing here’.2606 As was described 
in Chapter 5, when he arrived in Zvornik at the beginning of April, he found himself in the midst of 
the Serb paramilitary actions against the local Muslims. He then told the local commanders on his own 
authority that the population was under the protection of UNHCR. In this way he had been able to 
save hundreds of lives, but the price he paid was that he co-operated with ethnic cleansing by taking 
these Muslims out of the city.2607

This was not a new dilemma; as early as mid-October 1991 the Croatian Minister of Interior 
Affairs Ivan Vekic had accused the observers of the European monitoring mission, the ECMM, of 
being involved in the ‘deportation of the Croats of Ilok’ and assisting ‘the enemy’, after they had helped 
Croats who had signed documents ‘voluntarily’ giving up their possessions to leave.

  

2608 In July 1992 
irritation arose again, this time on the part of UN staff, after UNPROFOR troops and UNHCR 
personnel had given assistance to a convoy taking seven thousand Bosnian Muslim refugees from 
Bosanski Novi in north-western Bosnia to the Croatian town of Karlovac. According to the Serb 
authorities, these seven thousand people were leaving the area voluntarily, because it was scourged by 
violence. On arrival in Karlovac, when the ‘refugees’ felt free to talk, they said they had been forced to 
sign documents declaring that they gave up all their property. The UN authorities realized, to their 
indignation, that they had been accessories to ethnic cleansing.2609 Between the beginning of June 1992 
and mid-1993 UNHCR practice vacillated between on the one hand protecting people in their own 
homes and villages and on the other helping people to escape from life-threatening situations.2610 
However, from the summer of 1992 onwards, the policy at the top of the organization was, as 
Mendiluce later formulated it, ‘I prefer 30.000 evacuees to 30.000 bodies.’2611 The International Red 
Cross had the same policy line: ‘We saw only one way out – to help people to get away and at the same 
time denounce “ethnic cleansing”.’2612

How to prevent more refugees fleeing from Bosnia: the birth of the Safe Area concept 

 

Representatives of seventy countries attended the conference convened by Ogata on 29 and 30 July. 
Most of them were ministers and secretaries of state, but there was also a delegation from the 
International Red Cross (ICRC). On behalf of the Netherlands a delegation from the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs was present, led by Junior Minister P. Dankert. At this conference it emerged that the 
Western governments were not very willing to accept refugees in their own territory.2613 The United 
Kingdom, France and Italy were particularly reluctant.2614 A spokeswoman for the British delegation 
declared that her government wanted to save the refugees the long journey to the United Kingdom.2615

                                                 

2606 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 200. 

 
Many governments did promise considerable financial support for UNHCR. The meeting again made it 
clear that the governments of Western Europe believed that relief for the victims of ethnic cleansing 
practices should, to as great an extent as possible, be provided in the former Yugoslavia itself. It would 

2607 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 201. 
2608 Theo Engelen, ‘Strijd laait hoog op aan alle fronten in Kroatië’ (‘Conflict flares up on all fronts in Croatia’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 18/10/91. For an example of one of these ‘documents of voluntary departure’, see ‘Bosniërs tekenden voor 
‘permanente emigratie’ (‘Bosnians signed for “permanent emigration”’), de Volkskrant, 25/08/92. 
2609 Silber & Little, p. 247; Maas, Neighbor, pp. 72-73; Lidy Nicolasen, ‘Geneefs overleg bewijst lippendienst aan 
vluchtelingen’, de Volkskrant, 30/07/92. 
2610 Minear et al., Action, p. 67. 
2611 Minear et al., Action, pp. 66-67; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 208. 
2612 Mercier, Crimes, p. 6. 
2613 Folkert Jensma, ‘Portemonnees open maar grenzen dicht in Genève’ (‘Purses open but borders closed in Geneva’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 30/07/92; Lidy Nicolasen, ‘Vluchtelingenconferentie wil Bosniërs op Balkan houden’ (‘Refugee conference 
wants to keep Bosnians in Balkans’), de Volkskrant, 30/07/92. 
2614 ‘Geen oplossing’ (‘No solution’), de Volkskrant, 31/07/92. 
2615 NOS Laat, 29/07/92. 
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be even better if the flight of people from ethnic cleansing could be prevented, but then some form of 
safety would have to be offered to them. This was in fact the UNHCR’s objective. The next question 
was how it should be done. On the eve of the conference in Geneva the French government therefore 
proclaimed that security zones should be created in Bosnia itself for the relief and protection of 
Displaced Persons; these zones would be similar to the Safe Areas which had been created for the 
Kurds after the Gulf War. The French Chief of Staff Admiral J. Lanxade was said to have discussed 
this matter with his American colleague General Powell in Washington on 24 July.2616

During the conference the idea of ‘preventive protection’ was put forward, in concordance with 
an agreement reached between the Croatian and Bosnian governments on 22 July about providing relief 
for Bosnian displaced people in Safe Areas in Bosnia itself. This ‘preventive protection’ was intended to 
stop the population being put to flight, both in areas where conflicts had already broken out and in 
regions where tension was rising. The idea was widely approved since the European governments, and 
in particular the Austrian government, were afraid of the large refugee flow from the former 
Yugoslavia.

  

2617 Many delegations therefore made statements about setting up safe havens, demilitarized 
zones or protected areas. In all these cases it was assumed that international troops would provide 
military protection, on condition that the warring factions in Bosnia consented. The UN would have to 
design a political regulation for this purpose.2618

At the conference it was decided to set up a ‘Follow-up Committee on the Comprehensive 
Response to the Humanitarian Crisis in the Former Yugoslavia’, in which representatives from 35 
countries, from the European Commission, the UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, the 
International Red Cross and various other international organizations would participate. The 
Committee suggested to Boutros-Ghali that the UN Department for Humanitarian Affairs should 
investigate the idea of safety zones and their feasibility in the former Yugoslavia.

 

2619

The Dutch government stated at once that it was in favour of such safety zones. However, 
UNHCR considered that there should first be a greater UNPROFOR presence and the International 
Red Cross was initially not in favour because it was afraid that zones like this would have the effect of 
provoking even larger streams of people.

  

2620 This idea was eventually to lead to a paper by UNHCR and 
the International Red Cross on preventive action and Safe Areas, which was presented on 17 
December 1992. The UNHCR conference at the end of July can therefore be regarded as the cradle of 
the concept of Safe Areas.2621

There is another reason why the UNHCR conference at the end of July 1992 is worth 
mentioning, although most of those attending did not realize it at the time. During the conference 
Cornelio Sommaruga, president of the International Red Cross, reported that in Bosnia civilians were 
being put into internment camps on a large scale and that torture and summary executions were taking 
place in the framework of ethnic cleansing. He described these actions as practices which by now had 
been thought to exist only as themes in museums about the Second World War.

 

2622

                                                 

2616 ‘Europa zit in zijn maag met Joegoslavische vluchtelingen’, Trouw, 28/07/92. 

 The leader of the 
International Red Cross had decided to abandon his traditional policy of confidentiality and had 
deliberately grasped the opportunity of the conference to jolt the ministers attending it and 

2617 Interview I. Khan, 28/01/2000. 
2618 Lidy Nicolasen, ‘UNHCR ontwerpt aparte status voor tijdelijke vluchteling’ (‘UNHCR creates separate status for 
temporary refugee’), de Volkskrant, 31/07/92. 
2619 ABZ, DIO/2003/00063. Follow-up Committee on the Comprehensive Response to the Humanitarian Crisis in the 
Former Yugoslavia, Second Meeting, 04/09/92, Working Document. Advance copy, appendix to PR Geneva to F. van 
Wulfften Palthe, 24/08/92, fax no. hum/gev-0579/92. 
2620 ABZ, DIO/2003/00063. Van den Broek 252 to PR Geneva, 13/10/92. 
2621 Interview I. Khan, 28/01/2000. 
2622 Records of PR Geneva, Statement by Cornelio Sommaruga, 29/07/92; Cohen, Hearts, p. 217; Mercier, Crimes, pp. 53 
and 199-202; Mark van Driel, ‘Met NAVO-bommen ging te veel mis’ (‘Too much went wrong with NATO bombs’), de 
Volkskrant, 13/08/99. 
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international public opinion with the news of the camps.2623 Although Sommaruga’s words were 
difficult to misunderstand, they had little effect on those present.2624

6. Reporting on the complicated relations in Bosnia 

 This was all the stranger because 
on the same day that Sommaruga gave his speech, an article appeared in the British newspaper The 
Guardian in which the existence of Serb concentration camps in Bosnia was reported. 

‘Kriege haben es an sich, dass es viel schwieriger ist, zu recherchieren; 
viel problematischer, die Wahrheit herauszufinden. Was ist Wahrheit? 
Im Krieg wird schlagartig klar, dass es viele Wahrheiten gibt – 
vielleicht mehr als in anderen Situationen.’2625

[‘A characteristic of wars is that it is much more difficult to investigate 
them; much more of a problem to discover the truth. What is truth? In 
war it suddenly becomes clear that there are many truths – perhaps 
more than in other situations’.] 

 

‘The television is the pressure cooker of public indignation and the pan in which political indignation is 
pre-cooked (…) Anyone in favour of intervention in the Balkans should perhaps first try to get camera 
crews sent,’ wrote Gijsbert van Es on 5 August 1992 in NRC Handelsblad.2626 It was as though his tip 
was taken at once: on 6 and 7 August 1992 television pictures were broadcast throughout the whole 
world of an emaciated Bosnian Muslim behind barbed wire. These film fragments, which became 
known in the Netherlands as ‘the pictures of Omarska’,2627 would etch themselves on the retinas of 
television viewers more deeply than any other image of the war in Bosnia and in the opinion of many 
authors they contributed to the discussion on possible military intervention in Bosnia-Hercegovina.2628

It is first necessary to outline the relations that existed in Bosnia at that moment and how they 
were reported. The situation in Croatia in 1991 and early 1992 had already been complicated for 
outsiders, but the conflict in Bosnia-Hercegovina was even more difficult to comprehend. In the era 
preceding the conflict, an inhabitant of Bosnia had a rich choice of identities. At the national level he 
could choose one of three identities: he could decide to define himself as a Yugoslav, a Bosnian, or a 
Muslim/Serb/Croat/other ethnicity. After Yugoslavia had disintegrated, there were still two 
possibilities left. A Serb, for instance, could choose for the Serb nationalism of the SDS of Karadzic, 
Koljevic, Krajisnik and Plavsic, but he could also choose for the Bosnian government and the Bosnian 

 
In the following section these pictures will be examined in detail; the discussion will include both the 
history of the origin of the pictures and the doubts which later arose as to the authenticity of these 
fragments. The space devoted to these pictures is justified because with the help of this much talked 
about case an attempt can be made to establish the relative influence (or lack of it) of the media on the 
policies of the Western governments with respect to Yugoslavia. The discussion will show that many of 
‘the pictures of Omarska’ were not what they seemed; for example, they were not pictures of Omarska. 

                                                 

2623 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 55 and 110-111. 
2624 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 53 and 138. 
2625 Andreas Braun, reporter for the Stuttgarter Zeitung, quoted in Richter, Journalisten, p. 106. 
2626 Gijsbert van Es, ‘Televisie als snelkookpan’ (‘Television as pressure cooker’), NRC Handelsblad, 05/08/92. 
2627 See for example Rik Kuethe, ‘Definitie van horror’ (‘Definition of horror’), Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 28; Gerbert van 
Genderen Stort, ‘Gerecht zonder aangeklaagden’ (‘Court without defendants’), HP/De Tijd, 04/06/93, p. 29; Peter de 
Waard, ‘Dubieuze beelden van een ‘dodenkamp’ (‘Dubious pictures of a “death camp”’), de Volkskrant, 10/03/00; Marjolijn 
de Cocq, ‘Het grote belang van de kleine vissen’ (‘The great importance of the small fry’), Haagsche Courant, 11/08/01. They 
were also referred to as the pictures of Manjaca; Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Kroaten rijgen kettingen van Servische vingers’ 
(‘Croats make chains from Serb fingers’), Elsevier, 03/10/92, pp. 46-47. 
2628 See for example Eisermann, Weg, p. 121; Silber & Little, Death, p. 252; M. Borogovac and S. Rustempasic, ‘US 
administration announces further support for Serbian plan for Bosnia’, Bosnia Storm 08/03/95. 
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government’s army, the ABiH. President Izetbegovic was the leader of a Muslim party, but at the same 
time head of a multi-ethnic state. Not only outsiders, but even the people concerned experienced a 
great deal of conceptual confusion with regard to their own identity. For example, in 1990 Izetbegovic’s 
SDA still rejected the term Bosnjak to refer to the identity of their own followers, but in September 
1993 they embraced it. 

A factor which made relations even more complicated was that during the war fundamental 
differences of opinion had arisen within the separate ethnic groups, a topic often neglected in Western 
news coverage of Yugoslavia and of Bosnia in particular.2629

Croats and Serbs in Bosnia tended to be oriented towards Croatia and Serbia respectively. The 
fact that large groups of the population of Bosnia felt special ties with Croatia and Serbia respectively 
added extra layers to the conflict. Just as there had been tension between Babic, the Serb leader in 
Croatia, on the one hand and Milosevic on the other, there were also differences of opinion between 
Karadzic in Bosnia and Milosevic in Serbia. 

 On the Serb side there were major 
differences of opinion between the political and military leaders, personified by Radovan Karadzic, 
president of the Serb Republic, and Ratko Mladic, commander of the Bosnian Serb army. There was 
also tension between the political leaders of the Serb Republic in Pale and the Bosnian Serb military 
and political leaders in Banja Luka. Within the limited territory that comprised his state in 1993, the 
Muslim president Alija Izetbegovic had to deal with what was in fact a separatist movement by troops 
in the Bihac region led by Fikret Abdic, who, as was discussed in Chapter 5, had been his rival since 
May 1992. There was also constant tension between extremist and more moderate elements in the 
Bosnian Croat group. 

The presence of criminal elements whose interests sometimes coincided with the strategy as a 
whole and sometimes did not, made things even more obscure. Finally, in Bosnia, unlike Croatia, there 
was no question of more or less clear front lines; the warring factions’ areas overlapped, so that various 
enclaves and corridors were fought over by coalitions whose composition changed occasionally. For 
example, Croats and Serbs collaborated in Neretva Valley while simultaneously fighting against each 
other in the Posavina corridor.  

It was not easy for correspondents on the spot to create a coherent picture for American or 
West European newspaper readers and television viewers on the basis of infrequent reports from this 
hotch-potch of data. Until a very short time before the parties now in conflict with each other in 
Bosnia had lived side by side. When negotiating about ceasefires, which they would soon violate again, 
or exchanging prisoners or corpses, they would also cordially exchange stories about the fortunes of 
families on either side of the dividing line and eat and drink together as if there were no frontlines, no 
shots had been exchanged and no houses had been set on fire. In some places warring factions lent or 
sold each other arms. Journalists were sometimes baffled by the reality of such events, which did not 
correspond with the three-way division into Croats, Muslims and Serbs which had become fixed in 
their own images of Bosnia.2630 And even during the war in Croatia, as it turned out, the complexity of 
the conflict and the confusion it brought down on the journalists themselves made it difficult for them 
to get Western readers interested in events taking place in the former Yugoslavia. But at least Croatia 
was familiar to many West Europeans as a holiday destination; the journalists found it much more 
difficult to explain the complicated situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina to the public. They could not 
assume that their readers were at all familiar with the ethnic and geographic relations in this area.2631

Engaged journalism 

 

Another reason why readers had not felt much involvement with the war in Croatia was that it was 
difficult for both reporters and readers to identify with one of the warring factions. In most Western 
                                                 

2629 Cf. Mirjana Prosic-Dvornic, ‘Serbia. The Inside Story’, Halpern & Kideckel (eds.), Neighbors, p. 317. 
2630 Cf. Loyd, War, p. 115. 
2631 Richter, Journalisten, p. 182. 
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countries there was little sympathy not only for the Serbs but also for the Croats. Bosnia was different: 
from the outset the Muslims were seen as the party under attack and as victims of ethnic cleansing. 
Those most to blame for the conflict were the Serbs. Most attempts at investigative journalism during 
the war in Bosnia were focused on finding more convincing proof of the victimization of Muslims.2632

However, investigative journalism had its limitations. For example, reporters never succeeded in 
discovering the whole truth about the three great massacres in Sarajevo of May 1992, February 1994 
and August 1995.

  

2633 Paul Moorcraft, who covered wars for a quarter of a century, including the war in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, believed that in this war there was such a thing as ‘the tyranny of victimology’: 
‘The Bosnian Muslim atrocities and their intransigence tended to be ignored by the media.’2634 For 
example, of the 71 photos relating to the Bosnian war published by The Washington Post in the first six 
months of 1992, 31 were devoted to Muslim victims and three to Serb victims, which, even if one takes 
account of the fact that in this phase of the war the Serbs were making the most victims, still presents a 
distorted picture.2635 German television broadcasting stations were not even at all interested in acquiring 
material on film about Serbs who had been killed.2636 When in the spring of 1993 a Dutch UN military 
observer met a group of Dutch newspaper journalists in Tuzla who were travelling along the front with 
ABiH officers, and asked them if they were also going to visit the Serb side, they told him they were 
not, because ‘the Serb story is known well enough’.2637

Some journalists were so emotionally involved in events such as ethnic cleansing that they used 
their articles to try to prod their governments into taking a more active approach to military 
intervention.

  

2638 Moreover, editors often altered reports from correspondents if they were not in 
keeping with the fixed image of Serb perpetrators and Muslim victims.2639 This was also the case in the 
newsrooms of Dutch newspapers and broadcasting companies. It was even suggested that in choosing 
correspondents editors allowed themselves to be influenced by the question of whether or not the 
person concerned was anti-Serb enough.2640 Adepts of this form of engaged journalism justified it by 
saying it was difficult not to become emotionally involved when ethnic cleansing and mass murder were 
taking place.2641 Daily Telegraph correspondent Alec Russell wrote of his experiences: ‘[A]nalogies with 
Nazi Germany rightly have to be used with extreme caution in newsprint. But in Bosnia in 1992 
correspondents (…) struggled to find a lesser comparison.’2642 ‘If the bad news about Bosnia could just 
be brought home to the people, I remember thinking, the slaughter would not be allowed to continue’, 
wrote David Rieff, who worked in Bosnia from September 1992 on.2643 ‘Indifference was not an option 
open to us’, said BBC correspondent Martin Bell.2644 According to him, a ‘journalism of attachment’ 
arose in Bosnia.2645

This attachment did not only derive from the journalists themselves; it was also a deliberate goal 
of the Bosnian government, who lacked heavy weapons and therefore regarded foreign journalists as 
their ‘artillery’, as the Bosnian Minister of Foreign Affairs and future Prime Minister Haris Silajdzic put 
it,

  

2646 or as their most reliable allies.2647

                                                 

2632 Burg & Shoup, War, pp. 162-163. 

 Nevertheless, journalists were divided as to the appropriateness 

2633 Cf. Richter, Journalisten, p. 167. 
2634 Moorcraft, Conflict. 
2635 Sremac, War, p. 103. 
2636 ‘Een Servisch lijk verkoopt niet’ (‘A Serb corpse does not sell’), Elsevier, 03/10/92, p. 48. 
2637 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
2638 See for example Richter, Journalism, pp. 206 en 257. 
2639 Bell, Way, p. 29; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 163. 
2640 Appendix Jan Wieten, Srebrenica en de journalistiek, pp. 57 and 59-60. 
2641 Richter, Journalisten, pp. 186-187, 227 and 250. 
2642 Russell, Prejudice, p. 259. 
2643 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 9. See also ibid., pp. 169-170; Richter, Journalisten, pp. 62-63. 
2644 Bell, Way, pp. 99-100. See also Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 217 
2645 Martin Bell, ‘I know he’s a war criminal but I can’t help liking him’, Mail on Sunday, 06/06/99. 
2646 Quoted in: Sremac, War, p. 24. 
2647 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, pp. 217-218. 
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of this sort of attachment. Some of them clung to the ethos of objective and impartial reporting.2648

During the war in Croatia journalists had been able to move fairly freely along the front lines 
and even pass them, though sometimes at the risk of their own lives. In the early months of the war in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina the situation was quite different. Often Serb paramilitaries refused to give 
journalists access to the areas where they were carrying out ethnic cleansing or threatened reporters 
who approached nevertheless. In early April 1992 Arkan had made an exception by inviting the 
photographer Ron Haviv to Bijeljina, where his Tigers were wreaking havoc at the time. Haviv took a 
number of shocking photos there, including one showing an Arkan Tiger kicking the body of a dead 
woman. The woman had run to a man who had previously been shot and killed, and had then been 
shot herself. This and several other horrifying photos taken by Haviv were printed in the American 
magazine Time.

 
The fact that it was mainly the emotionally involved journalists who wrote books or published volumes 
of their articles can lead all too easily to the distorted impression that ‘attachment journalism’ was 
dominant amongst the correspondents. This kind of emotional stance was often more pronounced in 
editorial offices and newsrooms than among the journalists operating in the war zone. 

2649

Because they were often refused access to the scenes of conflict, journalists were unable to 
verify most of the reports on events in eastern and north-western Bosnia at first hand;

 It cannot be ruled out that at the early stages of ethnic cleansing Arkan deliberately 
wanted publicity for the actions of his paramilitaries so as to increase fear of them and to encourage 
Muslims to leave Eastern Bosnia. Later it no longer made sense to permit the media to be present 
during actions because their reports on ethnic cleansing had a negative effect on world opinion. Haviv’s 
photos, for example, caused some commotion in the West, though not for long. 

2650 often they 
had to depend on rumours,2651 or they were unwilling to check reports on the spot because they 
considered the risks too great. From the summer of 1992 on most journalists were of the opinion that 
due to danger of shooting they could only travel through Bosnia as part of UN convoys.2652 Certain 
parts of Bosnia, such as the strategic area around Brcko, where a great deal of fighting took place 
throughout the whole war, were thus seldom or never visited by journalists.2653 A considerable number 
of the foreign journalists stayed in Zagreb, Sarajevo or Belgrade and for the real work made use of so-
called ‘stringers’, local workers who supplied reports and photos.2654

After the war broke out in Bosnia the vast majority of the foreign journalists stayed in Sarajevo, 
mainly at the Holiday Inn.

  

2655 It must be said that this was not only because they wanted to avoid 
combat areas; outside Sarajevo it was often impossible to find good telephone connections.2656 
Journalists were also tied to one place by the high broadcasting frequency of some media. For instance, 
the British war correspondent Martin Bell, who worked for BBC television, wrote that a colleague who 
worked for the radio had to deliver 28 bulletins a day. No wonder this man never left Holiday Inn; he 
scarcely had time to get hold of information by telephone from the local UN spokesman.2657 Moreover, 
it was at least possible for a journalist to do his work (or some of it) at the Holiday Inn. The hotel 
became ‘a grandstand from which you could watch the snipers at work.’2658

                                                 

2648 See for example Richter, Journalisten, pp. 185-187. 

 ‘In Sarajevo, I could stand 

2649 ‘The killing goes on’, Time, 20/04/92; Haviv, Blood, pp. 18-19, 60-61. 
2650 For the problems involved in objective reporting on the war in Yugoslavia see for example Peter Brock, ‘Dateline’; id., 
‘Meutenjournalismus’, in: Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, pp. 15-36. 
2651 Bell, Way, pp. 19, 50. 
2652 Richter, Journalisten, p. 204. 
2653 Cf. Richter, Journalisten, p. 252. 
2654 Cf. Karskens, Pleisters, p. 271; Loyd, War, pp. 81 and 179; Richter, Journalisten, p. 151; Sadkovic, Media, p. 11; interview P. 
Milinov, 17/11/99. 
2655 Peter Brock, ‘Meutenjournalismus’, in: Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, p. 26. 
2656 Richter, Journalisten, p. 227. 
2657 Bell, Way, pp. 28-29. 
2658 Maass, Neighbor, p. 146. 
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at my window, out of the line of fire, and watch more drama unfold in five minutes than some people 
might see in a lifetime,’ wrote the American journalist Peter Maass.2659

The concentration of journalists in Sarajevo had an unmistakable effect on reporting. ‘You 
knew that the Serbs were shooting at people – at you’, said NCRV radio reporter Wouter Kurpershoek, 
‘and because of that you were less inclined to say anything positive about them.’

 

2660 Victims had little 
difficulty in talking to foreign journalists – on the contrary.2661

Any journalist who did take the trouble to widen his outlook and move outside Sarajevo to try 
to learn something about the Serb side of the story had to overcome many obstacles. For example, a 
journalist who travelled to Pale (just outside Sarajevo), where the highest Bosnian Serb authorities were 
ensconced, not only exposed himself to firing, but also had to confront numerous roadblocks. In 
addition, he ran the risk of being robbed or taken for a spy.

 The consequence was that the journalists 
mainly told the story of the Muslims. It was easy for them to lose sight of the fact that sixty thousand 
of the more than three hundred thousand inhabitants of Sarajevo were Serbs. And even if they did not 
lose sight of this fact personally, it was a detail which neither they nor their editors were sure they 
should burden their readers with. 

2662 Since the efforts made by journalists to 
reach Pale were often not rewarded by the ‘government’ of the Serb Republic, most journalists decided 
not to leave Sarajevo for a trip of this nature.2663 Pale was also the place where the journalists had to 
fetch permits to enter any area inside the Serb Republic they wished to visit. Decisions on granting 
these permits were quite arbitrary.2664 Travelling without permits was dangerous, because in general the 
attitude towards foreign journalists in the Bosnian Serb area was hostile.2665 But even travelling with 
permits did not guarantee that a journalist would not get into trouble. Local authorities often turned 
out to have different views on the significance of a permit than the authorities in Pale. The VRS also 
often made things very difficult for journalists.2666 There was a high risk of being arrested in the 
Bosnian Serb area,2667 and from early 1993 onwards the only Western European television broadcasting 
companies the VRS gave access to enter the areas they controlled were the BBC and RAI 1.2668 From 
September 1993 on the Bosnian Serb authorities did not allow any more reporters at all to enter the 
enclaves in East Bosnia.2669 However, the most dangerous areas to work in were those controlled by 
Bosnian Croats. Sometimes they went as far as sending journalists into the line of fire in the hope that 
their opponents would shoot them.2670

There is no doubt that it was dangerous for television crews with cameras to travel past 
roadblocks. There was a good chance that their equipment would be confiscated. Even the enterprising 
Martin Bell from BBC television sometimes restricted his work area for several weeks to the street in 
front of the Holiday Inn, which went in one direction towards the airport of Sarajevo, and in the other 
to the presidential palace in the capital.

 

2671

                                                 

2659 Maass, Neighbor, p. 148. 

 This was the street which was regularly under fire from Serb 
snipers – it was also known as ‘Sniper Alley’ – so that often pictures of Muslim victims could be taken. 
It even led Bell to ask when he had ever taken pictures of Serb victims; but, he added, ‘even to raise 

2660 Judith Neurink, ‘Angst en stress in Sarajevo’ (‘Anxiety and stress in Sarajevo’), De Journalist, 28/08/92, p. 16. 
2661 Richter, Journalisten, p. 161. 
2662 See for example Richter, Journalisten, pp. 208 and 229; James Gow & Richard Paterson & Alison Preston, ‘Introduction’, 
idem (eds.), Bosnia, p. 3. 
2663 Bell, Way, pp. 112-113. 
2664 Richter, Journalisten, pp. 154 and 221. 
2665 Richter, Journalisten, p. 154. 
2666 Interview W. Lust, 19/07/00. 
2667 Richter, Journalisten, p. 214. 
2668 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
2669 Richter, Journalisten, p. 127 n. 3. 
2670 Richter, Journalisten, pp. 221 and 261. 
2671 Bell, Way, p. 114. 
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these questions is to risk being branded as an apologist for the Serbs, which I am not, and never 
was.’2672

In view of the grave risks they ran as soon as they left the relative protection of their hotel, the 
journalists gathered in Sarajevo’s Holiday Inn decided shortly after the beginning of the war in Bosnia 
to pool their film material. This was a unique event in the media world, where normally the quest for 
scoops is all-important. In Sarajevo there was no question of the usual ‘typische Berufsneid – Journalisten 
waren existentiell bedroht, mussten näher zusammenrücken.’ [‘typical professional jealousy – journalists were 
existentially threatened, had to draw closer together’.]

  

2673 It goes without saying that this pooling of 
films, which continued until the summer of 1995, did not contribute to the diversity of reporting. It 
meant that only one camera needed to go to a combat zone; as Bell put it, ‘It penalized the brave. It 
rewarded the indolent, who need not leave the hotel’.2674

The adage that journalists are not where the news is but news is where the journalists are 
became all too true due to the concentration of journalists in Sarajevo.

 

2675 Koljevic was later to say that 
the Bosnian Serb leaders were quite happy that the journalists focused on Sarajevo. It meant that in the 
spring of 1992 the Serbs were free to do as they pleased in northern and north-western Bosnia.2676

7. First information about camps in north-western Bosnia 

 

The ethnic cleansing which took place in the Drina River area in eastern Bosnia in the first half of 1992 
has already been discussed in Chapter 5. Up to this point little attention has been paid to north-western 
Bosnia, an area where 700,000 Muslims lived, but which the Serbs seriously wanted as a link between 
Serbia and the Serb areas in eastern Bosnia on the one hand and the Republika Srpska in Croatia on the 
other. 

In north-western Bosnia ethnic cleansing began in late April in towns such as Banja Luka, 
Prijedor and Kozarac (see map in Chapter 3, Section 8).2677

An investigative team sent by the American Senate would later conclude that by the summer of 
1992 approximately 170,000 people had been placed in Bosnian Serb camps, most of them Muslims. 
Only a small number were prisoners of war. The American team established that people in the camps 
were raped, beaten and starved. The investigators said there was proof of ‘organized killing’, but often 
the murders in the camps were of a ‘recreational and sadistic’ nature.

 Some of the Muslims who were forced to 
leave their homes in these towns were put into camps from May on. In some cases this was done with 
object of persuading them by means of a short stay in wretched conditions to leave the area claimed by 
the Bosnian Serb authorities. In other cases people were imprisoned in order to be able to exchange 
them for Serbs who had fallen into the hands of Croats and Muslims.  

2678 The team set up by the UN at 
the beginning of October 1992 to investigate the violation of human rights in the former Yugoslavia 
was eventually to inspect 715 prison camps; some were run by Bosnian Serbs (237), others by Croats 
(77) and Muslims (89), by Croats and Muslims together (4) and in other cases it was not even possible 
to establish clearly who was in charge (308). In general the conditions in the Bosnian Serb camps were 
worse than in the camps run by Croats and Muslims.2679

The most important Bosnian Serb detention centres in north-western Bosnia were the 
Keraterm factory near Prijedor, which manufactured ceramic products and thermal insulation materials, 

  

                                                 

2672 Bell, Way, p. 114. 
2673 Rupert Neudeck quoted in Richter, Journalisten, p. 169. See also ibid., pp. 207, 216. 
2674 Bell, Way, p. 64. 
2675 Bell, Way, p. 59. Cf. Dominic Lawson: ‘So now we know what the British and American troops will be chanting in 
Bosnia and Somalia: “We’re here because the networks are here,” quoted in Dore, Japan, p. 138. 
2676 Silber & Little, Death, p. 253. 
2677 For a description of the events that took place there see for example the Bassiouni report, UN, S/1994/674, Appendix, 
clauses 151 - 182; United States Senate, Cleansing, pp. 8-9. 
2678 Vulliamy, Seasons, pp. 114-115. 
2679 Čalic, Krieg, p. 134. 
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and the camps Manjaca, Omarska and Trnopolje (see map in Chapter 3, Section 8). The worst of these 
camps was the iron-ore mine at Omarska, near Prijedor, where between three and five thousand 
people, mainly men with Croat or Muslim backgrounds, were imprisoned. The guards beat the 
prisoners frequently, in many cases to death, and the inmates were undernourished.2680

In May and June 1992 Bosnian government agencies and private individuals in Sarajevo 
gathered information about the stream of refugees which was being caused in north-western Bosnia by 
ethnic cleansing and tried to engage the interest of world opinion for this question. Information was for 
example, issued by the Bosnian Red Cross, the Bosnian Esperanto Association and the Bosnian United 
Nations Association.

 

2681

The existence of such camps was in violation of the laws of war as set down in the Geneva 
treaties and protocols. All areas which could be regarded as legal successors of Yugoslavia were bound 
by the acceptance of the four Geneva Conventions and the Additional Protocols of 1950 and 1979 
respectively. The second Additional Protocol was specifically about internal conflicts.

 The information included reports of camps in which Croat and Muslim 
civilians were imprisoned.  

2682 Moreover, on 
22 May 1992, at the invitation of the International Committee of the Red Cross, representatives of the 
presidium of the Republic of Bosnia-Hercegovina, the SDS, the SDA and the HDZ, signed an 
agreement binding themselves to respect the provisions of the Geneva Conventions. In this agreement 
the parties promised to give the ICRC free access to all detained civilians.2683 The committee led by 
Frits Kalshoven, which set out in October 1992 to investigate serious violations of the Geneva 
Conventions and other violations of international human rights in the former Yugoslavia, assumed that 
in view of the nature of the conflict and the agreements entered into by the parties, the law that was 
applicable to international conflicts was also applicable to all conflicts taking place in the former 
Yugoslavia.2684

At the same time that private organizations were reporting the existence of camps in Serb-
dominated areas, the government in Sarajevo had no more than eyewitness accounts at its disposal. The 
Bosnian authorities were not in a position to actively gather information in the area. However, on 3 
June 1992 a group of Bosnian humanitarian organizations published a list with the names of 94 Serb 
camps in Bosnia, in which a total of 105,348 prisoners were said to be detained, and 11 camps in Serbia 
and Montenegro with another 22,710 detainees.

 Finally, on 31 December 1992 the Bosnian government yet again explicitly stated that it 
would honour the Geneva Treaties and Protocols. The displacement of the population, unless for its 
own safety or for urgent military reasons, is expressly prohibited in the first Geneva Protocol. The same 
is true of many other measures which were taken in the framework of ethnic cleansing, such as artillery 
attacks on civilian targets, starvation and the torture and murder of prisoners. 

2685 On 27 July UNHCR issued a special report about 
the Omarska camp,2686

                                                 

2680 Amnesty International, ‘Bosnia-Herzegovina. Gross abuses of basic human rights’ (AI Index: EUR 63/01/92), p. 23. 

 which however received little attention.  

2681 See for example Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96; Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker, Rückkehr 
in Würde. See also Silber & Little, Death, p. 251. 
2682 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 19 and 223 n. 3. The Slovenian government, in its declaration of independence of 25 June 1991, 
stated that it would respect all principles of international law and all treaties to which the federal state of Yugoslavia had 
bound itself with regard to its territory. Soon after the arrival of the ECMM mission in Zagreb the Croatian authorities had 
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Yugoslavia, the Croatian and the Serbian authorities had been created under the leadership of the International Committee 
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and the first Additional Protocol, Mercier, Crimes, p. 37; Lieutenant-Colonel J.W. Beekman of the military legal service, ‘EG-
waarnemers in het voormalige Joegoslavië; de juridische aspecten’ (‘EC observers in the former Yugoslavia: the legal 
aspects’), Carré (1993)10, pp. 7-8. 
2683 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 106-108 and 203-207. 
2684 United Nations, S/25274, Appendix I, clause 45; in its final report the committee, in the meantime chaired by Bassiouni, 
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In late June and early July the Bosnian government tried to draw attention in the West to the 
existence of Serb prison camps. When Mitterrand went to Sarajevo on 28 June, Izetbegovic told the 
French head of state about the camps and gave him the list of 94 plus 11 camps. Izetbegovic asked 
Mitterrand to do everything he could to have a committee sent to investigate the violations of human 
rights. There was no reaction from Paris, not even when in the course of July the French embassy in 
Zagreb sent information to Paris confirming the existence of the camps.2687 On 9 July Izetbegovic 
touched briefly on the Serb camps during a speech at the CSCE conference in Helsinki: ‘My country 
was a peaceful multicultural, multinational and multireligious community. Today there are 27 
concentration camps and innumerable mass graves. Schools and football stadiums are places where 
torture and murder take place’, the president said in his speech.’2688 During the conference the Bosnian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Haris Silajdzic compared the violence of Serbs against Croats and Muslims 
in Bosnia with the atrocities committed by the Nazis during the Second World War. Both condemned 
the passivity of the international community. However, the two Bosnian statesmen’s allegations made 
little impression on the many dignitaries present, including the American president Bush and his 
Secretary of State Baker. Izetbegovic told the press that in the margins of the meeting, during a 
personal encounter, he had again spoken to Bush about the ‘concentration camps’ and a ‘genocide’, 
which by that time had cost the lives of between forty and sixty thousand civilians.2689

In view of the presidential elections, in which Bush was a candidate, the American president 
and his government were not very receptive to information which might lead to a greater involvement 
in the conflict in Bosnia in the form of deploying American ground troops. Bush and most of his 
advisers expected that information of this nature would lead to more disadvantages than advantages.

 

2690 
Bush’s suppression machinery worked extremely well. According to his closest assistants the president 
usually reacted to information about Yugoslavia by saying: ‘Tell me again what this is all about.’2691 The 
conflict was too complicated for the American president to be able to remember which party wanted 
what. It was also too complicated to be able to formulate clear objectives.2692

In the meantime international aid organizations had also gathered a certain amount of 
information about Serb prison camps. On 2 July a confidential paper on camps in Bosnia was 
completed at UNHCR, based mainly on information from the Danish UNPROFOR battalion. Danish 
blue helmets in Dvor in Croatia had inspected camps just over the border in Bosnia.

 

2693 The UNHCR 
paper was distributed the next day at a meeting of representatives of UNPROFOR, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the European monitoring mission ECMM at Topusko in northern 
Bosnia. In the report the Omarska, Keraterm and Trnopolje camps were referred to as ‘reported 
concentration camps’. The camp at Manjaca was also mentioned. In this report the frustration at ‘our 
inability to do anything other than write reports and stand by’ came to the fore. The paper also drew 
attention to the fact that the UNPROFOR mandate was only for Croatia and Sarajevo.2694

According to Mendiluce, the UNHCR’s envoy in the former Yugoslavia, UNHCR handed over 
the report to the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) because camps were ‘classic ICRC 
ground’.

  

2695

                                                 

2687 Cohen, Hearts, p. 217; Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 293. 

 In the preceding period the ICRC itself had been ‘blind’ for a few weeks, because the 

2688 ‘Bosnië smeekt om hulp’ (‘Bosnia begs for help’), de Volkskrant, 10/07/92. 
2689 Guikje Roethof, ‘Helsinki’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 15/07/92, p. 4. 
2690 Zimmermann, Origins, p. 171; Don Oberdorfer, ‘A Bloody Failure in the Balkans’, The Washington Post, 08/02/93. 
2691 Michael Dobbs, ‘Bosnia Crystallizes U.S. Post-Col War Role’, The Washington Post, 03/12/95; Doder/Branson, Milosevic, 
p. 105; Silber & Little, Death, p. 201. 
2692 Halberstam, War, pp. 43-44. 
2693 Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 293. 
2694 ‘Polemique à l’ONU autour de la diffusion interne des informations sur les camps de detention’ (‘Controversy at UN 
over the internal diffusion of information about the detention camps’), Agence Franse Presse, 07/08/92; Stephen Engelberg & 
Chuck Sudetic, ‘Conflict in the Balkans: In enemy Hands’, The New York Times, 16/08/92; Aengus Finucane, ‘The Changing 
Roles of Voluntary Organizations’, Kevin M. Cahill (ed.), Framework, p. 253; United States Senate, Cleansing, p. 11. 
2695 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. 
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organization had temporarily withdrawn from Bosnia. The reason was that Frédéric Maurice, who had 
been destined to become head of the ICRC in Bosnia, had died as a result of injuries sustained on 18 
May, when an ICRC convoy had been fired at while driving into Sarajevo. According to some reports, 
the shooting of Maurice was a deliberate attempt on the part of the Bosnian Serbs to secure the 
departure of the ICRC, just after the ECMM monitors had left Bosnia because it was becoming 
increasingly unsafe.2696

Representatives of the ICRC had only just resumed their activities in Bosnia at the beginning of 
July when news reached them that there were more than ten thousand detainees in Manjaca and 
Trnopolje.

 

2697 On 14 July several ICRC representatives visited the Bosnian Serb army’s camp at 
Manjaca, where they were shocked by what they found: 2300 starving men in six cowsheds. Four 
hundred men there were on the brink of death.2698 Patrick Gasser, head of the ICRC delegation, felt 
compelled to bring a dietician who had had experience during the famine in Somalia to the camp.2699 
Gasser himself flew to the ICRC headquarters in Geneva to make a report. On arrival, according to his 
own statement, he met with unbelief: the return of camps in Europe was considered impossible.2700 At 
that same time the ICRC had been aware of the existence of a camp at Omarska for weeks, but the 
organization had not succeeded in obtaining permission from the local authorities who ran this camp to 
inspect it.2701 In the case of Omarska the ICRC therefore had to rely on information from a Bosnian 
Serb doctor who worked for the Red Cross. He reported that apart from diarrhoea there were no 
health risks in the camp. By 6 August, when the pictures of emaciated prisoners behind barbed wire 
were broadcast on television, the ICRC had visited 4200 prisoners in ten camps in Bosnia, of which 
three were in Serb hands.2702

In retrospect, it is also remarkable that the media showed so little interest in the first reports of 
the camps. In the Netherlands, for example, Trouw placed the speech in which Izetbegovic spoke of the 
camps on the front page,

 However, it was not until 29 July that president Sommaruga of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross went public with his charges against the camps. 

2703 but NRC Handelsblad made no mention of it, while De Volkskrant placed 
the Bosnian president’s words on page 5. On 27 July Trouw reported a letter from Izetbegovic to 
Carrington which had been made public the previous day. In this letter, as examples of continuing Serb 
aggression against the Bosnian people, the Bosnian president made mention of ‘new mass murders’ in 
the area of Prijedor in the north-west of Bosnia and ‘57 Serb concentration camps’.2704

‘Times of war have actually made Yugoslavia, a country where you could 
imagine yourself in four or five different worlds, a surprisingly uniform country. 
Because whether it’s Vukovar or Mostar, Pakrac or Zvornik, all that is left is a 
scrapheap, a pile of rubble, on top of which totally bereft people are desperately 
wondering if they will ever be able to lead normal lives again and whether they 

 NRC Handelsblad 
and De Volkskrant paid no attention to the topic. In view of the commotion which was to arise shortly 
after, it is striking not only that so little attention was paid to the subject in the Dutch media at this 
phase, but also how little space it was given when it was actually reported. For many in the Netherlands 
– and elsewhere – the conflict in the former Yugoslavia was apparently still associated with lunacy. As 
Nicole Lucas wrote in Trouw on 25 July: 

                                                 

2696 Stephen Engelberg & Chuck Sudetic, ‘Conflict in the Balkans: In enemy Hands’, The New York Times, 16/08/92. 
2697 Mercier, Crimes, p. 108. 
2698 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. 
2699 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 112-113. 
2700 Mercier, Crimes, p. 110; Ignatieff, Honor, p. 1344. 
2701 Mercier, Crimes, p. 112. 
2702 Con Coughlin & Philip Sherwell, ‘Death in the Balkans’, Sunday Telegraph, 09/08/92. 
2703 ‘Dit bloedbad moet stoppen’ (‘This bloodbath has to stop’), Trouw, 10/07/92, but mentioned only 23 camps. 
2704 ‘Nieuwe kaart van Bosnië’ (‘New map of Bosnia’), Trouw, 27/07/92. 
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ever really have. ‘Can you understand it at all,’ people sometimes ask me in the 
Netherlands, often a little testily. More and more often I have to say: “No”’.2705

Moreover, it was extremely difficult for the media to report the conflict in the former Yugoslavia, 
because often it was impossible to check allegations of atrocities. The Western media were flooded with 
biased reports from the ministries of information and press agencies in the various capitals of the 
former Yugoslavia. There was also no scarcity of film footage and photographs whose authenticity 
could not be established. Often parties offered pictures of corpses with captions in which the ethnicity 
of the perpetrators and victims had been changed at will. According to Balkans specialist Milan 
Andrejevich of Radio Free Europe, after a year of war in Yugoslavia the foreign media were so 
desperate about the difficulty of establishing authenticity that they just did whatever occurred to them. 
Tim O’Sullivan of the British magazine PR Week was of the opinion that it was so difficult to apply the 
rules of journalism that most reporters just ignored them altogether.

 

2706

Roy Gutman’s reports: concentration camps in Bosnia 

  

In the midst of this general confusion there was one journalist who had sunk his teeth into the issues of 
ethnic cleansing and the camps in north-western Bosnia and was to make an important contribution to 
reporting them in the West. This was the American Roy Gutman, who worked as a correspondent for 
Newsday, a newspaper of which more than 800,000 copies were published daily in New York and Long 
Island and which had a good reputation for investigative journalism. In 1991, after the Gulf War had 
ended, Gutman had revisited Yugoslavia for the first time in 16 years. Soon afterwards he had become 
office manager for Newsday in Bonn.  

Gutman was extremely frustrated by the lack of interest in the Croatian and Bosnian wars in the 
United States. He compared the attitude of the West towards Bosnia with that of the British Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain towards Czechoslovakia in 1938.2707

On 3 July, the same day that UNHCR sent its report on the camps to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, Gutman reported a transport of eighteen hundred Muslims in eighteen 
railway carriages from the Bosnian village of Kozluk, near Zvornik, to the Yugoslav-Hungarian border. 
It was, as Gutman wrote in Newsday, ‘a practice not seen in Europe since the end of World War II’.

 

2708 
This comparison with the Third Reich and the Second World War gained a more and more prominent 
place in Gutman’s reports.2709 A few weeks later, for example, he quoted a Muslim student who had left 
Banja Luka and had said that the Muslims there had felt like Jews in the Third Reich. According to the 
same article, Croat and Muslim authorities had reported nightly rail transports of people through Banja 
Luka. These Muslim leaders said that the men subjected to these transports were executed or taken to 
camps, ‘some of which, the leaders say, are in fact death camps’.2710

On 9 July 1992 Gutman was asked by the SDA leader in Banja Luka, whom he had met a year 
earlier, to come and witness the practices of ethnic cleansing for himself.

 

2711

                                                 

2705 Nicole Lucas, ‘In tijd van oorlog’ (‘In times of war’), Trouw, 25/07/92. 

 According to Gutman’s 
contact, Muslims were deported from Banja Luka in cattle cars. Gutman’s source said it reminded him 

2706 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Kroaten rijgen kettingen van Servische vingers’, Elsevier, 03/10/92, p. 47. 
2707 Interview Gutman on http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/conversations/Gutman/gutman-con6.html , 
consulted on 29/02/00. 
2708 Roy Gutman, ‘Ethnic Cleansing’. Yugoslavs try to deport 1,800 Muslims to Hungary’, Newsday, 03/07/92, see also 
Gutman, Witness, pp. 20-23; the last expression also in Roy Gutman, ‘Like Auschwitz’. Serbs pack Muslims into freight cars’, 
Newsday, 21/07/92. 
2709 In the comments accompanying a later edition of his articles, Gutman again spoke of ‘Third Reich practices’, Witness, p. 
ix. 
2710 R. Gutman, ‘If Only They Could Flee. Muslims, Croats held in city’, Newsday, 26/07/92. 
2711 Gutman, Witness, p. vii. 
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of the Jews who were transported to Auschwitz.2712

He was given permission to visit the interrogation camp at Manjaca near Banja Luka, on 14 July, 
on the same day as the ICRC delegation led by Patrick Gasser. Normally the ICRC did not like to have 
journalists accompany them on their visits to camps, fearing that it might result in the gates then 
remaining closed to the ICRC itself. But on this occasion Gasser gave Gutman and Ed Vulliamy, 
correspondent for The Guardian, the opportunity to go with them and gather the information Gasser 
thought was needed to make the world wake up. However, Gasser asked the two journalists not to go 
inside the camp with the delegation.

 Gutman then succeeded in becoming the first 
Western journalist to penetrate to the north-west of Bosnia, an area scourged by ethnic cleansing. 
However, the Bosnian Serb military authorities in Banja Luka did not give him permission to visit 
Omarska.  

2713

The camp at Manjaca was originally an agricultural complex. In the summer of 1992 Muslims 
and Croats were detained there. Gutman was not given access to the barracks of the camp, but he did 
see men’s heads being shaved and guards with rubber clubs. He was also able to ‘interview’ eight men 
in the presence of the guards: VRS members asked most of the questions and the conversations were 
filmed by a camera crew from the Bosnian Serb army. Gutman concluded from these conversations 
and from interviews with several men outside the camp that the VRS’s statement that Manjaca was a 
camp for prisoners of war was untenable. Not all the men he had spoken to in the camp had taken part 
in combat. Gutman’s impression was that as many Muslims and Croats as possible had been assembled 
in the camp in order to exchange them for Serbs. The prisoners told Gutman of random maltreatment 
they had undergone and of incidental deaths.  

 For unknown reasons, Vulliamy never published anything about 
this visit.  

On 19 July Gutman’s article about Manjaca appeared in Newsday. It described Manjaca as one of 
a series of ‘new detention facilities, which one American embassy official in Belgrade (…) routinely 
refers to as “concentration camps”’. Gutman added his own comment: ‘It is another example of the 
human rights abuses now exploding to a dimension unseen in Europe since the Nazi Third Reich.’2714 
And according to Gutman, it had to be borne in mind that according to leading Muslims, Manjaca was 
‘a first-class camp’, because it was run by the regular Bosnian-Serb army, in which a certain discipline 
still prevailed. According to Gutman it was much worse in other camps in northern Bosnia, where the 
local police were in control. It is interesting, in the light of the reports that were to shake the world a 
few weeks later, that Gutman reported the presence of several barbed wire fences around the camp: 
‘With its multiple perimeters of barbed-wire fence, its newly dug minefields and its guard posts, the 
former army exercise grounds have the appearance of a Stalag 17 or the former East-West German 
border.’2715

After his article on Manjaca Gutman decided for himself that what he had heard in Banja Luka 
and the surrounding area about the camps was so serious that his reporting needed to be based on 
verifiable data. But, as he wrote later in the introduction to his volume of articles on the war in Bosnia: 
‘Having set such lofty standards, I immediately made an exception and wrote about the Omarska 
camp.’

 

2716

                                                 

2712 R. Gutman, ‘Like Auschwitz’. Serbs Pack Muslims into Freight Cars’, Newsday, 21/07/92; Gutman, Witness, p. 36. 

 Gutman’s article about the camp at Omarska, which the Bosnian Serb authorities did not 
permit the ICRC to visit at that time, also appeared in Newsday on 19 July. It was based on third-hand 
information, from a Muslim aid organization in Banja Luka which had informed Gutman of the 
testimony of a Muslim woman. Gutman wrote that Omarska was an open mine where thousands of 
Muslims were being held prisoner. Only a third of the prisoners had protection against the elements. 
The rest had to stay in the burning sun and when it rained they stood in the mud. Food was scarce and 
so were medical and sanitary facilities, so that sickness and disease were rife. Every day six to ten 

2713 Mercier, Crimes, p. 110; Ignatieff, Honor, p. 136. 
2714 R. Gutman, ‘Prisoners of Serbia’s War. Tales of hunger, torture at camp in north Bosnia’, Newsday, 19/07/92. 
2715 Ibid. 
2716 Gutman, Witness, p. xii. 
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people died. According to Gutman there were more and more indications that Omarska was a ‘death 
camp’.2717

Two days later another article by Gutman appeared in Newsday. Again he wrote that according 
to Muslim authorities Omarska was a death camp, where young men were detained.

 

2718

Gutman’s reason for not sticking to his intention to describe only verified reports was that if 
Omarska really did turn out to be a death camp, it should be put down in black and white ‘to alert 
others’.

 In addition, on 
the basis of a witness’s description, he reported on the camp in Trnopolje, where apparently mainly 
women, children and old men were held. The witness had seen how his neighbour, Ilijaz Hadzic, who 
had been chairman of the SDA in Kozarac, together with his wife and three children were executed in 
the camp at Trnopolje when he refused to give the names of other SDA activists. At night guards 
would select women prisoners and then rape them. Eventually the thousands of imprisoned inhabitants 
of Kozarac were transported by rail in abominable conditions to the town of Zenica, which was in 
Muslim hands. 

2719 He thought that a story by an experienced reporter in a serious newspaper would be sure to 
draw the attention of the American government. So as to leave nothing to chance, at his request 
colleagues from Newsday in Washington brought his articles to the attention of the authorities: the CIA, 
the White House and members of the American Congress. There was not a single reaction.2720

On 2 August two new articles by Gutman appeared in Newsday, this time about the Omarska 
and Trnopolje camps and the camp at Luka near Brcko. Evidently in an attempt to succeed in drawing 
attention this time there was a heading with five-centimetre-high letters, at the top of the front page: 
‘The Deathcamps of Bosnia’. According to Gutman’s report, more than a thousand civilians had been 
killed in the Omarska and Luka camps and thousands more were being detained, in anticipation of a 
certain death. This report was based on the testimony of two released prisoners with whom Gutman 
had spoken.

 

2721

For the article about the camp at Luka near Brcko, Gutman had spoken with a 53-year-old civil 
servant, who claimed to be one of the 150 survivors of a group of 1500 prisoners the rest of whom had 
been shot by firing squads or had their throats cut between mid-May and mid-June. Along with the 
other detainees, the witness had been forced to watch the murders. According to his testimony 
inhabitants of Brcko had also been processed into cattle fodder by means of cremation and rape had 
also taken place. Several prisoners were said to have had their genitals torn off or their noses cut off. 
Eventually a group of a hundred and twenty men, including the witness, had been released.

 

2722 Later, it 
was established that of the eight thousand people who were detained in this camp three hundred had 
been killed by the beginning of July 1992.2723

In the other article Gutman wrote mainly about the former mining complex of Omarska, where 
thousands of Muslims and Croats were said to be enclosed in metal cages without food or sanitary 
facilities. They included the elite of Prijedor, wrote Gutman. In this case he based his reports of the 
rape, torture and mass executions which were said to have taken place there on the testimony of a 63-
year-old Muslim building contractor, who had been released from the camp in the first week of June on 
grounds of his advanced age. According to the contractor every few days ten to fifteen prisoners in the 
camp were executed. In addition he alleged that during the short period he had been in the camp, 35 to 
40 men had died as a result of maltreatment. He himself had also been repeatedly beaten up, so that he 
was now missing seven teeth. 

 

                                                 

2717 Gutman, Witness, p. 34. 
2718 Gutman, Witness, p. 41. 
2719 Gutman, Witness, p. xii. 
2720 Gutman, Witness, p. xii; Harry Kreisler, ‘Witness to genocide. Conversation with Roy Gutman’, 
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Later Gutman would write about these two articles: ‘Why did I publish a story with only two 
witnesses? I was convinced that the lives of thousands of people were at stake and that we should take 
the journalistic risk in their interests.’2724 Gutman reported little about Trnopolje, but in view of later 
debates about the nature of this camp it is interesting that Gutman wrote that he had talked to a 
woman who had been in the camp without being a prisoner.2725

One day after the publications about ‘The Deathcamps of Bosnia’, on 3 August, Gutman wrote 
an article about camps in Bosanski Samac. Although according to a written statement by one of the 
detainees the prisoners had been forced to watch the murder of fifteen fellow-prisoners, Gutman 
thought that in this case the term ‘death camp’ was not applicable. What did worry him was that the 
camps in Bosanski Samac were not on the list of 94 Bosnian Serb detention centres which Bosnian 
agencies had in the meantime sent to UNHCR. It therefore seemed likely that the number of camps in 
Bosnia was even larger than had been assumed up to that point.

 

2726

On 5 August Gutman could write a new article about Omarska, after talking the day before to 
the 53-year-old Muslim ‘Hujca’ in Zagreb, who had been detained in the camp for twelve days in May. 
According to this source, every night seven or eight prisoners were taken at random by guards from a 
storage room where six to seven hundred internees were kept, and then executed. Gutman also 
reported that he had heard from a 30-year-old member of the Bosnian Muslim armed forces that he 
had heard from a 15-year-old boy who had been detained in Omarska for a week, that some men had 
been taken from the open mine and had never returned.

 

2727

The effect of Gutman’s reports on the American government 

 

Gutman’s articles of 2 August did have the desired effect: both inside and outside the United States 
they attracted a large amount of interest from other media and from authorities. On 4 August the 
Security Council, in a statement by its president Li Daoyu from China, expressed its deep concern 
about ‘continuing reports of widespread violations of international humanitarian law and in particular 
reports of the imprisonment and abuse of civilians in camps, prisons and detention centres throughout 
the territory of the former Yugoslavia and especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina’. The Security Council 
asked for ‘immediate, unimpeded and continued access to all such places’. Those who committed these 
violations of human rights, warned the Council, would be held individually responsible for their 
deeds.2728

Gutman’s articles of 2 August also had a significant effect on the American presidential election 
campaign. Until then the American media had devoted much less attention to the wars in the former 
Yugoslavia than the European media. Moreover, reporting on Yugoslavia displayed ignorance and 
confusion and contained many errors. The neglect of the conflicts was reinforced by the fact that no 
direct American interests were involved and that as far as war reporting was concerned the American 
media had financially exhausted themselves during the Gulf War.

  

2729

During an election campaign in the United States, a sitting president who is also a candidate 
tends not to plunge into perilous foreign adventures, being aware that the voters are primarily 
interested in domestic affairs. And if he himself is not sufficiently aware of this fact, his opponents will 
not fail to rub it in, just as in this case the Democratic rival candidate William Jefferson Clinton, 
governor of Arkansas, and his followers passed the message on to Bush: ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’  
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At the beginning of June 1992 The New York Times reported that up to that point of the year less 
foreign news had been broadcast in the evenings by the major American television networks than in the 
previous three years. Some of the explanations given by the networks for this were: greater interest in 
national issues, the emphasis on domestic topics in the election campaign and – specifically in relation 
to Yugoslavia – ‘the difficulty of explaining a complicated conflict to viewers who lack a vested interest 
in the outcome’. Besides, according to Peter Jennings, anchorman of ABC’s World News Tonight, 
initially there was not a single journalist who understood what was going on in Yugoslavia and ‘you 
can’t get the public to understand if the journalists don’t understand’. Some networks admitted that 
they had given insufficient coverage to the developments in Yugoslavia. One producer, who wished to 
remain anonymous, said that news about Yugoslavia was very much determined by scenes of violence: 
‘Everybody seems to want to go for the blood. (…) It’s back to “Cut me a minute of bang-bang.” But 
nobody wants to go into the issues behind the bangs.’2730

Indeed, the 1992 American election campaign did show an even greater lack of interest in 
foreign politics than otherwise. Ex-president Richard M. Nixon said shortly before the summer of 1992 
that in 44 years he had never seen a campaign in which foreign politics was so little discussed.

  

2731 
Attempts by Bush to make leeway with his successes in foreign politics were not very successful, partly 
because some of the American voters condemned Bush for not having pushed on to Baghdad at the 
end of the Gulf War for reasons of international politics, with the consequence that Saddam Hussein 
was still giving off signals of contempt for the West.2732

At the end of July Clinton decided that it might be to his advantage to launch an attack on 
President Bush’s foreign policy. He observed that he could sow dissent in Bush’s camp by raising the 
possibility of air strikes on Serb troops in Bosnia, since some of the Republican politicians were also in 
favour of them.

  

2733 As a result of Gutman’s articles, Clinton and several Democratic representatives 
urged the American government to try to persuade the Security Council to use force to stop the 
violation of human rights, without ruling out the deployment of American armed forces. ‘If the horrors 
of the Holocaust taught us anything, it is the high cost of remaining silent in the face of genocide’, said 
Clinton.2734

Gutman’s articles about the camps, which were soon to be followed by others, led the media to 
ask a question which was awkward for the authorities, namely how much they had already known about 
the camps before Gutman published his reports. Had private individuals exposed what the authorities 
had wanted to keep secret?

 

2735 Or was the attitude of the Western governments inspired by the old 
adage ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’?2736 Gutman himself could not believe that in an era of espionage 
satellites he had been the first to see anything of the camps. According to him the American 
government had wanted to keep quiet about the camps because if the public at large had known about 
them the government would have been forced into active intervention.2737 To support his conviction 
Gutman could point to remarks such as that made by Bush at the beginning of July, after the economic 
summit of the G7 in Munich, when he said that the American government did not intend to send 
troops to every ‘hiccup here or there’.2738

                                                 

2730 Bill Carter, ‘Networks Cutting Back on Foreign Coverage’, The New York Times, 10/06/92. 
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Later it would emerge2739

‘There were photographs. We had them in 1992. If you looked you could see a 
little outbuilding suddenly blimping into a circus full of people. You would have 
reports, perhaps fragmentary, about a concentration camp at site X, and it 
would have been possible to look at site X and see. Somebody simply had to 
collate the fragmentary evidence from refugees and intercepts with the 
photographs. But we were determined not to see it because all this could lead to 
pressure for intervention… It was not a technical screwup that we did not see 
the camps. This was willed. In the end, the Central Intelligence Agency is a 
political tool of the administration.’

 that as early as mid-May President Bush had ordered the CIA to carry 
out an intensive investigation of the conditions in Bosnia. The results were intended to be for the 
benefit not only of the American government but also of UNPROFOR. The CIA and the Defense 
Intelligence Agency had deployed both agents and espionage satellite for the purpose and tapped 
messages in the region. In June, on the basis of its findings, the CIA had informed the president of 
atrocities committed by Bosnian Serb armed forces, such as torture and executions, which had led to 
thousands of deaths. However, the American government decided not to make the results of the 
investigation public because they were fragmentary and not unequivocal, which made them no different 
from journalistic reporting. As the CIA had initially concentrated on the situation in towns and villages 
where ethnic cleansing was taking place, it was not until the end of July that the intelligence service 
began to focus their attention on the camps. However, the president did not give the service permission 
to deploy U-2 espionage aircraft, because it would be ‘too provocative’ for the Serb authorities. In fact, 
the American government still hoped to persuade Milosevic to adopt a more peaceful stance by 
diplomatic means. Then Keyhole satellites were deployed which did in fact localize camps, but their 
significance escaped the CIA. The American intelligence service is said to have thought that the camps 
were a logical result of the refugee flows which had been set in motion. Later the American diplomat 
Ron Neitzke denied this: 

2740

George Kenney, who worked at the Yugoslavia section of the State Department, said later:  

 

‘By June and certainly by July, we were getting reports from Northern Bosnia 
that, if we had wanted to look closely, would have been very disturbing. In July, 
we had maybe a dozen reports of really barbaric things being done by the Serbs. 
The reports were anecdotal, but they came from good local contacts who had 
proved reliable in the past.’2741

Jon Western, who worked at the State Department on the human rights situation in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, also saw reports on atrocities which, as he himself said, looked very similar to what was 
familiar from accounts of the Second World War. Initially he and his colleagues thought it might be 
disinformation, but at a certain point a pattern emerged and it became possible to form a picture of the 
camps and the crimes which were being perpetrated there by collating the statements of witnesses.

  

2742

It was the young diplomat Henry Kelly at the American embassy in Belgrade in particular who, 
thanks to telephone contacts with people in Banja Luka and Prijedor, was able to spark off a stream of 
reports on an almost daily basis which received wide distribution in the State Department. His reports 

 

                                                 

2739 The following passage is based on K. Royce and P.J. Sloyan, ‘The U.S. Waited. Back in June, CIA Told Bush of 
Atrocities’, Newsday, 14/08/92. See also Patrick Glynn, ‘See No Evil’, Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 134. 
2740 Cohen, Hearts, p. 173. 
2741 Cohen, Hearts, p. 217. 
2742 Danner, ‘Clinton’, p. 58. 
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showed that a large number of Muslim men ‘disappeared’ in the area surrounding Banja Luka and 
Prijedor: 

‘That they were disappearing into concentration camps was something that 
emerged incrementally. We would hear about ‘processing points’. By the end of 
May, ‘transit centres’. Then ‘detention camps’, then ‘factories and mines’- and it 
coalesced into the reality: a gulag. The names appeared: Omarska, Kereterm 
[Keraterm], Brcko.’2743

Western sent the gist of the reports he saw upwards in the hierarchy of the State Department to 
Minister Baker and to senior officials in the Pentagon and the White House. It was, said Western, as 
though his information vanished into a big black hole: ‘We could send things up and nothing would 
come back.’

 

2744 Kenney tried in vain to persuade his superiors to use the word ‘genocide’ in official 
reports to refer to the atrocities which had been established.2745 Jim Swigert, second man at the 
American embassy in Belgrade, said about this: ‘As I’ve read the definition of genocide, this was 
genocide. But we did not want to say that. The marching orders from President Bush were that 
Yugoslavia was essentially a European problem and we were to stay out of it.’2746

‘The next question would have been: ‘And what is the US government doing 
about it?’ And the answer would have been: ‘Nothing.’ And since this was an 
unacceptable answer for political reasons, we simply didn’t make the public 
aware of the concentration camps.’

 Paul Williams, who in 
1992 was working in the Office of the Legal Advisor for Europe and Canada at the State Department, 
said that it was impossible for American government spokesmen to disclose what was known about the 
camps: 

2747

When in early August public indignation about the camps started to make things difficult for Bush, 
photo analysts were ordered to re-examine all the available satellite photos. One thing at least was 
shown by photos taken of the open mine in Omarska on 5 August, three days after Gutman’s 
‘Deathcamp’ articles: by then there were no longer any prisoners there.

 

2748

The problems caused for Bush by Gutman’s publications were exacerbated by the way Tom 
Niles, Assistant Secretary for European Affairs, reacted during a routine session of the International 
Relations European Subcommittee of the House of Representatives on 4 August, when representatives 
asked him for information about the ‘death camps’ reported by Gutman. Niles’s defensive attitude 
annoyed the members of the subcommittee, especially the chairman, the Democratic representative 
Tom Lantos, who had himself survived a Hungarian concentration camp during the Second World 
War. It was particularly unfortunate for the American government that Richard Boucher, assistant 
spokesman for the State Department, had admitted to the press the day before that the American 
government was in possession of reports similar to those of the media about Serb camps in Bosnia 
where civilians were being tortured and murdered. He had also said that the American government had 
reports about camps run by Bosnian Muslims and Croats, although there was no evidence of 
maltreatment in those camps.

 

2749 ‘Either Mr. Boucher is lying or you are lying’, Lantos told Niles.2750

                                                 

2743 An official from the State Department, quoted in Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. 

 

2744 Danner, ‘Clinton’, p. 61. 
2745 Ibid.; Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 96. 
2746 Ibid. 
2747 Paul Williams, in: Magas & Zanic (eds.), War, p. 313. See also the statements made by State Department official John 
Fox in Strobel, Policy, p. 151 and Danner, ‘Clinton’, p. 58. 
2748 Cf. Cohen, Hearts, p. 220. 
2749 Don Oberdorfer, ‘U.S. Verifies Killings in Serb Camps’, The Washington Post, 04/08/92; id., ‘State Dept. Backtracks On 
Atrocity Reports’, The Washington Post, 05/08/92; Strobel, Policy, p. 150. 
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When it also emerged that the American government’s first reaction to the reports on the camps was 
that they were not prepared to do more than support the Red Cross in its attempts to gain access to the 
camps and to improve the prisoners’ lot,2751 Lantos remarked that the words ‘Munich’ and 
‘appeasement’ just kept ringing in his head.2752

The press gained the impression that the American government had something to hide; their 
suspicions were strengthened by a remark made by General Lewis MacKenzie, commander of 
UNPROFOR II in Bosnia, who said on 4 August that during the previous five months his troops had 
received ‘a ton of paper’ from the Serbian and Croatian governments about camps where, as was 
claimed, thousands had allegedly been killed.

 

2753 These were said to be ‘sophisticated reports’, not 
individual allegations. The Canadian general stated that he had sent the information on through the UN 
command line, but that hardly any action had been taken because it was too dangerous to visit the 
camps in Bosnia because of the combat taking place in the surrounding areas. The UN headquarters in 
New York denied ever having received such reports. In other words: the information had never left the 
headquarters of UNPROFOR Commander Nambiar in Zagreb. UN spokesmen said that the 
commander had evidently ignored the information because an inquiry into excesses of this nature did 
not fall within the scope of his mandate.2754

However, the Bosnian mission at the UN claimed that they had long since passed on 
information about the camps.

  

2755 According to later (inconsistent) statements by the Bosnian UN 
ambassador Muhamed Sacirbey, he had given information about camps to Secretary-General Boutros-
Ghali from the end of April on2756 or on 15 May.2757 There is no known written document confirming 
this. However, it is clear that Muhamed Sacirbey, the Bosnian UN Permanent Representative, 
submitted the list of the 94 plus 11 camps to the chairman of the Security Council on 29 July.2758 
According to an American official, the reaction at the UN had then been: ‘It’s from the Bosnians, 
therefore exaggeration.’2759 On 12 August the same list was sent to all missions of the CSCE, dated 26 
July2760

Due to the remarks of MacKenzie and Sacirbey, now the UN came under fire as well as 
president Bush. At the beginning of August it was made known that the report sent by UNHCR to 
UNPROFOR and other organizations on 3 July had never reached the UN headquarters in New York 
either.

, so that it can be assumed that it was not until the end of July that the government in Sarajevo 
informed its diplomatic representatives abroad of the existence of the list. 

2761 It was implied that this was a consequence of Boutros-Ghali’s attitude; he had, after all, 
accused the Security Council of concentrating on ‘the rich man’s war’ in the former Yugoslavia.2762

Rapporteurs of the American Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations later said that the lack 
of initiative on the part of the United Nations after the UNHCR report of 3 July was typical of the 
organization’s systematic incapacity to react to large-scale human rights crises. Reporting violations of 

  

                                                                                                                                                                  

2750 Cohen, Hearts, p. 174. 
2751 David Binder, ‘No U.S. action seen on prison camps’, The New York Times, 04/08/92; Don Oberdorfer, ‘U.S. Verifies 
Killings in Serb Camps’, The Washington Post, 04/08/92; J. Friedman, ‘The UN Demands Access’, Newsday, 05/08/92. 
2752 Cohen, Hearts, p. 174. 
2753 J. Friedman, ‘The UN Demands Access’, Newsday, 05/08/92; ‘VN-generaal wist van excessen’ (‘UN general knew of 
excesses’), NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. 
2754 ‘VN-generaal wist van excessen’, NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. See also Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 119. 
2755 J. Friedman, ‘Report Secret. UN unit knew of Bosnia detentions; so did U.S.’, Newsday, 06/08/92. 
2756 Silber & Little, Death, pp. 251-252. 
2757 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96; Silber & Little, Death, pp. 251-252. 
2758 VN, S/24365. 
2759 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. 
2760 OVSE Vienna, 07 34.4, I Bosnia Herzegovina [April-August 92, CSCE Communication no. 234 to the points of contact, 
12/08/92 with the List of Concentration Camps and Prisons at the Territory of the Republic of Bosnia and Hercegovina as 
an appendix, 26/07/92] 
2761 CNN, News, ‘ITN Reporter Was Allowed in Serb Detention Camps’, 06/08/92; ‘Polemique à l’ONU autour de la 
diffusion interne des informations sur les camps de detention’, Agence Franse Presse, 07/08/92. 
2762 Aengus Finucane, ‘The Changing Roles of Voluntary Organizations’, Kevin M. Cahill (ed.), Framework, p. 253. 
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human rights fell outside UNPROFOR’s mandate and was not the task of the UNHCR, whose job was 
to supply relief and humanitarian aid for refugees. The rapporteurs therefore recommended that the 
United Nations set up a special human rights unit which would react immediately to incipient crises in 
the field of human rights.2763

It was not only that something had gone wrong in the line of communication from 
UNPROFOR to the UN headquarters; the question also arose why UNHCR, which had itself drawn 
up a report about the camps at the beginning of July, had not reacted more promptly. Mendiluce 
defended UNHCR by saying that the High Commission did not have a mandate to visit camps and had 
done what it could by handing over the data it had to the ICRC. ‘We were up to our eyeballs in 
thousands of expulsions and two million refugees’, said the organization’s spokesman, Ron Redman.

 

2764 
Moreover, added Mendiluce, media interest in the camps was to some extent misplaced, since most of 
the crimes took place during attacks on towns and villages in the framework of ethnic cleansing and not 
in the camps themselves: ‘The whole of Bosnia-Herzegovina is becoming a sort of concentration camp. 
This has been well known.’2765

So Mendiluce passed the responsibility on to the ICRC, which defended itself by saying that it 
would have been refused access to the camps if it had given too much publicity to their existence.

 

2766 ‘If 
we had seen extermination camps, we would have shouted’, said Pierre Gauthier, spokesman of the 
ICRC, in defence of his organization.2767 The ICRC refused to say anything else about what it had done 
with the information.2768 But in fact the ICRC had sent on all the information it had about camps to the 
American State Department and to other diplomats involved, ‘not just the Americans’, from mid-June 
on. Throughout the whole month of July the ICRC passed on information to the American, British and 
French diplomats about the atrocities taking place in the Bosnian-Serb camps.2769

There was another authority which had apparently known more about the Serb prison camps in 
Bosnia. On 7 August the Vatican issued a statement saying that it had at its disposal ‘more than certain 
reports’ confirming the existence of camps in which thousands of Bosnians were imprisoned. It made 
several details known about persecuted Catholic leaders and faithful. For example, the Vatican knew 
that the priest of Ljubica was imprisoned with several of his parishioners in the camp at Omarska. 
Unlike the UN, the Vatican was able to escape criticism by calling for immediate military intervention. 
‘Keeping quiet without doing everything possible to stop the aggression against a helpless population, is 
a sin of omission’, according to a statement issued by the Holy See on 7 August. In the opinion of the 
Vatican, in this case military intervention did not mean ‘heading for war, but preventing war’.

  

2770

8. The warring factions’ public relations  

 

Around the end of July more attention was devoted to the phenomenon of the camps in Europe than 
in the United States, where at that time Gutman was conducting his solitary journalistic crusade. For 
example, on 29 July an article about camps in northern Bosnia by correspondent Maggie O’Kane 
appeared in The Guardian. She wrote about several camps, including the one at Trnopolje, which 
according to her – although she had not actually visited it herself – was the best of all the camps. There 
was food for the inmates and villagers could also bring food to the camp. She had talked to a woman, 
                                                 

2763 United States Senate, Cleansing, p. 12. 
2764 J. Friedman, ‘Report Secret. UN unit knew of Bosnia detentions; so did U.S.’, Newsday, 06/08/92. See also M. Kempton, 
‘The UN’s Silence Shall Be Its Shame’, Newsday, 13/08/92; M. Schram, ‘Denying the Horror That’s Beyond Bosnia’, 
Newsday, 13/08/92. 
2765 Stephen Engelberg & Chuck Sudetic, ‘Conflict in the Balkans: In enemy Hands’, The New York Times, 16/08/92. 
2766 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. See also Ignatieff, Honor, p. 134. 
2767 Con Coughlin & Philip Sherwell, ‘Death in the Balkans’, Sunday Telegraph, 09/08/92. 
2768 R. Howell, ‘Outrage. At UN, Pressure For Armed Reply’, Newsday, 07/08/92. 
2769 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia’s secret war’, The Gazette, 02/07/96. 
2770 Marc Leijendekker, ‘Vaticaan dringt aan op interventie in Bosnië’ (‘Vatican urges intervention in Bosnia’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 08/08/92. 
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Rozalija Hrustic, who had been brought to the camp with her family from Kozarac. Later they were 
released without being harmed in any way. However, some of their friends had to stay. Her 62-year-old 
husband later decided to revisit these friends at the camp. When he went there, he saw a large group of 
women and children being transported to Zenica in cattle trucks. Because the trucks stood still in the 
burning sun for long periods during the journey, and the Serb guards did not allow other Muslims to 
bring water for the women and children, four women and seven children died on the way. In her 
article, O’Kane referred to Trnopolje several times as a concentration camp.2771 The term 
‘concentration camp’, especially in English, has a technical meaning and dates from the Boer War in 
Africa. But the phrase ‘concentration camp’ is also associated with a specific era: it is generally used to 
refer to the Nazi camps of the Third Reich and in particular to extermination camps such as Auschwitz 
en Treblinka. Referring to the prison camps as concentration camps drew European journalists to 
northern Bosnia like a magnet. ‘Concentration camp’ was a catchword.2772

However, one day earlier, on 28 July, a small group of British journalists had already set out for 
the former Yugoslavia whose reports were to make history. When Gutman’s first articles appeared, 
Karadzic and Koljevic were in London for talks led by the United Kingdom which held the EU 
presidency at the time. The press in the British capital confronted the Bosnian Serb leaders with the 
reports on the concentration camps. However, Karadzic repeatedly denied the existence of 
concentration camps to the media. According to him there were prisoner of war camps, but so there 
were in every war, he said. But the press persisted and then Karadzic did something he must have 
deeply regretted later. 

 

Both the civilian and the military authorities in Serbia and the Republika Srpska had devoted 
relatively little attention to their PR abroad,2773 unlike the other conflicting parties in the former 
Yugoslavia. In Chapter 1 the PR successes of the Slovenian government in June and July 1991 were 
discussed. Soon after, the Croatian Authorities managed to mobilize the entire population for a 
campaign intended to manoeuvre the country into a victim role vis-à-vis the Serbs in the eyes of 
Westerners.2774 In fact, in the summer of 1991 the Croatian government’s goal was to get as many 
foreign journalists as possible to come to Zagreb.2775 Croatian generals liked to take journalists with 
them to the front, something Serbian generals hardly ever did. The consequence was that during the 
conflict in Croatia journalists were active mainly on the Croatian front.2776 And whereas in the summer 
of 1991 the Croatian public relations machinery was sending the song Peace in Croatia out into the 
world, accompanied by a glib video clip, the Serbs restricted themselves to ‘statements in armoured 
language, proclaimed by men with martial moustaches’, as two Dutch journalists put it.2777

To polish up their countries’ image in the United States, the Slovenian and Croatian 
governments had turned to American PR firms such as Ruder Finn Global Public Affairs, Hill and 
Knowlton, and Waterman & Associates, which could influence the American press, policy makers and 
‘think tanks’.

  

2778

                                                 

2771 Maggie O’Kane, ‘Muslims’ nightmare under the long hot Yugoslav sun’, The Guardian, 29/07/92. 

 On 18 May 1992 the Bosnian government also entered into a contract with Ruder 
Finn. However, the Serbian government’s PR office in the United States, Bill M. Wise’s Wise 

2772 According to one journalist, within 24 hours of the appearance of O’Kane’s article, as many as 350 journalists set out for 
northern Bosnia. Phillip Knightley, ‘Es stellt sich heraus, dass der Stacheldraht nur ein Symbol war’ (‘It turns out that the 
barbed wire was only a symbol’), Novo, (1997)27(March/April). 
2773 Interview M. Milutinovic, 20 and 22/03/00; Sremac, War, pp. x, 2, 4, 5, 21, 60, 72. 
2774 Ugresic, Cultuur, pp. 105-107. 
2775 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘In Kroatië is de tijd van de keuzes voorbij’ (‘In Croatia the time for choices is over’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 13/07/91. 
2776 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In Kroatië is iedereen goed’ (‘In Croatia everyone is good’), Elsevier, 08/08/92, p. 32. 
2777 Arno Kantelberg and Bart Rijs, ‘Zonder helden of schurken’ (‘Without heroes or rogues’), HP/De Tijd, 13/09/93, p. 8. 
2778 For the role of Ruder Finn see Dray, Myth; Jacques Merlino, ‘Da haben wir voll ins Schwarze getroffen. Die PR-Firma 
Ruder Finn’, Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, pp. 153-158; Johanna Neuman, ‘Croats, Serbs wage media war in USA’, USA 
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Communications, discontinued its activities in June 1992 because of the sanctions then imposed by the 
United Nations on Rest Yugoslavia.2779 Later other firms in the US also refused to work for the 
Belgrade regime, not only because of the sanctions, but also because they were afraid their other 
customers would leave if they accepted the job.2780 The lobbying firm Ian Greer Associates, which had 
spent nearly a hundred thousand British pounds on attempts to influence conservative MPs and 
Minister of Defence Malcolm Rifkind in particular on behalf of Milosevic’s regime since 5 December 
1991, also broke off its activities because of the sanctions.2781

Without direct foreign advisers
 

2782 the Serb authorities in Belgrade and Pale made a mess of 
their public relations. Press conferences in Belgrade were seldom in English.2783 Serbian and Bosnian 
Serb propaganda efforts were almost entirely focused on domestic consumption or on the Serb 
diaspora,2784 which led to the comment from Serb critics that ‘the “propaganda war” was not lost – it 
was not even waged in an organized fashion because of indifference to the “foreign factor”.’2785

For a long time Milosevic disregarded organized PR abroad. Personally, Milosevic had much 
less desire than the Croatian and Bosnian leaders to make use of the diaspora to further the interests of 
Serbia, their old homeland, because he had always distrusted the Serbian emigrants as being anti-
communist.

  

2786 An example of his disregard for PR took place at the end of 1991; the Serbian deputy 
Prime Minister Darko Prohaska had then made initial contacts with the renowned PR firm Saatchi & 
Saatchi. As soon as Milosevic heard about this, he fired Prohaska and the contacts were broken off.2787 
It was not until 1998 that Milosevic observed that in his opinion his government’s biggest problem with 
Washington was bad PR.2788

Foreign journalists who had dealings with Bosnian Serb authorities often found that they were 
treated rudely. For example, Todor Dutina, head of SRNA, the Bosnian Serb News Agency, had the 
habit of telling journalists when he first met them that in his opinion their profession consisted in 
principle of criminals.

  

2789 The press centre in Pale, which was led by Karadzic’s daughter Sonja, was 
often declared closed by the heads of the VRS at crucial moments in the war.2790 When it was open, its 
employees often tried to make journalists pay for information.2791 Mladic proclaimed loudly that he did 
not need the press, ‘because history will show that I am right.’2792

                                                 

2779 Tom O’Sullivan, ‘War: PR Battles in the Balkans’, PR Week, 13/08/92. 

 On the other hand, like Minister of 
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Defence Kadijevic,2793 he complained that the Croatians had bought themselves good PR in the West, 
and that the Serbian people had not understood that this was a prerequisite of modern warfare.2794

This negative attitude on the part of the Serbian leaders towards foreign media was reinforced 
by the fact that both in the Republika Srpska and in Serbia itself there was a feeling that the Serbian 
nation was victimized and misunderstood by the rest of the world. In other words: public relations 
would not be of any help in the West anyway.

 

2795 Moreover, on the Serbian side there was a lack of 
familiarity in dealing with free media and public opinion which dated from the communist era.2796 The 
Bosnian Muslims, on the other hand, were less tainted by the communist past, and immediately sensed 
the importance of good relations with journalists. ‘I am not saying they deliberately abused us, I am 
saying they used us intelligently,’ said the French General Morillon.2797

If an attempt was made on the Serbian side to do something about PR, it was often done 
amateurishly. Serbs often failed to understand that the Western media, focused as they were on sound 
bites and one liners, were not interested in lengthy expositions about six centuries of victimization 
dating from the Battle of Kosovo,

 

2798 a chapter of history which according to the American journalist 
Peter Maass to the Serbs seemed to be as familiar as mother’s milk.2799 Nor were Western journalists 
interested in propaganda films full of atrocities committed against the Serbs during the Second World 
War which were supposed to serve as a justification for their actions in 1992. ‘If there was an Academy 
Award for the Crudest, Goriest Propaganda Film, then the Serbs would win, hands down’, said 
Maass.2800

Serbian and Bosnian Serb authorities also hindered themselves in their efforts to create a 
positive image abroad by the way they tried to deter Western intervention. In order to do this they had 
to portray themselves as bogeymen. For example, they pointed out that they were in a position to 
create a second Vietnam

 

2801 or to avenge themselves by attacking Western capitals and nuclear power 
plants.2802 By choosing this ‘top dog’ position, they confirmed the victim role of the Bosnian Muslims 
by implication.2803

Worried by the negative reporting and the first accounts of Serb internment camps, the 
government of the Republika Srpska decided in the summer of 1992 to do a remarkable about-turn: 
they launched a publicity offensive.

  

2804

                                                 

2793 Kadijevic, View, p. 137. 

 Karadzic and his associates hoped to achieve success by staging 
a grand disappearing act. If they could wipe out the traces of their crimes as thoroughly as possible, the 
West would have to admit that nothing could be proved. It was a campaign which seemed to dovetail 
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een massamoord’ (‘Traces of a mass murder’), HP/De Tijd, 28/08/92, p. 11, and ‘Buitenlandse journalisten! Mooi! Heel 
mooi! Dan heeft de waarheid eindelijk de kans!’ (‘Foreign journalists! Great! Just great! Then truth will finally have a 
chance’), Bart Rijs, ‘Reis naar het einde van Bosnië’ (‘Journey to the end of Bosnia’), HP/De Tijd, 04/09/92, p. 22. See also, 
Bell, Way, p. 140; Silber & Little, Death, p. 249. 
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with the idea of ‘plausible deniability,’ which had been the rationale behind many Serb crimes, such as 
the habit of putting as little as possible on paper and making victims of ethnic cleansing sign 
documents stating that they voluntarily gave up their property.  

So Karadzic took the plunge and invited journalists to come and see for themselves if there 
were concentration camps. The television feature ITN News and the newspaper The Guardian accepted 
the challenge. Penny Marshall of ITN News at Ten, her cameraman Jeremy Irvin, and Ian Williams of 
ITN Channel 5 News flew to Belgrade on 28 July, the day before the appearance of O’Kane’s 
controversial article. They were also joined by Ed Vulliamy, reporter for The Guardian, who had covered 
the war in Yugoslavia from as early as the summer of 1991 and who had let the chance slip to report on 
the Manjaca camp a few weeks earlier. 

9. Trnopolje: the famous pictures 

‘Ironically, the first television images that shocked the world came 
from Trnopolje, the ‘best’ camp. No one ever saw the worst camps 
when they were at their worst.’2805

When the British journalists were held up by red tape in Belgrade for several days, they took the 
opportunity to visit two of the camps in Serbia which were on the list of 94 plus 11 and to film there: 
the recreation centre at Loznica, where according to the list 1380 prisoners were detained and Subotica, 
where there were said to be 5000. However, both of these turned out to be purely refugee camps, in 
which Serbs were also accommodated. On 3 August the British journalists were able to fly from 
Belgrade to Pale. There they managed to obtain permission from Karadzic, who in the meantime had 
returned from London, to visit Omarska and Trnopolje. A visit to a prison in the vicinity of Pale, at the 
invitation of Karadzic, failed to supply proof of the existence of death camps. 

 

On 5 August the ITN team and Vulliamy reached Banja Luka, from where they were taken to 
Omarska and Trnopolje under Bosnian Serb military escort. Omarska made an unpleasant impression 
on the British reporters, but they found no incontrovertible evidence that it was an extermination 
camp. However, there were several buildings to which the British journalists were not given access. 
What Marshall and her fellow travellers did not know was that almost immediately after the appearance 
of Gutman’s article about Omarska on 2 August, the Bosnian Serb authorities had decided to shut 
down the camp as soon as possible. When the ICRC was permitted to visit the camp on 12 August, one 
week after the British journalists, there were ‘only’ 173 prisoners left. By the time Vulliamy and the ITN 
team arrived, most of the prisoners, like those of Keraterm, had been taken to the Manjaca and 
Trnopolje camps,2806

The camp at Trnopolje covered a large area on which several buildings stood, including a 
school. It was originally not a prison camp but a transit camp for women, children and older men, 
mainly from the district of Prijedor and in particular from the town of Kozarac, which had 15,000, 
mainly Muslim, inhabitants.

 which was to give the British journalists’ trip a twist which had not been intended 
by the Bosnian Serb authorities. After the visit to Omarska on 5 August they had only one more 
opportunity to find the proof they were looking for: Trnopolje.  

2807

                                                 

2805 Maass, Neighbor, pp. 41-42. 

 After the Bosnian Serb army had shelled Kozarac in the spring, soldiers 
had told the Muslim inhabitants that they would be safe if they went to Trnopolje, where the primary 

2806 Gutman, Witness, pp. xiii and xxxii; Ian Traynor, ‘We moesten over lijken en hersenen stappen’ (‘We had to step over 
corpses and brains’), de Volkskrant 07/10/92; Van Cleef, Wereld, pp. 137-138. In that same month the Bosnian government 
had quoted a figure of 11,000, eyewitnesses a figure of 8000, Amnesty International, ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina. Gross abuses of 
basic human rights’ (AI Index: EUR 63/01/92), p. 23; R. Gutman, ‘Deadly Transfer. Many reported killed, missing in move 
from Serb camp’, Newsday, 26/08/92. 
2807 Cf. Van Cleef, Wereld, pp. 95-96. 
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school had been set up as a camp.2808 Groups of men who had been imprisoned in Omarska and had 
been classified by the Bosnian Serb camp leaders there as ‘not dangerous’ were also taken to this 
camp.2809 Shortly before the arrival of the ITN team, prisoners from Omarska and Keraterm who had 
to be removed from the eye of world opinion after Gutman’s articles had also been brought here to 
Trnopolje. So at the beginning of August there were several thousand people at Trnopolje.2810

The camp was guarded mainly by Serbs from the direct vicinity. Some of those at Trnopolje, 
including some men of fighting age, had themselves chosen to stay in the camp because the situation 
outside the camp was even more dangerous.

  

2811 Vulliamy recorded the story of a man who had tried to 
reach Trnopolje, but had been picked up by soldiers on the way and taken to Omarska.2812 Several 
people who had left the camp to revisit their houses or farms did not return, so that those in the camp 
thought it was safer to stay there. Marshall was later to say in her report that the people who had been 
brought to the camp did not really know themselves whether they were prisoners or refugees.2813

‘Yes, voluntarily. It was one of the strangest of situations in Bosnia – people 
seeking safety at a prison camp. Trnopolje was no picnic, but the known 
brutalities dished out there were preferable to the fates awaiting Bosnians who 
tried to stay in their homes.’

 The 
American journalist Peter Maass, who visited Trnopolje a few days after the ITN team, observed that 
apart from former prisoners of Omarska and Keraterm the inmates of the camp were mainly women 
and children from the direct vicinity, and that they were there voluntarily:  

2814

Although the situation in the camp was much better than in the other camps in north-west Bosnia,

 

2815 
this does not mean that the Trnopolje camp offered complete protection to its inmates. There were 
incidental cases of rape2816 and on one evening a gang referred to as El Manijakos is said to have carried 
out mass rape. According to a report by Amnesty International issued in October 1992 on serious 
violations of human rights in Bosnia between April and August 1992, reports of rape reaching this 
organization came mainly from the camp at Trnopolje.2817 The Yugoslavia tribunal was later to establish 
that ‘[b]ecause this camp housed the largest numbers of women and girls, there were more rapes at this 
camp than at any other’.2818 Men were also tortured and murders took place in the camp, mainly among 
the local Muslim elite.2819

                                                 

2808 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 66. 

 People from the camp were sometimes allowed out of the camp for half an 

2809 See for example Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 67; Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 103. 
2810 According to the ITN bulletin there were 2000 prisoners there when Penny Marshall visited the camp. During a visit six 
days later, the ICRC counted approximately 4000 internees, Amnesty International, ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina. Gross abuses of 
basic human rights’ (AI Index: EUR 63/01/92), p. 23. 
2811 See for example Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 105. 
2812 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 102. 
2813 Nightline, ABC News, 06/08/92. 
2814 Maass, Neighbor, pp. 41-42. 
2815 United Nations, S/1994/674, Appendix, clause 171. For the nature of the camp see also ‘Trnopolje detention camp. 
Helsinki Watch Report, October 1992 –February 1993. 
2816 R. Gutman, ‘Bosnia Rape Horror’, Newsday, 09/08/92; Gutman, Witness, p. 64; Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 66. 
2817 Amnesty International, ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina. Gross abuses of basic human rights’ (AI Index: EUR 63/01/92). 
2818 Quoted in Ed Vulliamy, ‘We are all guilty’, The Observer, 11/05/97. See also the tribunal’s charge against Simo Drljaca 
and Milan Kovacevic, case no. IT-97-24-I. 
2819 Trnopolje detention camp. Helsinki Watch Report, October 1992 –February 1993. According to the Yugoslavia tribunal’s 
charge against Slobodan Kuruzovic, commander of the camp at Trnopolje, hundreds of men were tortured and murdered 
there, Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 288. Cf. Van Cleef, Wereld, pp. 96-97, 251, 254. According to the main text of the Bassiouni 
report: ‘Rapes, beatings and other kinds of torture, and even killings, were not rare.’, United Nations, S/1994/674, 
Appendix, clause 171. According to an appendix of the same report a large number of men were murdered. This allegation 
does not include any indication of time, United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, IV.A.32. 
Sells, Bridge, p. 19 classifies Trnopolje along with Manjaca and Batkovic as concentration camps as opposed to the ‘killing 
camps’ Omarska, Brcko-Luka, Susica and Keraterm: ‘killings and torture were common, but the majority of detainees did 



378 

 

hour or an hour to look for food. If they were given permission to do this, they always had to leave 
something of value behind in the camp. If they came back too late, they were beaten up or killed. If 
they did not come back at all, they were shot dead as soon as they were found.2820 Diphtheria was also 
rife in the camp.2821

The British journalists visit the camp 

 

‘In war reporting access is everything, or nearly everything.’2822

In Trnopolje, unlike Omarska, the ITN team was allowed to film everywhere. In the school building 
the team filmed blankets on the floor and belongings marking off sleeping places. According to 
pictures which were never broadcast, the ITN team talked to a nineteen-year-old Serb guard called Igor, 
the son of the camp commander cum Red Cross Official (!) Pero Curguz.

 

2823

‘Do you want to live together again?’, asked the ITN team. ‘ I want’, answered Igor, ‘now a very 
big problem.’ Then the interviewer asked one of the men behind the low fence, without barbed wire, 
Azmir Causevic, who had been introduced as a friend of Igor’s: ‘Is he a guard?’ Answer: ‘Yes.’ ‘Is he 
your friend?’ Answer: ‘Yes.’ He said that they used to play in the street together. ‘Are you prisoners?’ 
‘We are not in jail.’ Then another friend of Igor’s arrived on the other side of the fence and shook 
Igor’s hand. The film crew asked him: ‘What are you doing here? What is this place?’ But the man they 
addressed did not seem to understand. Then the ITN team turned to Igor again: ‘Are you here to keep 
people in?’ ‘No, I have a commander. He says I am here to protect, first me and these people.’ Then 
the cameraman filmed some of the little tents the people in the camp had set up to protect themselves 
from the blazing sun.

 Igor, who had been 
stationed in Knin since 1991, had been appointed as bodyguard of camp commander Slobodan 
Kuruzovic a few days previously. He told the team that the Bosnian Serb army brought food and water 
for the people in the camp and asked the film crew to talk to a group of people standing in the shade of 
a tree behind a low fence. Igor explained that the group included some friends of his who were staying 
at the camp and a former teacher of his.  

2824

The Serb camp commander cum Red Cross official Pero Curguz told the Britons that new 
inmates had arrived at the camp that day. They were a group from the Keraterm camp. At the medical 
centre the British journalists asked the interned doctor Idriz Merdzanic: ‘Have there been beatings?’, at 
which he nodded his head. He did not want to answer the next question, ‘Many?’ Later at an unguarded 
moment he gave the British journalists an undeveloped film with pictures of men’s tortured upper 
bodies.

 

2825

Then the camera crew made its way to the southern side of the camp. There was a small field 
there with a transformer house, a barn and farm equipment. Between this field and the northern side of 
the camp there was a fence made of chicken wire and – from chest height up – barbed wire. Along the 
other sides of the field where the men who had been transferred from Keraterm and Omarska had 
been taken there was a wall, a low fence, or no boundary at all between the site and the road going past 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

survive’. Report of murders also in Gutman, Witness, p. 85; Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 67. Report of the torture of a man in the 
Trnopolje camp in United States Senate, Cleansing, p. 23. 
2820 Supplemental United States Submission of information to the United Nations Security Council in Accordance with 
Paragraph 5 of Resolution 771 (1992) and Paragraph 1 of Resolution 780 (1992), released on October 1992. 
2821 ‘Trnopolje detention camp. Helsinki Watch Report, October 1992 –February 1993’. 
2822 Bell, Way, p. 162. 
2823 For father Curguz’s curious double function see also Van Cleef, Wereld, pp. 249-251. 
2824 Information about the footage which was not aired has been taken from http://www.srpska-mreza.com/lm-
f97/deichmann-press.html , ‘ITN vs Deichmann and Truth – Report on Jan. 31 press conference’. 
2825 Nightline, ABC News, 06/08/92; T. Deichmann, ‘Es war dieses Bild, das die Welt in Alarmbereitschaft versetzte’ (‘It was this 
picture that put the world on alert’), Novo (1997)26 (January/February). The photos were published in the Daily Mail on 
07/08/92; ‘ITN’s Penny Marshall tells how she made the world wake up’, Sunday Times, 16/04/92. 

http://www.srpska-mreza.com/lm-f97/deichmann-press.html�
http://www.srpska-mreza.com/lm-f97/deichmann-press.html�
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it, but there were armed Serbs on guard (see map of the camp in this section).2826 The Britons stepped 
through a gap in the fence. In the camp itself, on the other side of the barbed wire, a crowd of curious 
people assembled, including those who had recently arrived from the Omarska and Keraterm camps. 
Penny Marshall first had a conversation with a Muslim on the other side of the fence called Mehmet, 
who spoke a little English. Later, in the bulletin which went on air, he would hardly appear at all, but in 
the film he was clearly visible next to the person who was to become the main figure of the ITN 
broadcast. Mehmet told Marshall that everything was ‘very fine, nothing wrong, but it’s very hot’.2827

Then one of the Britons pointed to a person who was coming forward from the background, a 
man with his T-shirt in his hand, whose ribs were clearly visible in his bare upper body.

 

2828

On 6 August the British Channel 4 News broadcast the pictures at 7 pm, followed three hours 
later by ITN’s News at Ten. In the pictures broadcast on television the emaciated Alic was the central 
figure. Both broadcasts bore the character of eyewitness accounts, by Penny Marshall and Ian Williams 
respectively. In their commentaries, Marshall and Williams said that these people were refugees who 
had lost their homes and belongings, but that there was no first-hand evidence of atrocities in the 
camp. Later a sharp controversy would arise as to whether or not the pictures had been doctored; this 
will be discussed at greater length in section 11. 

 The 
cameraman zoomed in on him. This was to become the familiar picture of the emaciated Muslim Fikret 
Alic. The pictures also show clearly that there were three strands of barbed wire only at the top of the 
fence from behind which the cameraman was filming; below them was chicken wire. Then Marshall 
began a conversation with Alic. 

However, the text was not entirely free of suggestion. Marshall began her report by saying ‘The 
Bosnian Serbs don’t call Omarska a concentration camp’, thereby implying that others might well have 
a different opinion. Williams said that he had visited ‘seven alleged camps which were on the original 
Bosnian list of alleged concentration camps.’ Of five it could be said that ‘they are not concentration 
camps, at most they are refugee collection centres’, but there was ‘grave concern’ about ‘severe 
mistreatment’ in two of the others. Again, it seemed to be implied that Omarska and Trnopolje were in 
fact concentration camps.  

Williams’s report was followed on ITN by a background story entitled ‘Crimes of war?’, in 
which black and white pictures of prisoners of war were shown and it was explained that war crimes 
had been prohibited after the horrors of the Nazi era. Then American politicians were asked for their 
reactions to the ITN films of Omarska and Trnopolje. They included the presidential candidate Bill 
Clinton, who reacted by saying: ‘you can’t allow the mass extermination of people and just sit by and 
watch it happen’.2829 In a lengthy interview Democrat and concentration camp survivor Tom Lantos 
said that ‘those horrendous pictures’ reminded him of ‘the concentration camps that the Nazis had 
during World War Two, minus the gas chambers (…)The civilised world stood by during the early 
1940’s because they didn’t know what was going on. Well, we now know what is going on.’ In ITN’s 
News at Ten the influential American senator Alfonso d’Amato made similar statements.2830

                                                 

2826 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Poison in the well of history’, The Guardian, 15/03/00; Eric Alterman, ‘Bosnian camps: a barbed tale’, The 
Nation, 28/07/97. 

 Lantos also 
appeared on the programme and said that by 1992 the world should be able to distinguish the 
Churchills from the Chamberlains. 

2827 This paragraph is based on the account of Phillip Knightley, who saw the uncut ITN tapes, ‘Es stellt sich heraus, dass 
der Stacheldraht nur ein Symbol war’ (It becomes clear that the barbed wire only a symbol was), 
Novo(1997)27(March/April). 
2828 Photos taken by Ron Haviv prove that this man, Fikret Alic, was by no means the only emaciated man in the camp’, 
Blood, pp. 87-89. 
2829 Don Oberdorfer & Helen Dewar, ‘Clinton, Senators Urge Bush to Act on Balkans’, The Washington Post, 06/08/92. 
2830 See also ‘Nightline’, ABC News, 06/08/92. 
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Comparisons with Jews and Nazis 

‘We are not paid to moralize.’2831

The impact these pictures made as they went around the world was enormous. After seeing just 45 
seconds of uncut ITN footage by satellite, Tom Bettag, producer of the American television network 
ABC’s programme Nightline decided to scrap the programme planned for that evening in favour of one 
featuring the ITN pictures. ‘We knew those pictures would have enormous impact. It has clearly 
changed the political climate’, he was to say scarcely 24 hours later.

 

2832 ‘They are the sort of scenes that 
flicker in black and white images from 50-year-old films of Nazi concentration camps’, wrote the Daily 
Mail the morning after the broadcast.2833 This was ‘footage reminiscent of scenes from Nazi 
concentration camps’, wrote Gutman’s paper Newsday.2834 Above the photo of Alic on its front page, 
the Daily Mirror placed the heading ‘Belsen 92’, and the Star ‘Belsen 1992’. With the pictures of Serb 
‘concentration camps’, everything suddenly became ‘“crystal clear” in the West. Metaphorically 
speaking, the Serbs became the Nazis, and the Muslims became the Jews of World War II’.2835

This was a reversal of the alliances that had existed until then. The regime in Belgrade had 
constantly emphasized that in the past there had always been close ties between Serbs and Jews and 
that in their historic role as ‘victims’ the lot of the Serbs was very similar to that of the Jews.

 

2836 After 
the Jews, the Serbs were believed to be the people who had suffered most during the Second World 
War. It was not without reason that the nationalist Dobrica Cosic had been one of the founders of the 
Association of Serb-Jewish Friendship. In the United States, Serbs had run an aggressive campaign in 
an attempt to win the support of the Jewish community for their side, realizing that it was the best 
organized ethnic lobby in the country.2837

Traditionally, Belgrade considered Israel, Russia and Greece as its best friends. The state of 
Israel had in fact always taken a strongly pro-Serb position.

 

2838 In the autumn of 1991 Serbia had 
successfully placed a large secret arms order in Israel.2839 It was not until 5 August 1992 that Israel had 
decided to offer humanitarian aid to Bosnia.2840 On the same day Deputy Minister Yossi Beilin had 
broken the silence observed by the Israeli government since the outbreak of the hostilities. He then 
sharply condemned the reports about the camps, but added at once that Israel would never forget the 
special ties which had existed in the past between Serbs and Jews.2841

The day after the pictures of Trnopolje were broadcast, the Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin said that the Jews, who remembered the Holocaust, were particularly afflicted by the reports, 
though he immediately added that in comparison with the extermination of the Jews during the Second 
World War, the murders in the Balkans were ‘on a very small scale’.

 

2842

                                                 

2831 James Harff, director of PR firm Ruder Finn, quoted in Nadja Tesich, ‘New and old disorder’, NATO, p. 188. 

 Nevertheless, it was a 
remarkable reaction from a government and a nation which during practically the entire conflict from 
1991 to 1995 had painstakingly avoided offending the Serbian regime and its henchmen, on the basis of 
the incorrect and unjustified view that during the Second World War the Serbs, unlike the Croats and 

2832 Quoted in: R. Ciolli, ‘Bosnia Reports Prompt Outrage. Prison camp images drive home urgency’, Newsday, 08/08/92. 
2833 ‘The Proof’, Daily Mail, 07/08/92. 
2834 R. Howell, ‘Outrage. At UN Pressure For Armed Reply’, Newsday, 07/08/92. Similar utterances in Sandra Sanchez, 
‘Horror in Serbian prison camps’, USA Today, 07/08/92. 
2835 Mestrovic, Balkanization, p. 51. 
2836 Levinsohn, Belgrade, pp. 15-17, 53, 259-260, 273; Sremac, War, pp. 30 and 61; Daniel Kofman, ‘Israel and the War in 
Bosnia’, Cushman & Mestrovic (eds.), Time, p. 93. 
2837 Carol Matlack & Zoran B. Djordjevic, ‘Serbo-Croatian PR War’, The National Journal, 14/03/92. 
2838 See also Daniel Kofman, ‘Israel and the War in Bosnia’, Cushman & Mestrovic (eds.), Time, pp. 91-92. 
2839 Gajic Glisic, Vojska, pp. 23 and 47. 
2840 Gwen Ackerman, ‘Israel Breaks Silence, Offers Aid to Distressed Yugoslavia’, The Associated Press, 05/08/92. 
2841 Gwen Ackerman, ‘Israel Breaks Silence, Offers Aid to Distressed Yugoslavia’, The Associated Press, 05/08/92. 
2842 R. Howell, ‘Rabin Calls On World for Action’, Newsday, 08/08/92. See also Hugh Orgel, ‘Israeli cuts Bosnia mission 
short as Rabin demands end to atrocities’, The Ethnic NewsWatch. Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 11/08/92. 
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the Muslims, had been on the side of the Jews.2843 This statement of Rabin’s also reflected the divided 
reactions of the Jewish community, in which on the one hand Jewish organizations said that they 
observed the same indifference on the part of the world community as at the time of the extermination 
of the Jews during the Second World War,2844 while on the other hand someone like Simon Wiesenthal 
thought that any comparison with the Nazi extermination camps was completely misplaced.2845

In the United States the Jewish mood turned against Serbia as a result of the reports and 
pictures of the camps. James Harff, director of the PR firm Ruder Finn regarded this about-face as the 
greatest success in enhancing the image of his customers in Zagreb and Sarajevo.

  

2846 In the past, 
Tudjman had made anti-Semitic remarks and Izetbegovic was initially not an obvious protégé of the 
Jewish community. All this had now changed. After Gutman’s articles, on 5 August two hundred 
demonstrators led by the Anti-Defamation League and the American Gathering of Jewish Holocaust 
Survivors held a protest march in front of the United Nations building in New York, with the support 
of twenty American Jewish organizations. The national director of the Anti-Defamation League, 
Abraham H. Foxman, himself a survivor of the Holocaust, pointed out to the demonstrators that what 
was going on in Bosnia was not the same as what had happened during the Holocaust. But in his 
opinion there were so many similarities that an international military force should be sent if 
necessary.2847 Maynard Wishner, chairman of the National Jewish Community Relations Advisory 
Council called on Boutros-Ghali to begin at once with mobilizing ‘whatever U.N. peacekeeping forces 
are appropriate’.2848 Nobel prize winner Elie Wiesel wrote a letter informing the demonstrators that 
Jews in particular, who had such vivid memories of persecution, should take action in the free world 
against the systematic torture and murders.2849 On 5 August Harff also managed to persuade the B’nai 
Brith Anti-Defamation League, the American Jewish Committee and the American Jewish Congress to 
put an advertisement in The New York Times under the heading ‘Stop the Death Camps’.2850

On 7 August the ITN Lunchtime News again devoted attention to Trnopolje. This time the 
British television company showed pictures of Dutch, Turkish and American broadcasts in which the 
camps were compared with photos of Nazi concentration camps. ITN quoted from the commentary of 
the ABC broadcast: ‘Faces and bodies that hint at atrocities of the past. But this is not history, this is 
Bosnia. Pictures from the camps: A glimpse into genocide.’ and: ‘The Dutch talked of concentration 
camps. In Muslim Turkey they said ITN’s pictures resembled Hitler’s camps and brought the greatest 
disgrace to mankind. And the Germans said the pictures were reminiscent of World War Two.’ Against 
a background of British morning newspapers and the familiar picture of Alic behind barbed wire, ITN 
reported that ‘today’s British press was unequivocal in its interpretation of the pictures, adding more 
pressure on the government to take action to intervene in the Yugoslav crisis.’  

  

                                                 

2843 Cf. Igor Primoratz, ‘Israel and genocide in Croatia’, Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, pp. 195-206. 
2844 G. DeWan, ‘Newsday Student Briefing Page on the News’, Newsday, 11/08/92. See also ‘A Demand for Action’, The 
Ethnic NewsWatch. Northern California Jewish Bulletin, 07/08/92; ‘A Terrible Throwback’, The Ethnic NewsWatch. Baltimore Jewish 
Times, 07/08/92; Nancy Hill-Hotzman, ‘Balkans: Jewish groups react to reports of tortures and murders’, Los Angeles Times, 
08/08/92; Cohen, War, p. 122. 
2845 F. Bruning, ‘Human-Rights Probe of Serbia Urged’, Newsday, 14/08/92. For a more detailed survey of the Jewish and 
Israeli attitude to Serb war practices in the early 1990s see Cohen, War, pp. 122-128; Primoratz, Israel. 
2846 Jacques Merlino, ‘Da haben wir voll ins Schwarze getroffen.’Die PR-Firma Ruder Finn’, Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, pp. 
155-156. 
2847 ‘Jewish Community Rallies for Action to End Atrocities in Bosnia’, U.S. Newswire, 05/08/92. 
2848 Debra Nussbaum Cohen, ‘Jewish groups express outrage over atrocities in Bosnia’, The Ethnic NewsWatch; Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency, 05/08/92. 
2849 Cheong Chow, ‘US Jews calling on Bush, UN action for camps’, The Boston Globe, 10/08/92. 
2850 Allison Kaplan & Tom Tugend, ‘US Jews call for action against Serb atrocities’, The Jerusalem Post, 06/08/92. 
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Impact on public image  

With this bulletin, ITN itself raised the question of the impact made by its pictures. The pictures 
strengthened a feeling that had been present for some time, namely that this time the population of the 
free world would not be able to say, as they had during the Holocaust, that they had known nothing of 
the mass slaughter which was taking place. As the Dutch commentator W.L. Brugsma would later 
write: ‘Due to the disastrous invention called television, the saying “What you don’t know won’t hurt 
you” no longer applies.’2851

Nevertheless, this is only relative. Television is highly dependent on the possibilities of 
visualizing a situation. As far as television newsrooms are concerned, if there are no pictures of a 
subject, it cannot be news.

  

2852 ‘What cannot be shown in images, receives little attention (…) For 
instance, we were inadequately informed about the genocide in Congo because no cameras were set up 
there’, said the Belgian philosopher Bart Pattyn, an expert in media ethics.2853

Even before the pictures of Fikret Alic behind barbed wire had been broadcast Milosevic had 
been compared with Hitler,

 The difference in Bosnia 
was that the cameras there had found the pictures the West was looking for. 

2854 the Muslims’ lot with that of the Jews in the Holocaust,2855 the actions of 
Croatian and Bosnian Serbs with those of the Sudeten Germans in the late 1930s2856 and incidents such 
as murder, rape, ethnic cleansing and deportation with those of the Second World War in general.2857 
But thanks to the pictures of the emaciated Fikret Alic behind barbed wire, the image of the aggressive 
Serbs could be definitively linked to the actions of the Nazis during the Second World War. In the 
course of almost fifty years of peace in Europe, the Second World War had become a frame of 
reference for right and wrong. How much more effectively it could be used to make a divide between 
rogues and heroes, now that there was a war going on with ethnic cleansing which looked very similar 
to the pictures in Schindler’s List and now that there were again camps which evoked memories of what 
an earlier film had made known as the Holocaust?2858

The pictures of Fikret Alic behind barbed wire were an answer for journalists and newsrooms 
who were wrestling with the problem that the public at large had lost track of the war in Bosnia.

  

2859 The 
reports about refugees had already offered some elements the public could identify with, but it was not 
until the picture of Fikret Alic in the camp that there was something they could grasp hold of, in the 
form of a human figure.2860

An analogy with the Nazi concentration camps and in particular the death camps or 
extermination camps of fifty years earlier was soon made. Even those who queried such a comparison 
admitted the possibility that it might as yet turn out to be justified. In Newsday for example the 
following appeared:  

 

                                                 

2851 W.L. Brugsma, ‘Wat weet dat deert’ (‘What you know hurts you’), HP/De Tijd, 27/08/93, p. 46. 
2852 Liesbet Walckiers, ‘De media en de derde Wereld’ (‘The media and the third world’), Becker (red.), Massamedia, p. 129. 
2853 Bart Pattyn, ‘Verveling en mediagebruik’ (‘Boredom and media custom’), Becker (red.), Massamedia, p. 91. 
2854 See for example ‘Milosevic Isn’t Hitler, But…’; The New York Times, 04/08/92. The American senator Bob Dole had 
even said that Miloševic was worse than Hitler, Maarten Huygen, ‘Bosnië plaatst VS voor dilemma’ (‘Bosnia places US in a 
dilemma’), NRC Handelsblad, 27/06/92. 
2855 See for example John Omicinski, ‘War in Yugoslavia: The new Holocaust? Is Slobodan Milosevic the Hitler of 1992?’, 
Gannett News Service, 29/07/92. 
2856 ‘Belgrado niet immuun’ (‘Belgrade is not immune’), de Volkskrant, 29/05/92. 
2857 Richard J. Sideman, chairman of the American Jewish Committee, San Francisco, ‘Brutalities in Bosnia’, The San Francisco 
Chronicle, 30/07/92. 
2858 For a striking example of this ‘almost parallel’ see T. Cushman and S.G. Mestrovic, ‘Introduction’, id. (ed.), This Time, 
especially pp. 6-9. 
2859 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In Kroatië is iedereen goed’, Elsevier, 08/08/92, p. 32. 
2860 Michael Schiffler, analyst at the Center for War, Peace and the Media in New York, a few days after the broadcast of the 
ITN pictures, cited in R. Ciolli, ‘Bosnia Reports Prompt Outrage. Prison camp images drive home urgency’, Newsday, 
08/08/92. 
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‘Is this the same as 1942? Is this a Final Solution? The answer to that is no. This 
is not systematic annihilation. (…) The Serbs, while imprisoning the Muslims, 
are not systematically killing them, though the conditions in which they are 
keeping them guarantee that many will die. (…) Yet, to some degree, this 
analogy is irrelevant because this is not a question of comparative suffering. The 
direct historical parallel to the Holocaust is to be found in the actions of the 
perpetrators and the bystanders (…)What is going on in Bosnia is not yet a 
Holocaust and we must ensure that it does not become one.’2861

Nevertheless the analogy with the Nazi camps persisted for a long time. At the beginning of December 
1992 the otherwise so diplomatic former American Minister of Foreign Affairs George Shultz advised 
television makers to show films of concentration camps from the Second World War the next time 
they devoted attention to Bosnia: ‘The message is the same.’

  

2862 A year after the ITN broadcast the 
British newspaper The Independent wrote: ‘The camera slowly pans up the bony torso of the prisoner. It 
is the picture of famine, but then we see the barbed wire against his chest and it is the picture of 
Holocaust and concentration camps.’2863

The notion upheld by Serb propaganda that Croats and their Muslim confederates had been 
fascists in the Second World War and that ‘therefore’ everything that Croats and Bosnian Muslims did 
in the 1990s should be regarded with the deepest suspicion vanished into thin air in the West. The 
dichotomy between Serb war criminals and Bosnian Muslim victims became a fixed idea. 

 

The reports of Serb outrages made many outside Serbia deaf to any further Serb arguments. 
According to some, the Serbs had lost their right to be heard.2864 The reasoning was that their 
statements could not be trusted. Because the Serb camps were put on a par with concentration camps 
in the Second World War, anyone who asserted a different point of view was suspected of being a 
revisionist.2865 After the Bosnian Serb authorities had given the International Committee of the Red 
Cross permission to inspect Trnopolje, the American Assistant Secretary of State for international 
organizations John Bolton commented that during the Second World War the Nazis had also managed 
to mislead the Red Cross during visits to concentration camps. In his opinion it was also unlikely that 
much interest could be aroused in Croat or Muslim camps in which Serbs were held prisoner2866 and 
which, as was the case in the Croat-run camp in Mostar and the Muslim-run camp at Celebici fifty 
kilometres west of Sarajevo, were no less or little less atrocious than those of the Bosnian Serbs.2867

                                                 

2861 D. Lipstadt, ‘Bosnia’s Horror Is Not a Holocaust. But the outrage also is not a question of comparative suffering’, 
Newsday, 13/08/92. See also Patrick Cockburn, Independent on Sunday, 09/08/92; Allcock & Milivojevic & Horton (eds.), 
Conflict, pp. 73-74. 

 An 
ICRC report of 4 August, in which it was concluded after visits to ten camps in Bosnia that all parties 
in the conflict were guilty of serious human rights abuses was to a large extent snowed under in the 

2862 E. Sciolino, ‘Clinton faults Bush over Bosnia policy’, New York Times News Service, 11/12/92, 2053EST. See also Wall 
Street Journal, 23/02/93, p. A1: ‘Nazi-like detention camps’, quoted in T. Cushman and S.G. Mestrovic, ‘Introduction’, id. 
(ed.), This Time, p. 20. 
2863 Independent, 05/08/93. 
2864 See Thomas Cushman/Stjepan G. Mestrovic, ‘Introduction’, id. (eds.), Time, p. 15: ‘(…) the Serbs relinquished the right 
to be heard. Genocide committed by Serbian leaders in the name of Greater Serbia has nullified their right to be heard as an 
equal in the community of nations.’ Cf. M. Borogovic and S. Rustempasic, ‘The white paper on Alija Izetbegovic’, 
http://www.xs4all.nl/~frankti/Bosnian_congress/izetbegovic_white_paper.html consulted on 17/02/00, 
which finds the crimes committed by the Serb leaders against Bosnia so heinous ‘that they take away the right of their 
perpetrators to belong to the human race, let alone accuse anyone of anything.’ 
2865 Jacques Merlino, ‘Da haben wir voll ins Schwarze getroffen.’Die PR-Firma Ruder Finn’, Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, p. 
156. 
2866 Cf. Peter Brock, ‘Meutenjournalismus’, in: Bittermann (Hg.), Serbien, pp. 29-30; Dorothea Razumovsky, ‘Gott will es!’, in: 
ibid., p. 98. 
2867 For Mostar see Allcock & Milivojevic & Horton (eds.), Conflict, p. 75; for Celebici see Marlise Simons, ‘A War-Crimes 
Trial, but of Muslims, Not Serbs’, The New York Times, 03/04/97; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 180. 
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media uproar.2868 There was also practically no interest in reports from (Bosnian) Serb leaders that 
possibly thousands of Serbs had died in Bosnian prison camps.2869 Shortly before the appearance of the 
films made at Trnopolje a Reuter photographer had printed a photo of Serb prisoners of war being 
forced by Bosnian Croats to give the Hitler salute; this was certainly also a picture evoking memories of 
the Second World War. However, this photo was scarcely shown in the West.2870

When the ITN images appeared, they were, in the words of the then acting desk officer for 
Yugoslavia of the State Department George Kenney, ‘ruinous for the Bush administration’s hands off 
policy’. The pictures ‘could not but result in significant US actions’.

 

2871 This seemed correct; a whole 
range of measures taken by national governments and international organizations followed in the wake 
of the pictures of Trnopolje. Immediately after hearing about the report, the American President 
George Bush, in a hastily convened press conference, urged a Security Council resolution authorizing 
the use of force in order to make sure humanitarian convoys reached their destinations.2872 On the 
evening of 6 August the NATO Political Committee decided to make plans to open corridors for 
humanitarian convoys. The member states were asked to indicate what resources they would be able to 
deploy.2873 On 13 and 14 August the UN Human Rights Committee held an emergency meeting for the 
first time since its foundation, with the situation in the former Yugoslavia as the sole point on its 
agenda. In fact the American government had already put forward a proposal for a meeting of this 
kind, which had been supported by the twelve EC countries, before the ITN broadcasts of the pictures 
of Trnopolje.2874 The motive for the American initiative was the American government’s deep concern 
about the mounting atrocities in the former Yugoslavia and the difficulties confronting the ICRC there. 
The government in Washington also saw this initiative as a gesture towards the Islamic countries.2875

Mazowiecki is appointed rapporteur; the call for military intervention is heard  

  

The committee demanded the release of all prisoners who were being held arbitrarily and also 
immediate free access for the ICRC to all camps and prisons. It decided to appoint the former Polish 
Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki as special rapporteur on the former Yugoslavia, with the task of 
reporting on human rights abuses and war crimes. His reports were also to be sent to the Security 
Council. On 13 August the Security Council passed Resolutions 770 and 771. Resolution 770 
demanded access to the camps for aid organizations. The resolution also authorized the nations to 
make it possible to deliver humanitarian relief to Sarajevo and other places in Bosnia-Hercegovina if 
necessary, either on a national basis or through regional organizations, and ‘by all possible means’.  

Resolution 770 was the first to authorize the use of force by the international community in 
Bosnia, in order to deliver relief supplies, but it did stipulate that this should take place ‘in co-operation 
with the United Nations’. It was only the second time in the UN’s existence that the organization had 
used the phrase ‘by all possible means’ in a resolution. The first time had been in the resolution 
authorizing the use of force against Iraq, after troops from that country had invaded Kuwait. 
Resolution 771 held out the prospect of punishment for war criminals from the former Yugoslavia. 

                                                 

2868 See for example F. Bruning, ‘Human Rights Probe of Serbia Urged’, Newsday, 14/08/92. 
2869 ‘Serbs Vow Fresh Offensive’, Newsday, 10/08/92; R. Howell, ‘Outrage. At UN, Pressure For Armed Reply’, Newsday, 
07/08/92; Sremac, War, pp. 116-117. 
2870 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In Kroatië is iedereen goed’, Elsevier, 08/08/92, pp. 32-33, where the photo was in fact shown. 
2871 G. Kenney, ‘How media misinformation led to Bosnian intervention’, http://www.suc.org/politics/conc-
camps/html/Kenney.html , consulted on 26/02/00. 
2872 ‘World News Night with Peter Jennings’, ABC News, 06/08/92; Jonathan Miller, ‘Death-camp scoop made the world sit 
up’, Sunday Times, 09/08/92; ‘ITN’s Penny Marshall tells how she made the world wake up’, Sunday Times, 16/08/92. 
2873 Stephen Robinson & Peter Almond & John Hibbs, ‘NATO orders relief plan for Bosnia’, The Daily Telegraph, 07/08/92. 
2874 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844.COREU The Hague, 06/08/92, cpe/hag 439; Wagenmakers 564 to Van den Broek, 
06/08/92. 
2875 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Meesman 740 to Van den Broek, 06/08/92. 
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On 14 August the French government announced that it would make 1100 troops available for 
Bosnia. Confronted with a temporary consensus in British public opinion and the media as to military 
intervention2876 and with strong domestic criticism of his leadership with respect to the Bosnian 
crisis,2877

The camps after the furore 

 the British Prime Minister John Major cut short his holiday and called for an emergency 
Ministerial Council meeting on 18 August, at which it was decided to supply 1800 light infantry troops 
for the security of the UN convoys. Chancellor Kohl said that the German constitution, which 
prohibited the deployment of military troops outside the NATO area, should be revised. 

Before going into the impact of the pictures in further detail, it seems appropriate to discuss what 
happened to the prisoners in the camps. After the TV broadcasts about Omarska and Trnopolje, the 
Red Cross was allowed to visit many Bosnian Serb camps. Camera crews of other television companies, 
UNHCR representatives and well-known people such as the French Minister Kouchner and the Israeli 
peace activist Elie Wiesel followed in the footsteps of ITN and the Red Cross. Inasmuch as people 
continued to be imprisoned in Serb camps, in general their lot immediately improved as a result of 
visits and inspections like these.2878 The women and children who had been in Trnopolje were 
permitted to leave a few days after the ITN pictures. Room had to be made for yet more prisoners 
from the Omarska and Keraterm camps, which had to be displayed to the world press in a spotless 
condition. On 13 August, eight days after Marshall and Williams made their films, Fikret Alic managed 
to hide amidst a transport of women and children and to escape from the camp. Later he ended up in 
Denmark. Reporters who visited Trnopolje one and a half weeks after the ITN teams, observed that 
the newly arrived men were allowed to go to houses and gardens in the vicinity under supervision in 
order to get hold of food, although by then there was practically nothing left except maize.2879 A few 
weeks later these internees were released and taken to Croatia.2880 After the furore over the camps, 
caused first by Gutman’s and O’Kane’s articles and later by the ITN broadcast, the inmates of the 
camps were generally no longer in direct bodily danger, although some former camp detainees still died 
in incidents during transports.2881

Between July and December 1992 the Red Cross visited 10,800 prisoners in 16 camps: 8100 
imprisoned by Bosnian Serbs, 1600 in the hands of the Bosnian government and 1100 detained by 
Bosnian Croats.

 These transports were in fact the final episode of ethnic cleansing.  

2882

However, the ICRC was faced with a dilemma in relation to the prisoners’ future lot. If the Red 
Cross and the international community succeeded in getting the prisoners released, they would not be 
able to return to their homes. Even if those homes were still fit to live in, it was still too dangerous. For 
example, of a group of 15 people who were released from Manjaca, 13 were murdered when they 
returned to their homes.

 Gradually they were released and on 1 October the ICRC concluded an agreement 
with the Bosnian Serb authorities stipulating that the remaining 7000 prisoners in 11 camps were to be 
released at the end of that month.  

2883 But if the prisoners could not go back to their homes, the question was, 
where could they go? The governments in their Europe were not eager to welcome the former camp 
inmates.2884

                                                 

2876 Simms, Hour, p. 44. 

  

2877 See for example Michael Binyon, ‘Evidence mounts of executions and beatings in Serb-run camps’, The Times, 07/08/92; 
Craig R. Whitney, ‘Balkan Scenes Stir Europe, But Action Remains Elusive’, The New York Times, 08/08/92. 
2878 Ian Traynor, ‘We moesten over lijken en hersenen stappen’, de Volkskrant 07/10/92. 
2879 Marjolein Sebregts, ‘Vannacht waren het er tien’ (‘Tonight there were ten of them’), Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 29. 
2880 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Statement by Ogata, Geneva, 09/10/92. 
2881 See for example Vulliamy, Seasons, pp. 107 and 158; Gutman, Witness, p. 101. 
2882 Mercier, Crimes, p. 226 n. 23. 
2883 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 113. 
2884 Nina Bernstein, ‘Too dangerous to release Bosnian captives’, Newsday, 30/08/92. 
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The human rights organization Amnesty International also pointed out these problems in a 
report issued on 23 October.2885 Amnesty International admitted that the fate awaiting the prisoners 
upon their release might well offer them little more security than they had had during their 
imprisonment. They therefore called on the international community to monitor the safe return of the 
former prisoners to their homes or, if those released did not want this because they feared for their 
safety, to ensure there was ‘an appropriate place of refuge’.2886 However, there was not a single 
European country that guaranteed to accept former camp internees on any significant scale.2887 After 
the first large group of released prisoners, 1560 people from Trnopolje, had arrived in a transit camp at 
Karlovac in Croatia, it turned out that there was not a single country that was prepared to take them. 
This meant that no new prisoners in Bosnia could be picked up by the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, because in Karlovac they would have to take the place of the group of 1560. The result of 
the attitude of the governments in the countries outside Bosnia-Hercegovina was that the ICRC had to 
ask the Bosnian Serb authorities to keep camps like Trnopolje open for months longer than the end of 
October, the date the Bosnian Serb leaders and the Red Cross had eventually agreed on.2888

In the autumn of 1992 the Bosnian Serb authorities were even forced to open a new camp in 
Kotor Varos, on the outskirts of Banja Luka, to relieve Croats and Muslims who were trying to escape 
from the intimidation and incidental murders in their home surroundings. Every time the ICRC 
succeeded in getting a number of inmates out of the Bosnian Serb camps, their places were immediately 
filled by others who preferred the relative safety of the camp to the ‘freedom’ outside.

  

2889

In the following months, thousands more prisoners were in fact released from the Bosnian Serb 
camps. On 18 December the last 418 prisoners from the Manjaca camp were released and taken to 
Karlovac in Croatia under supervision of the ICRC.

 It is 
unpleasant to have to acknowledge that the pictures which caused such a commotion in the West had 
so little effect on international readiness to accept victims of the camps. 

2890 According to the ICRC, by about 1 January 
1993 all but 2700 of the internees had been released from camps whose existence had been 
confirmed.2891 Then the CIA produced a report, which found its way to various newspapers, that 
approximately 70,000 more people were being detained in camps run by all three parties in Bosnia.2892 
According to the CIA, information obtained by satellite espionage, conversations with prisoners who 
had been released or had run away, and reports made by humanitarian organizations seemed to indicate 
the existence of previously unknown camps.2893 However, this figure was entirely unfounded.2894 
Apparently the American authorities, who had kept their knowledge of the camps silent for so long in 
the past, now wanted to give the impression that they could search better than the ICRC and other 
humanitarian organizations. In August 1993 the Red Cross named the figure of 6474 detainees still 
remaining in 51 camps, distributed throughout Bosnia.2895 In reports issued in April 1993 and addressed 
to all three parties in the Bosnian conflict, the International Committee of the Red Cross stated in bold 
terms that the conditions in which these people were detained were still no better than they had been in 
the summer of 1992.2896

                                                 

2885 Amnesty International, ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina. Gross abuses of basic human rights’ (AI Index: EUR 63/01/92). 

 

2886 p. 13. 
2887 Mercier, Crimes, p. 115; Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 113; Gutman, Witness, pp. 87 and 105-107. 
2888 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 64-65; Vulliamy, Seasons, pp. 113 and 158. 
2889 Vulliamy, Seasons, pp. 113-114. 
2890 ‘Veiligheidsraad veroordeelt verkrachtingen’ (‘Security Council condemns rape’), Brabants Nieuwsblad, 19/12/92. 
2891 Mercier, Crimes, p. 226 n. 23. 
2892 Gutman, Witness, p. 141. 
2893 Interview Lord Owen, 27/06/01. 
2894 Mercier, Crimes, p. 117 
2895 Allcock & Milivojevic & Horton (eds.), Conflict, p. 74. 
2896 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 116-117. 
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10. The consequences of the pictures in the Netherlands: a stronger call for 
intervention 

Dutch newspaper readers, radio listeners and television viewers were not entirely dependent on foreign 
coverage of the war in Bosnia. Dutch journalists such as Raymond van den Boogaard, Dick Verkijk, 
Harmen Roeland and soon Willem Lust as well were on the spot when the war began. Nicole Lucas 
was still in Belgrade as a correspondent for Trouw, and Theo Engelen in Ljubljana for NRC Handelsblad. 
The last article from Belgrade by Ulrike Rudberg, who had been a correspondent for De Volkskrant in 
the Serbian capital since 1988, appeared in that paper on 7 July 1992.2897

The Dutch journalists in the region were also much more inclined to take a stand in the conflict 
in Bosnia than during the war in Croatia the previous year. Harold Doornbos, correspondent for Zuid-
Oost Pers and Radio 1, commented: ‘It is not that I would defend the Bosnian government, but in the 
broad political spectrum they are in the right. It has been a war with a clear aggressor.’

  

2898 Herman van 
Gelderen, who worked for RTL Nieuws, thought that it was ‘completely understandable’ that he 
supported the Bosnian Muslims, considering how they had been victimized: ‘Besides, the Croats were 
on the wrong side in the Second World War and the Serbs were communists. In that sense you do have 
prejudices and I had little affinity with those two parties. That may be a subconscious factor in your 
reports.’2899 At the end of 1992, radio reporter Dulmers took a strange decision for a reporter: he 
decided not to report the unloading of weapons destined for Croats and Muslims from an Iranian plane 
at the Zagreb airport, which constituted a violation of the UN embargo: ‘At that time the relations 
[between the conflicting parties] were so lop-sided that I thought it was relevant not to report it.’2900

From June on reports on refugees from Bosnia also started to feature in the Dutch press. 
Articles appeared about the refugee camps and buildings in Croatia, where by the beginning of June 
more than a quarter of a million refugees from Bosnia had already been received. The topic led to 
graphic descriptions of gym halls where the air conditioning was unable to dispel ‘the stifling stench’, of 
the insufficient number of showers and toilets and of excrement lying around.

 

2901 The refugee stories 
were a godsend to the journalists in the region, who had always found it very difficult to describe the 
complexity of the conflicts in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Thanks to the refugees, the war 
even came closer. Dutch journalists scoured the asylum seekers’ centres in their own country in search 
of newsworthy stories. The human interest element in the reports on the former Yugoslavia rose.2902

                                                 

2897 Ulrike Rudberg, ‘Wat heeft u eigenlijk bij ons in Belgrado te zoeken?’ (‘What are you actually doing here in Belgrade?’), 
de Volkskrant, 07/07/92. 

 In 
the NOS news bulletins supplementary reports on human suffering made their appearance at the same 

2898 Quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 263. 
2899 Quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 263. 
2900 Karskens, Pleisters, p. 263. 
2901 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Ondanks de air conditioning stinkt het’ (‘In spite of the air conditioning, it stinks’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 11/06/92. See also Nicole Lucas, ‘Laat ons, we hebben te veel meegemaakt’ (‘Leave us alone, we’ve been 
through too much’), Trouw, 01/07/92. 
2902 See for example Alfred van Cleef, ‘Ik wil niet doden en ik wil niet gedood worden’ (‘I don’t want to kill and I don’t want 
to be killed’), NRC Handelsblad, 13/06/92; id., ‘De trein rijdt weg en niemand zwaait’ (‘The train is leaving and nobody is 
waving’), NRC Handelsblad, 21/07/92; ‘Het gezin Alihogic heeft alleen nog wat foto’s’ (‘The Alihogic family has only a few 
photos left’), NRC Handelsblad, 27/07/92; Harm van den Berg, ‘Bosniërs overnachten in bus’ (Bosnians spend the night in 
coach’), NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/92; id., ‘Vluchtelinge Sheila niet gerust op vertrek uit Bosnië’ (‘Refugee Sheila feels anxious 
about leaving Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 30/07/92; Anneke Visser, ‘Ik ben ongelukkig want mijn vader is nog aan het front’ 
(‘I am unhappy, because my father is still at the front’), NRC Handelsblad, 03/08/92; Jan Sloothaak, ‘Berooid en vermoeid, 
maar veilig in Zeewolde’ (‘Destitute and weary, but safe in Zeewolde’), Trouw, 03/08/92; ‘Serviërs hebben mijn hele dorp 
afgeslacht’ (‘Serbs massacred my whole village’), Trouw, 04/08/92; ‘Ontheemde Bosniërs zwerven opgejaagd rond door 
Europa’ (‘Homeless Bosnians roam anxiously around Europe’), de Volkskrant, 21/07/92; Ineke Jungschleger, ‘Janny zwerft 
al sinds half april’ (‘Janny has been wandering around since mid-April’), de Volkskrant, 31/07/92; Rob Gollin, ‘Bosniërs 
veilig, maar te moe om blij te zijn’ (‘Bosnians safe, but too tired too be glad’), de Volkskrant, 03/08/92; Frans van Deijl, ‘Ik 
hou van jou, mijn Bosnië’ (‘I love you, my Bosnia’), HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, pp. 24-27. 
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time as the streams of refugees2903 and the current affairs programmes on television also devoted a great 
deal of attention to the refugees.2904

When the Dutch media sent reports of their own from Bosnia, almost all of them came from 
Sarajevo. Of the three major daily newspapers, NRC Handelsblad, De Volkskrant and Trouw, it was Trouw 
that made the most exceptions to this pattern. For example, after Mostar was proclaimed capital of 
Herceg-Bosna, the Croat community in Bosnia, Nicole Lucas sent reports from there. One of her 
reports on that city opened with the sentence: ‘Only the old bridge, from which daredevils used to 
jump down into the Neretva for a few cents, does not need to be removed from the travel books.’

 

2905 
Sixteen months later that bridge too was bombarded into rubble. Another report in Trouw about the 
situation elsewhere in Bosnia was a short article pointing out to the reader that although it had been the 
siege of Sarajevo that had led to the most indignation in the West up to that point, the East Bosnian 
town of Gorazde, where 70,000 people had been packed together under heavy artillery fire for three 
months, was ‘possibly the symbol of the greatest horrors of the conflict’ and looked like becoming a 
second Vukovar.2906 In Gorazde, according to a Bosnian observer who was quoted, there was by then 
‘nothing left to destroy’.2907 From the end of July on, reports by the British war correspondent Maggie 
O’Kane appeared in De Volkskrant, providing information about the fortunes of the encircled town of 
Gorazde and about Foca, which had been ‘cleansed’.2908 On 31 July her article about the concentration 
camps, which had appeared two days previously in The Guardian and had caused such an uproar, also 
appeared in De Volkskrant.2909

Up to the end of July, in the written media there was no significant pressure to intervene in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. A commentary by a senior editor in NRC Handelsblad on 16 June still voiced the 
opinion that it was ‘almost hopeless’ for the outside world to undertake anything in the former 
Yugoslavia: ‘conferences mean time gain for conflicting parties and sanctions make warring leaders 
popular rather than controversial in their own countries’. According to this newspaper, an intervention 
force would soon be compelled to fly for safety itself. ‘The conclusion is that the outside world cannot 
influence conflicts such as that in the former Yugoslavia (…), except by giving the conflicting parties 
the opportunity to talk and to offer humanitarian aid. Apart from that the outside world – 
unfortunately – is helpless.’

 

2910

De Volkskrant had struck a note in favour of intervention a few days earlier. If the sanctions had 
no effect, then according to an editorial of 13 June the time for military intervention was approaching. 
De Volkskrant took a stand against the idea that for troops from other countries Sarajevo was not worth 
dying for because there were no vested interests. ‘It reminds one,’ the newspaper reprimanded 
supporters of this idea, ‘of the discussion just before the Second World War about dying for Danzig, 
the free city claimed by Nazi Germany. That was not necessary either, the European democracies 
thought at the time. That conclusion was morally reprehensible and turned out to be politically short-
sighted. The same is true of Sarajevo today.’

 

2911

                                                 

2903 Willemse, Joegoslavië, p. 213. 

 The newspaper supported the EC decision made in 

2904 IKON, Kenmerk, 20/06/92; EO, Tijdsein, 07/07/92; NCRV, Hier en Nu, 20/07/92; Veronica, Nieuwslijn, 30/07/92 and 
06/08/92; KRO, Brandpunt, 02/08/92. 
2905 Nicole Lucas, ‘Mostar is geen bezienswaardigheid meer’ (‘Mostar is no longer a place worth seeing’), 08/07/92. See also 
Nicole Lucas, ‘In tijd van oorlog’ (‘In times of war’), Trouw, 25/07/92. 
2906 ‘Niemand kent Gorazde, maar het is er erger dan in Sarajevo’ (‘Nobody knows Gorazde, but it’s worse there than in 
Sarajevo’), Trouw, 16/07/92. 
2907 ‘EG en VN pogen vredesoverleg Joegoslavië te coördineren’ (‘EC and UN attempt to coordinate peace talks 
Yugoslavia’), Trouw, 24/07/92. 
2908 See for example Maggie O’Kane, ‘Gorazde wordt tweede Vukovar’ (‘Gorazde is becoming a second Vukovar’), de 
Volkskrant, 24/07/92; id., ‘Welkom in Foca, ‘gereinigd’ van Bosnische Islamieten’ (‘Welcome to Foca, “cleansed” of 
Bosnian Muslims’), de Volkskrant, 28/07/92. 
2909 Maggie O’Kane, ‘De school is nu een concentratiekamp voor Islamieten’ (‘The school is now a concentration camp for 
Muslims’), de Volkskrant, 31/07/92. 
2910 ‘Twee burgeroorlogen’ (‘Two civil wars’), NRC Handelsblad, 16/06/92. 
2911 ‘Sterven voor Sarajevo’ (‘Dying for Sarajevo’), de Volkskrant, 13/06/92. 



389 

 

Lisbon at the end of June: ‘The international community will not be able to put an end to the civil war 
by means of military action. The situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina, with its three population groups and 
different militias, is too complicated for that. But the international community does have the moral 
duty to rescue the 300,000 inhabitants of Sarajevo, if necessary with the help of military force.’2912 A 
month later an editorial in De Volkskrant said it was ‘understandable’ that the major powers did not 
want to deploy ground troops to intervene in Bosnia-Hercegovina, but according to the newspaper they 
could try to eliminate the Serb artillery from the air. And they should also ensure a complete sea and air 
blockade.2913

There were few opinion articles in the major Dutch newspapers in the months of June and July 
1992. Those that did appear were often by foreigners. It is striking that in this phase Serbs were allowed 
to voice their opinions in the Dutch opinion pages, complaining about the UN embargo.

 

2914 De 
Volkskrant even gave ample space to the foreign affairs adviser of the Yugoslav president Cosic, 
Svetozar Stojanovic, stating only that the author was ‘a Serbian sociologist’.2915 Stojanovic said that it 
was ‘incomprehensible that of all peoples the Serbs, who had lived through a horrific genocide, now 
had to sacrifice itself for higher interests and yield voluntarily. Was it not much more the case that a 
people which has undergone a lot like this had earned a special status and special guarantees from the 
international community?’2916

On 3 July it was again Hylke Tromp who called for intervention. He declared himself against a 
step-by-step approach, beginning with military supervision of humanitarian convoys. In his opinion the 
politics of Belgrade needed to be changed and this would only be possible if the same overwhelming 
force was used as that used against Iraq a year earlier. He thought it was not impossible that Milosevic 
would then make the best of a bad job and yield before military operations actually began.

  

2917

Hylke Tromp’s brother Bart thought that if the West did not undertake military intervention, 
the war in the former Yugoslavia would escalate into a third ‘real Balkan war which would eclipse the 
preceding ones in size, duration and consequences’.

  

2918

The existence of camps in the framework of ethnic cleansing was initially ignored in the 
Netherlands, as elsewhere. For example, Volkskrant reporter Hans Moleman had seen long lists in 
Sarajevo of missing Muslims who had been killed or imprisoned in camps. He did nothing about them. 
‘Somehow or other everybody ignored those lists. Why was that? I think because as a journalist there 
you spent the whole day organizing things, to survive as a journalist and to write your stories of that 
moment. At that time you didn’t have the perspective.’

 

2919 EO reporter Emerson Vermaat knew of 
another reason why journalists like himself did not visit the camps: ‘Even if you knew where they were. 
You just didn’t get there. Your guide is scared and he charges four hundred German marks a day and 
that is a lot for the budget.’ Moreover, the EO reporter was hampered by the prejudices of his editors. 
Programme maker Feike ter Velde was not so interested in crimes against Muslims, he told Vermaat: 
‘Those Serbs are Christians too, aren’t they? Must you take the side of the Muslims?’2920

                                                 

2912 ‘Lissabon en Sarajevo’ (‘Lisbon and Sarajevo’), de Volkskrant, 29/06/92. 

 The stand 
taken by the EO editors was unique. At other newsrooms in the Netherlands the war in Bosnia was ‘a 
handle (…) for all sorts of moral views’, but certainly not in favour of the Serbs. According to NRC 

2913 ‘Stop verdrijving’ (‘Stop expulsion’), de Volkskrant, 29/07/92. 
2914 See for example Slavko Curuvija, ‘Isolement van Servië is geen oplossing’ (‘Isolating Serbia is not a solution’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 25/06/92. 
2915 Nevenka Tromp-Vrkic pointed out this omission, ‘Servische politiek is zelf debet aan slecht imago in de wereld’ (Serbian 
politicians have themselves to blame for their bad image in the world’), NRC Handelsblad, 16/07/92. 
2916 Svetozar Stojanovic, ‘Het Westen sluit de ogen voor de rampspoed van Servië’ (‘The West turns a blind eye to the 
misfortunes of Serbia’), de Volkskrant, 29/06/92. 
2917 Hylke Tromp, ‘Conflict Joegoslavië vraagt om herhaling van Desert Storm’ (‘Conflict in Yugoslavia requires a repetition 
of Desert Storm’), de Volkskrant, 03/07/92. 
2918 Bart Tromp, ‘Derde Balkanoorlog is in voorbereiding’ (‘Third Balkan war is in preparation’), Het Parool, 25/07/92. 
2919 Moleman, quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 261. 
2920 Vermaat, quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 261. 
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Handelsblad correspondent Raymond van den Boogaard there were times when the editors regarded any 
query as to the Muslims being in the right as ‘suspicious’.2921

The reports about the camps had not escaped the notice of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, but their reaction was extremely cautious. On 4 August the management of the Information 
Service had suggested to Van Walsum, Director-General of Political Affairs should say that officials of 
the Ministry in contacts with the press – if asked – that the Dutch government was ‘deeply concerned’ 
about the press reports of human rights abuses in ‘prison camps in the former Yugoslavia’. However, it 
was added that there were no data ‘which can be regarded as conclusive evidence’. According to the 
draft statement, the government appealed to ‘the parties in the conflict’ to give the UNHCR and the 
Red Cross access to the camps. The draft’s absolute neutrality with respect to the conflicting parties 
was at least as remarkable as the cautious wording.

 

2922

This was soon to change. On the same day, 4 August, the NOS television news bulletin 
broadcast an interview with the Bosnian UN Ambassador Muhamed Sacirbey, in which he said that 
Serbs were torturing Croats and Muslims in ‘concentration camps’.

 

2923 The next day the CDA MP Jaap 
De Hoop Scheffer, who had seen the television pictures from his holiday accommodation in North 
Brabant (Netherlands), requested a debate with the Ministers Van den Broek, Ter Beek, D’Ancona 
(Welfare, Health and Culture) and Junior Minister Kosto (Justice), the last two because they shared 
responsibility for the relief of refugees. De Hoop Scheffer thought that interrupting the summer recess 
‘pales into insignificance in relation to the barbaric situation in the region concerned, as expressed in 
phenomena such as concentration camps, ethnic cleansing and apartheid politics.’2924 He wanted to 
exchange ideas with the government about the deployment of Dutch armed forces in UN operations 
‘to alleviate the unfathomable human tragedy in the Balkans’.2925 In his opinion, the Dutch government 
should be prepared to co-operate with ‘unorthodox solutions’.2926 However, he was opposed to 
deploying ground troops, which would have to consist of half a million troops who would have to 
operate in wooded and mountainous territory, in a complex conflict with numerous parties. ‘Besides, 
the war has strong religious overtones. You can’t solve it.’2927

One of the topics De Hoop Scheffer wanted to raise in the debate with the government was the 
possibility of creating ‘places of refuge (…) in the region itself’.

 

2928 This idea was beginning to find wide 
support among Dutch politicians. On 4 August, even before the interview with Sacirbey was broadcast, 
PvdA MP Valk had argued in favour of solving the refugee problem by creating ‘safety zones’, on the 
lines of those for the Kurds in northern Iraq.2929 In the same broadcast Frits Bolkestein, leader of the 
VVD parliamentary party in the Parliament, had said in response to reports of the existence of 
concentration camps in the former Yugoslavia that if sending international observers could not put an 
end to these abuses, the United Nations would have to intervene actively: ‘Surely you cannot accept the 
fact that people are slaughtering each other on a large scale without trying to do anything about it.’2930 
Valk did not want to rule out the use of force in setting up the safe zones.2931

                                                 

2921 Quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p. 264. 

 On 7 August, the day 
after the ITN pictures had been broadcast, Ria De Bruijn Beckers, chairman of the GroenLinks (Green 
Left) parliamentary party in the Parliament, said she was in favour of deploying military resources to 

2922 ABZ, arch-DVL/BZ. Memorandum from DVL/Foreign Affairs to DGPZ via DEU/OE, 04/08/92, no. 838/92. 
2923 NOS-T.V. Journaal, 04/08/92. 
2924 TK, 1991-1992, 22181, no. 22, p. 1; see also Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 05/08/92, 12.05pm; ‘Kamerleden terug van 
vakantie voor Joegoslavië-debat’ (‘MPs back from holidays for Yugoslavia debate’), de Volkskrant, 06/08/92. 
2925 ‘Kamerleden terug van vakantie voor Joegoslavië-debat’, de Volkskrant, 06/08/92. 
2926 Rob Meines, ‘Verdeeldheid over ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (‘Dissension over intervention in Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 
06/08/91. 
2927 ‘Kamerleden terug van vakantie voor Joegoslavië-debat’, de Volkskrant, 06/08/92. 
2928 Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 05/08/92, 12.05pm. 
2929 Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 04/08/92, 5.05pm. 
2930 Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 04/08/92, 5.05pm. 
2931 Rob Meines, ‘Verdeeldheid over ingrijpen in Bosnië’, NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. 
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create safety zones, and also referred to the Kurds in northern Iraq. She was also in favour of using 
military force to ensure the safety of food convoys and to liberate the concentration camps.2932

The pictures in the Netherlands 

 

In the Netherlands Gutman’s article about the Omarska and Brcko camps, published in Newsday on 2 
August, attracted a great deal of attention.2933 However, in NRC Handelsblad Peter Michielsen warned 
that caution should be observed. Reports about ‘concentration camps’ where Serbs were detaining 
thousands or possibly even tens of thousands of civilians, and where torture, starvation and summary 
executions were said to take place, had been circulating for many months, he wrote. ‘That the 
concentration camps are there has no longer been doubted by anyone for a long time’, but there was no 
concrete proof of brutalities having taken place in them.2934

On 7 August many newspapers placed photos from the ITN broadcast on their front pages.

 Notwithstanding the lack of proof, it may 
be regarded as striking that the NRC Handelsblad had not previously devoted any attention to the 
reports about camps. 

2935 
It can be safely said that there was a huge increase of attention for the war in Bosnia. For example, the 
time devoted to the former Yugoslavia in the current affairs programmes on Dutch television soared 
after the ITN pictures. In the preceding period the subject of Yugoslavia was raised six times per 
month in these programmes, whereas in August 1992 this was suddenly 19 times (see Table 1). In the 
major newspapers more than twice as many articles appeared in August as compared with the average 
per month over 1992.2936

Table 1: number of times attention was devoted to the former Yugoslavia in current affairs 
programmes on Dutch television, 1991-1993

 

2937

2nd half 1991 
 

35 September 1992 11 
January 1992 -  October 1992 6 
February 1992 2 November 1992 2 
March 1992 2 December 1992 8 
April 1992 4 January 1993 8 
May 1992 6 February 1993 13 
June 1992 6 March 1993 7 
July 1992 6 April 1993 5 
August 1992 19   

According to Kees Schaepman, journalist of the weekly Vrij Nederland, ‘the desire to teach the 
ex-Yugoslavs, and especially the Serbs, a lesson, only really flared up after the television pictures of thin 
men behind barbed wire. Concentration camps!’2938

                                                 

2932 Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 0708/92, 12.04pm. 

 In retrospect, Dutch politicians and civil servants 
also believed that ‘the pictures of Omarska’ (which were really of Trnopolje) had been of great 

2933 ‘Rode Kruis eist toegang tot kampen Bosnië’ (‘Red Cross demands access to camps in Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 03/08/92; 
‘Opschudding over concentratiekampen’ (‘Uproar over concentration camps’), NRC Handelsblad, 03/08/92. 
2934 Peter Michielsen, ‘Excessen in Bosnië: wel aanwijzingen, maar geen bewijzen’ (‘Excesses in Bosnia: indications, but no 
proof’), NRC Handelsblad, 03/08/92. 
2935 On that day Trouw placed a photo of a starving child in Somalia on the front page, ‘Somalië, 1992’ (‘Somalia, 1992’), 
Trouw, 07/08/92. The photo of Fikret Alic and his fellow-sufferers appeared on the front page the next day, ‘Levende 
geraamtes in gevangenkamp’ (‘Live skeletons in prison camp’), Trouw, 08/08/92. 
2936 Appendix Scholten & Ruigrok & Heerman, In Sarajevo wordt geschoten (They are shooting in Sarajevo), p. 195, appendix on 
the CD-ROM that goes with the Dutch version of this report. 
2937 Based on Willemse, Joegoslavië, pp. 244-257. The programmes included in the survey were: Aktua (TROS); Brandpunt 
(KRO); Diogenes (VPRO); Hier en Nu (NCRV); Kenmerk (IKON); Nieuwslijn (Veronica); Televizier (AVRO); and Tijdsein (EO). 
2938 Kees Schaepman, ‘De vredeshaviken willen actie’ (‘The peace hawks want action’), Vrij Nederland, 19/09/92. 



392 

 

influence on public opinion with respect to the conflict in Bosnia. According to the then vice-premier 
Wim Kok they had ‘a tremendous catalytic, galvanizing effect’.2939

The pictures came as a shock, often bringing memories of the Second World War to the 
surface. For example, for Bishop Bär of Rotterdam, and Bishop of the Army, they evoked memories of 
the time he himself had spent in a Japanese camp during the Second World War. He said on the radio 
that the ‘civilian internment camps (…) just [had to be] removed by the international community with 
all its might’.

  

2940 In HP/De Tijd, Gerard Driehuis spoke of ‘the Dachau-like pictures from the Serb 
concentration camps’.2941 The SGP (one of the Christian parties) MP B.J. van der Vlies found it 
‘shocking (…) to have it confirmed by real pictures through the media that not so very far from our 
country concentration camps have been set up again’. And at the very moment, he wrote in the party 
paper, that there was an invitation lying on his desk from the PTT (Dutch Post Office) to attend the 
ceremony marking the issue of a postage stamp commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the first 
deportation trains from the camp at Westerbork.2942

In the Nederlands Dagblad a photo collage from the Second World War was placed to accompany 
an article about the crisis in Yugoslavia, with the caption: ‘The atrocious misery of the concentration 
camps of the Second World War: category once but never again’.

  

2943 The article pointed out that before 
the broadcast of these pictures, Dutch public opinion had been fairly unmoved by television images of 
the conflict in the former Yugoslavia. ‘Just like the weather and sports, they were part of the ritual of 
news bulletins.’ What was going on in Somalia and the Central Asian republics of the former Soviet 
Union, for example, was no less terrible, said the paper, ‘until last week Auschwitz, Birkenau and 
Sobibor loomed on the screen again.’ According to the paper, the pictures had touched on Dutch 
feelings of guilt in relation to minorities, caused by the Second World War. It may have been ‘a very 
sound feeling, but it has very little to do with the actual situation in Yugoslavia. It strikes at the self-
image of the West – and of the Netherlands in particular – as a model of peacefulness, progressiveness 
and tolerance.’2944

Stichting 40-45, an organization involved in providing aid for people who had been in the 
resistance and war victims, wrote a letter to the government because of the similarities between the 
pictures shown and the experiences of the Second World War. Social workers employed by this 
organization were confronted with problems their clients had with the pictures. The deputy director of 
the organization, Koolster, hoped that at least there would be a rapid solution to the problems in 
Yugoslavia, because this time nobody could say, as they had in the 1930s with respect to German 
Jewish refugees: ‘We did not know’.

 

2945

In favour of intervention or against? 

 

In response to the pictures from Trnopolje, the media in the Netherlands also flung themselves into the 
problem of: ‘To intervene or not?’ One device employed by the weeklies in particular to contribute to 
the discussion was to consult various ‘experts’, asking them whether or not they thought there should 
be military intervention. This rather unspecified question usually produced a broad spectrum of 
answers, often making it difficult to attach a conclusion to the summary of collected opinions. 

                                                 

2939 Interviews W. Kok, 08/05/00. Similar information in interviews with J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00 and E. van 
Middelkoop, 08/10/99. 
2940 Radio 2, AVRO, Radiojournaal, 09/08/92, 1.04pm; see also Kees Schaepman, ‘De vredeshaviken willen actie’, Vrij 
Nederland, 19/09/92. 
2941 Gerard Driehuis, ‘De leed-formule’ (‘The suffering-formula’), HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, p. 7. 
2942 B.J. van der Vlies, ‘Kort en bondig’ (‘Short and snappy’), De Banier, 20/08/92, p. 5. 
2943 Willem Bouwman, ‘Wijzelf staan op het spel; actie is geboden’ (‘We ourselves are at stake; action is needed’), Nederlands 
Dagblad, 15/08/92. 
2944 Willem Bouwman, ‘Wijzelf staan op het spel; actie is geboden’, Nederlands Dagblad, 15/08/92. 
2945 Radio 1, NOS, Radio Olympia, 14/08/92, 12.04pm. 
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The first category of experts consisted of military or ex-military staff, mostly retired generals. 
Although Resolution 770, which was passed on 13 August, authorized the use of force to support 
humanitarian operations, interviews with Dutch ex-military staff indicated that they were not 
enthusiastic about this idea. Firstly it was not clear to them what goal the international community was 
aiming to achieve in Yugoslavia.2946 ‘Protecting a convoy is not a goal’, said ex- Commander of the 
Royal Netherlands Army and former Chief of Defence Staff General C. de Jager.2947 Retired General H. 
Roos, who had been Army Commander until 1985, thought that it was not only a clear objective that 
was missing; there was also no ‘worst case scenario’ in case the Serbs continued to fight for a long 
period. A second objection of the ex-military staff had to do with the restrictions imposed on the use 
of force by the UN military. ‘There is no such thing as waging a little bit of war’, said De Jager. Roos 
objected to a mandate which did not authorize ‘peace enforcing’. He had himself been active in 
Lebanon, where restricting action to peacekeeping had led to UNIFIL being compelled to leave 
prematurely: ‘A built-in ceiling as far as the use of force is concerned is always dangerous.’2948 The 
former Commander of the First Army Corps, Lieutenant General (retired) W.J. Loos, also believed that 
restricted intervention was impossible. If corridors for humanitarian convoys needed to be made safe, 
then force had to be authorized to control the flanking territory. A third objection of the ex-military 
staff derived from the approach they favoured: they thought there were too few troops available. If half 
a million troops who had been able to be deployed and trained in peace and quiet had been needed to 
liberate Kuwait, ‘a bare expanse of sand’, then in Bosnia, in view of the nature of the terrain, 
considerably more would be needed, said Loos.2949 Lieutenant Colonel I. Duine, tactics lecturer at the 
Royal Military Academy (KMA) in Breda (Netherlands), thought that the territory surrounding the last 
twenty kilometres of the road from Split to Sarajevo, which were in the hands of the Serbs, were 
perfectly suited to guerrilla operations. The deployment of planes and helicopters by the West would 
certainly not stop Bosnian Serb fighters from carrying them out. For example, they would be able to lay 
mines at night.2950 The former military attaché in Belgrade, the retired Colonel S.W. Schouten, foresaw a 
dilemma in establishing the number of troops that needed to be deployed: if too few troops were 
deployed, then the West would run military risks; if too many were deployed, then the resistance of the 
parties in the conflict would rise in proportion.2951 It was difficult to advise those who did want 
intervention. General Berkhof said, ‘I think we should intervene, but I haven’t the faintest idea 
how’.’2952

Of 11 Korea veterans whom Vrij Nederland asked for their opinions on military intervention, 
the majority also reacted negatively. One of these was the former military attaché in Belgrade J. Bor, 
who commented: ‘Let’s start digging graves, because any military involvement in Yugoslavia will be a 
disaster.’ According to him, in Bosnia-Hercegovina alone there were six different armies, which would 
be out to get hold of the UN military’s equipment. Others spoke of ‘a fatal adventure’ and the danger 
that UN military troops would become sitting targets.

  

2953

After the pictures of Fikret Alic were broadcast, the Association of National Servicemen 
(VVDM) expressed the fear that the government might make a rash decision to take part in military 
intervention on the grounds of the pictures. The VVDM warned that the Dutch national servicemen 
did not have the training for a ‘guerrilla war’ in the former Yugoslavia and that the risks were still 

 

                                                 

2946 See for example also the military historian Colonel J. Schulten in NOS Laat, 12/08/92. 
2947 Remco Meijer, ‘Een harde job’ (‘A hard job’), Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 33, in which similar remarks where also recorded by 
the retired Lieutenant General W.J. Loos. 
2948 Remco Meijer, ‘Een harde job’, Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 31. 
2949 Remco Meijer, ‘Een harde job’, Elsevier, 22/08/92, pp. 31-32. 
2950 Hans Moleman, ‘Krachtiger VN-optreden in Bosnië riskante onderneming’ (‘More forceful UN action in Bosnia 
dangerous undertaking’), de Volkskrant, 11/08/92. 
2951 Remco Meijer, ‘Een harde job’, Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 32. 
2952 ‘Ingrijpen of niet?’, Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 30. 
2953 EV, ‘Militair ingrijpen. Was het de moeite waard?’ (‘Military intervention. Was it worthwhile?’), Vrij Nederland, 14/08/92, 
p. 10. 
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inadequately known.2954 Jan Blokker wrote that he had not expected anything else from the national 
servicemen’s lobby, but he wondered when they would have to yield ‘to the Tromps, to Van den Broek, 
to the editorial writer of De Volkskrant, or even to Mient Jan Faber’.2955

The Dutch media also devoted plenty of attention to the opinions of the retiring UN 
Commander General Lewis MacKenzie. According to HP/De Tijd he said that any military 
intervention, not excluding the supervision of convoys, would lead to ‘getting bogged in a quagmire’, 
and ‘an escalation of combat and still more deaths’.

 

2956 According to Elsevier he thought that to bring 
peace to Bosnia a million troops would be needed.2957

Mixed reactions emerged from diplomatic circles. The former NATO Permanent 
Representative C.D. Barkman was prepared to go a long way: liberation of the camps if possible, 
safeguarding humanitarian relief, selective air strikes, supplying arms and Dutch military training for 
Bosnian Muslims and Kosovo Albanians.

 

2958

It turned out that the largest number of advocates of some form of intervention was to be 
found among scientists, but the majority were ‘old hands’, people who had argued in favour of 
intervention at an earlier stage: Voorhoeve and Van den Doel, director and temporary staff member 
(seconded by the Royal Netherlands Army) of Clingendael respectively, wrote an article in De 
Volkskrant as early as 5 August under the title ‘The Netherlands must take the first step towards action 
in Bosnia’. It was the clearest and most far-reaching plea for military intervention up to that point, a 
statement in the true sense of the word. According to them, the ‘massacres’ were no less heinous than 
the crimes committed by the Nazis in Poland in 1939. Even if not all the available reports were true, 
according to these two authors the genocide treaty had been violated, which meant that other countries 
were bound to intervene.  

  

As was mentioned in Chapter 2, Voorhoeve had already expressed the opinion that this treaty 
offered grounds for intervention at an earlier stage, namely on 29 June 1991, during the Slovenian war. 
Since then, according to Voorhoeve and Van den Doel, the EC, the CSCE and the UN had ‘failed 
dismally’. They thought that now at long last ‘moral obligations [should] outweigh any objections that 
might be made against intervention on the grounds of “national sovereignty” or “military risks”’. 
Military intervention should focus on creating Safe Areas under international supervision protected by 
lightly armed units, the liberation of prisoners from the ‘concentration camps’ and safeguarding the 
supply and distribution of humanitarian aid. Voorhoeve and Van den Doel did not rule out the use of 
force in ensuring the safety of the refuge areas and the access corridors. They were aware of the heavy 
demands which would have to be met if the camps were to be liberated: firstly demilitarization of the 
Serb zones in Croatia, so that operations could be carried out from those areas; the deployment of 
fighter aircraft to achieve supremacy in the air above Bosnia; and the elimination of artillery and mortar 
in a wide radius around the area of operations. Then commandos and special forces would have to 
carry out the operations. Possibly the military intervention would have to be carried out by NATO, the 
WEU or an ad hoc coalition without the permission of the UN. ‘The CSCE will probably not be able 
to reach an agreement about it either. But crime cannot be fought by paralysis.’ If the government in 
Washington was not willing to take the lead in action of this sort, then the government in Paris would 
have to do it.2959

Elsewhere Voorhoeve also stated that he realized that the liberation of the camps was a difficult 
job, but that it had to happen: ‘With a 100,000 troops rather than 10,000.’ And he used an argument 

 

                                                 

2954 ‘Van den Broek acht militair ingrijpen in Bosnië noodzakelijk’ (‘Van den Broek deems military intervention in Bosnia 
necessary’), de Volkskrant, 08/08/92. 
2955 Jan Blokker, ‘Consistent’, de Volkskrant, 11/08/92. 
2956 Frans van Deijl and Auke Kok, ‘Mission impossible’, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/93, p. 18. 
2957 Remco Meijer, ‘Een harde job’, Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 32. 
2958 ‘Ingrijpen of niet?’ (‘To intervene or not?’), Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 30. 
2959 J.J.C. Voorhoeve & M. van den Doel, ‘Nederland moet initiatief nemen tot actie in Bosnië’ (‘The Netherlands must take 
the first step towards taking action in Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 05/08/92. 
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which was in fact seldom heard in the Netherlands: he wondered if people realized what the 
consequences would be for Europe if there was a large group of Muslims without a homeland but with 
the support of Islamic countries2960 In other words: did Europe want a second PLO?2961 At the end of 
August, in an opinion article written jointly with Clingendael staff member R. Apeslagh, Voorhoeve 
added another point to his action list, namely that a Safe Area should be set up in Vojvodina to protect 
the Hungarian population there.2962

In August 1992 Voorhoeve became the champion interventionist, publishing numerous articles. 
One of the most striking features of his articles is the tone used towards other countries. In this sense 
too Voorhoeve was in the forefront. As it became increasingly clear that the governments in other 
countries wanted something quite different from the interventionists in the Netherlands, their attitude 
towards other countries soured. For example, Voorhoeve criticized the ‘weak’ foreign politics of the 
United States in recent times. Prime Minister John Major of the United Kingdom, ‘the greatest 
obstructionist’, was ‘hypocritical’. If, as he said, the situation in Bosnia was comparable with that in 
Northern Ireland and was therefore not suitable for intervention, then the British troops should also 
withdraw from Northern Ireland, according to Voorhoeve.

 

2963

Clingendael staff member Van den Doel had done an about-face, from being against to beingin 
favour of military intervention. In June and July he had still been opposed to intervention. In June he 
had pointed out that in his view this conflict, which was taking place in a wooded and mountainous 
territory, had the character of guerrilla warfare, which made ground operations difficult, whereas they 
were exactly what would be needed. In his opinion, using only naval blockades and air strikes would 
not lead to results. It was not clear what solution they were expected to achieve. On the other hand, he 
did not believe that the West would be able to supply enough troops for a ground operation.

 

2964 Even 
in July he had impressed upon supporters of military intervention that an analogy between the 
conditions in Kuwait during the Gulf War and the situation in the former Yugoslavia was false. In his 
opinion the situation in Yugoslavia was different, for example, because there was not just one 
opponent, but many warring groups, which moreover would not obey Milosevic; the terrain was 
mountainous and wooded rather than a sandpit; and according to him the fighters in Yugoslavia used 
guerrilla methods which could only be combated by Russian and American elite troops. At that stage he 
had therefore still thought it would be better for the West to limit itself to psychological warfare.2965 At 
the beginning of August he no longer ruled out ‘limited, humanitarian action which could be executed 
very rapidly’. Like his director Voorhoeve, he became a fervent supporter of such action.2966

Oostlander on the other hand was a veteran interventionist. He proposed European military 
actions from the air and the sea with simultaneous material support from the Bosnian government 

 

                                                 

2960 ‘Ingrijpen of niet?’, Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 30. See also J.J.C. Voorhoeve & M. van den Doel, ‘Argumenten tegen ingrijpen 
in Bosnië zijn niet sterk’ (‘Arguments against intervention in Bosnia are not strong’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/08/92. 
2961 Voorhoeve, quoted in: Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Wachten op een Churchill’ (‘Waiting for a Churchill’), Elsevier, 15/08/92, p. 
32. 
2962 R. Aspeslagh & J.J.J.C. Voorhoeve, ‘Westen moet uitbreiding van burgeroorlog voorkomen’ (‘West must prevent 
expansion of civil war’), de Volkskrant, 27/08/92. 
2963 Alexander Münninghoff & Martijn Delaere, ‘De Serviërs gedragen zich als de nazi’s’ (‘The Serbs behave like Nazis’), 
Haagsche Courant, 08/08/92. 
2964 Michiel Zonneveld, ‘Actie in Joegoslavië kan jaren duren’ (‘Action in Yugoslavia may take years’), Het Parool, 10/06/92. 
2965 M. van den Doel, ‘Koeweit en Joegoslavië zijn onvergelijkbaar’ (‘Kuwait and Yugoslavia are incomparable’), de 
Volkskrant, 07/07/92. For another reaction to Hylke Tromp’s article, see Wil van Daalen, ‘Militaire interventie zal 
Joegoslavië niet helpen’ (‘Military intervention will not help Yugoslavia’), de Volkskrant, 08/07/92: ‘Als ik dergelijke taal lees, 
staat mijn verstand stil en zou ik bijna terug gaan verlangen naar het machtsevenwicht van de Koude Oorlog.’ (‘When I read 
language like this, my mind freezes and I would almost like to return to the Cold War power balance). 
2966 Laurent Heere, ‘Militaire actie in Bosnië onvermijdelijk’ (‘Military action in Bosnia inevitable’), Rotterdams Dagblad, 
06/08/92; id., ‘Tijd van praten is voorbij’ (‘Time for talking is over’), Haagsche Courant, 07/08/92. See also M. van den Doel, 
‘Verkeerd signaal VN aan Servië’ (‘Wrong signal from UN to Serbia’), Het Parool, 17/08/92; M. van den Doel, ‘Westen dient 
snel te interveniëren in conflict Balkan’ (‘West must intervene rapidly in Balkan conflict’), NRC Handelsblad, 01/08/92; 
Laurent Heere, ‘Militaire actie in Bosnië onvermijdelijk’, Rotterdams Dagblad, 06/08/92. 
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troops. ‘The Netherlands has not been a trend setting nation for a long time, but there is nothing 
wrong with taking the lead to some extent with a view to convincing our EC colleagues.’2967 And the 
main editorial of De Volkskrant on 13 August asserted that in fact the Netherlands could and should 
exert influence, as it had when the placement of cruise missiles had been an issue.2968 Jan Blokker had 
the impression that the desire to lead the way was mainly in the interest of domestic goals: ‘The 
Netherlands is very good, from wall to wall – perhaps with a tiny exception in the case of Green Left: 
this is the great consolation for what is going on in Yugoslavia – that as far as collective moral 
indignation is concerned we have not been left completely empty-handed after communism’.2969

Koen Koch thought he could detect a similar need for self-congratulation in a certain 
complacency surrounding the willingness of private citizens to take in refugees. He was not much in 
favour of military intervention: now that ethnic cleansing by the Bosnian Serbs was apparently almost 
complete, intervention would come too late.

  

2970 Columnist Paul Scheffer compared ‘“limited” 
intervention (…)to at best wishful thinking, at worst a cheap salving of people’s own consciences’.2971 
Bart Tromp thought that military intervention had become ‘inevitable’ after the television pictures of 
Serb prison camps.2972 Because he was apparently not completely sure of this inevitability, he summed 
up seven consequences of failure to intervene: the war in Croatia would be resumed, because Serb 
aggression in Bosnia was also a threat to Croatia; acceptance of the partitioning of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
would have consequences for the situation in Kosovo; the Islamic world would blame the Western 
world for negligence; Turkey would get involved in the matter, so that there would be a threat of 
confrontation with Greece; the example of ethnic cleansing might be imitated in the countries of the 
former Soviet Union; and finally the pretensions of the European Community, the United Nations and 
the new world order would receive a blow.2973 Hylke Tromp thought that only an ultimatum imposed 
on all conflicting parties in the form of the threat of ‘total deployment of military resources’ might still 
lead to a ceasefire in Bosnia. Anything else, starting with Resolution 770, would lead to prolonged 
bloodshed.2974

Of the newspapers NRC Handelsblad, Trouw and De Volkskrant, the last continued to be the 
most fervent supporter of more radical intervention. The senior editorial commentary of the De 
Volkskrant voiced the opinion that military protection of humanitarian convoys only, as laid down in 
Resolution 770, was not enough. The newspaper warned that the action taken might prove to be ‘too 
little, too late’

  

2975 and said that in passing Resolution 770 the Security Council had behaved like the 
mountain that had brought forth a mouse.2976

De Volkskrant journalist Anet Bleich joined the interventionists again. Although she admitted 
that she was ‘no authority on the military metier’, in her opinion the answer to the question of what the 
international community, and Europe in particular, should do with regard to Bosnia-Hercegovina was 
‘devastatingly simple’: an end should be put to the war by deploying military resources ‘on as large a 
scale as necessary’.

  

2977

                                                 

2967 Arie M. Oostlander, ‘Europa moet in Bosnië geweten laten spreken’ (‘Europe must follow conscience in Bosnia’), de 
Volkskrant, 11/08/92. See also Arie M. Oostlander, ‘Scenario van de jaren dertig’ (‘1930s scenario’), Trouw, 07/08/92. 

 

2968 ‘Nederlandse keuze’ (‘Dutch choice’), de Volkskrant, 13/08/93. 
2969 Jan Blokker, ‘Dom, slecht, slim’ (‘Stupid, evil, clever’), de Volkskrant, 15/08/92. 
2970 Koen Koch, ‘Een huis op zand’ (‘A house on sand’), de Volkskrant, 22/08/92. 
2971 Paul Scheffer, ‘Rechtsgevoel tegen nultarief’ (‘A sense of justice at zero rate’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/08/92. 
2972 Tromp, Verraad, p. 38. 
2973 Tromp, Verraad, pp. 40-41 (19/08/92). 
2974 Hylke Tromp, ‘Huidig interventiebeleid leidt tot langdurig bloedvergieten’ (‘Present intervention policy will lead to 
prolonged bloodshed’), de Volkskrant, 14/08/92; Berry Kessels, ‘Beperkt ingrijpen Bosnië wordt ramp’ (‘Limited 
intervention Bosnia will be a disaster’), De Gelderlander, 13/08/92. 
2975 ‘Partij kiezen’ (‘Taking sides’), de Volkskrant, 12/08/92. 
2976 ‘Verstoppertje spelen’ (‘Playing hide-and-seek’), de Volkskrant, 15/08/92. 
2977 Anet Bleich, ‘Partijen Bosnië vechten voor bloed en bodem’ (‘Parties in Bosnia fight for blood and soil’), de Volkskrant, 
18/08/92. 
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Looking over the opinion pages and editorials, nothing much had changed. The arguments in 
favour of intervention – moral reasons: the risk of escalation to Kosovo or outside the former 
Yugoslavia; the possibility of creating a precedent for not intervening in situations elsewhere; damage to 
the image of the EC, the UN and the NATO in particular; reactions from the Islamic world – were for 
the most part not new. Nor were most of the names of the advocates of intervention. But the 
frequency of the appearance of interventionist articles had risen sharply. ‘Since the television pictures of 
the camps in Bosnia two out of three of the Dutch have been in favour of direct military intervention 
in what was once Yugoslavia. Professors, MPs, columnists make warlike utterances’, as Kees 
Schaepman summarized the mood in Vrij Nederland. ‘There is only one group that is not so keen: the 
military, who in choosing their profession must surely have taken the possibility of war into 
consideration. What good to us are soldiers who are not keen on fighting if that is exactly what we want 
them to do? (…) It is like an Umwertung aller Werte: the warmongers are professors or MPs, reflection 
and sense are wearing uniforms.’ Schaepman thought there was a sort of ‘Yugo-storm’ going on in the 
Netherlands, which reminded him of a stage war: ‘always the same extras, who after walking around in 
the wings for a while storm onto the stage again to give the impression that a real army is advancing.2978

The Dutch public and the refugee issue 

  

But there was more involved. Both in the days just before and in the weeks after the Trnopolje 
pictures, the reports of the existence of camps led for the first time to a substantial stream of letters 
from private individuals being published in papers.2979 In general, the letter writers did not understand 
why ‘the mighty powers of the earth, placed on their thrones of justice and peace by our mandate,’ 
permitted the daily violation of the most elementary human rights.2980 According to Hylke Tromp the 
Dutch population had taken their politicians in tow: ‘I cannot remember such – rightly – enraged 
statements about any political conflict whatsoever since 1945.’2981 However, it was remarkable that a 
demonstration on the Beursplein in Amsterdam on 14 August, organized by the Yugoslav peace group 
Mi za Mir, drew fewer than a hundred protesters. The majority of those who did come were Croats, 
Muslims and Serbs.2982

However, the most important gauge of the Dutch public’s attitude was the reaction to the 
refugee issue. Like Valk, in the days following the broadcast of the Trnopolje pictures, De Hoop 
Scheffer declared his support for the admission of more refugees to the Netherlands, as a supplement 
to the ‘safe havens’ in the region itself.

 

2983

                                                 

2978 Kees Schaepman, ‘De vredeshaviken willen actie’, Vrij Nederland, 19/09/92. 

 In anticipation of the consultation with the Parliament which 
De Hoop Scheffer had requested, Minister D’Ancona and Junior Minister Kosto declared that the 

2979 See for example Jaco Rosenbach, ‘Vluchtelingen’ (‘Refugees’), de Volkskrant, 04/08/92; ‘Geachte redactie, Waarom 
wordt er niet ingegrepen in Bosnië?’ (‘Why is there no intervention in Bosnia?’), de Volkskrant, 05/08/92; M.J. van Haaster, 
‘Servië’ (‘Serbia’), and M. Buurman, ‘Neutraliteit’ (‘Neutrality’), de Volkskrant, 06/08/92; Marcel Buurman, ‘Guerrilla-oorlog’ 
(‘Guerilla warfare’), de Volkskrant, 10/08/92; ‘Geachte redactie. Alleen Joegostorm kan overslaan vuur voorkomen’ (‘Only 
Yugostorm can prevent the fire from spreading’ and ‘Soms geloof je je ogen niet’ (‘Sometimes you cannot believe your 
eyes’), de Volkskrant, 12/08/92; ‘Wereldbestuurders lieten geweld escaleren’ (‘World leaders allowed violence to escalate’), de 
Volkskrant, 15/08/92; ‘Geachte redactie. Slachtoffers Servië hebben niks aan ongewapende vredesmacht’ (‘Unarmed peace 
force is of no use to victims of Serbia’), de Volkskrant, 26/08/92; ‘Brieven’ (‘Letters’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/08/92 with 
meaningful headings such as ‘Niks neutraliteit’ (‘No to neutrality’), ‘Holle retoriek’ (‘Hollow rhetoric’), ‘Concentratiekampen’ 
(‘Concentration camps’), ‘Ingrijpen kan’ (‘Intervention is possible’), ‘Smakeloos’ (‘Tasteless’), ‘München’ (‘Munich’), ‘Geen 
oliebelangen’ (‘No oil interests’) and ‘Niet zwijgen’ (‘Do not be silent’). 
2980 André Kusters, ‘Sterven voor Sarajevo’ (‘Dying for Sarajevo’), Elsevier, 22/08/92, p. 7. For a detached reaction from a 
private individual see Koos Nuninga, ‘Joegoslavië is echt geen Koeweit’ (‘Yugoslavia is really not Kuwait’), de Volkskrant, 
14/08/92 
2981 Berry Kessels, ‘Beperkt ingrijpen Bosnië wordt ramp’, De Gelderlander, 13/08/92. 
2982 ‘Joegoslavisch protest’ (‘Yugoslav protest’), de Volkskrant, 15/08/92; ‘Lubbers wil snel troepen sturen naar Bosnië’ 
(‘Lubbers wants to send troops to Bosnia quickly’), NRC Handelsblad, 15/08/92. 
2983 Radio 2, AVRO, Radiojournaal, 09/08/92, 1.04pm. 
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Dutch government was prepared to accept several thousand extra refugees from the former 
Yugoslavia.2984

The pressure of public opinion to do more for the refugees was great. In August 1992, moved 
by the pictures in the media, within a fortnight 7000 host families and 3000 volunteers offered their 
services for the relief of displaced people, in response to a campaign held by the Dutch Refugee 
Association in consultation with the Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture, and after a call from the 
Dutch Bishops and the Dutch Deaconate of the Reformed churches.

 

2985 Town councils and housing 
corporations also made housing available.2986 By mid-August, according to a questionnaire presented by 
the broadcasting company Veronica, as many as 1.9 million people were prepared to take Yugoslavs 
into their homes.2987 Later it turned out that most of the refugees preferred central accommodation 
amidst fellow refugees, so that in the long run only 230 of the offers made by host families were taken 
up, by a total of six hundred former Yugoslavs.2988 In almost all of these cases considerable irritation 
and tension arose between the host families and their guests. Of those 230 families, 170 gave up after 
three months, partly on the advice of the Dutch Refugee Council, partly at their own request. The 
refugees who had been staying with these host families then returned to the Temporary Relief Centre. 
On evaluation, the Dutch Refugee Council decided that the project was not worth repeating.2989 
Anyway, in general the stream of Yugoslavs arriving in the Netherlands remained limited. While the 
Ministry of Justice had announced in mid-July that three unoccupied barracks in Zuidlaren, ‘s-
Hertogenbosch and Roermond were being made ready to receive an extra 1500 Yugoslavs,2990

                                                 

2984 TV, Nederland 2, NOS Journaal, 10/08/92, 6.00pm; also in the 8.00pm NOS-Journaal on Nederland 3, that same day; 
TV, RTL4, Nieuws, 11/08/92, 7.30pm. See also Willem Offenberg, ‘Nederland te terughoudend’ (‘The Netherlands too 
reserved’), and ‘Kosto’enkele duizenden vluchtelingen welkom’ (‘Kosto says several thousand refugees are welcome’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 11/08/92; ‘d’Ancona meer vluchtelingen naar Nederland’ (Dd’Ancona more refugees to the Netherlands’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 12/08/92. 

 the 

2985 Marianne Fennema, ‘Opvang vluchtelingen’ (‘Reception of refugees’), CD/Actueel, 05/09/92, p. 12; Dutch Refugee 
Council’s 1992 annual report, pp. 15-16. Cf. objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, 
prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD study. See the Dutch Refugee Council’s advertisement in the framework of 
this campaign in for example NRC Handelsblad and de Volkskrant, 13/08/92. And further ‘Veel animo voor opvang 
Bosniërs’ (‘Much enthusiasm for taking in Bosnians’), Trouw, 17/08/92; ‘Ruim vierduizend gastgezinnen willen Joegoslaven 
opvangen’ (‘More than four thousand host families willing to take in Yugoslavs’), de Volkskrant, 20/08/92; Jeroen 
Trommelen, ‘Bedje en zitje beter dan kale kamer’ (‘Bed and sofa better than bare room’), de Volkskrant, 27/08/92; 
‘Kerkleden opgeroepen voor vluchtelingenwerk’ (‘Church members called upon for refugee work’): Trouw, 14/08/92; Wilma 
Kieskamp, ‘Gastvrijheid zonder fruithapjes’ (‘Hospitality without fruit puree’), Trouw, 03/09/92; Anneke Visser, ‘Veel 
onduidelijkheid bij gastgezinnen over opvang vluchtelingen’ (‘Much about reception of refugees not understood by host 
families’), NRC Handelsblad, 27/08/92. 
2986 See for example ‘Leiden bereid om meer Bosniërs op te nemen’ (‘Leiden prepared to accept more Bosnians’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 08/08/92; ‘Leiden maakt plaats voor vluchtelingen’ (‘Leiden makes room for refugees’), PRO, vol. 1 (1992) no. 
2, pp. 8-11; ‘Bij 470 gezinnen Joegoslavisch kind welkom’ (‘470 families prepared to welcome Yugoslav child’), de 
Volkskrant, 07/08/92; ‘Corporaties gevraagd om huizen voor vluchtelingen’ (‘Corporations asked for houses for refugees’), 
Trouw, 12/08/92. 
2987 Wilma Kieskamp, ‘VluchtelingenWerk: we kunnen het aan’ (‘Dutch Refugee Association: we can cope’), Trouw, 
19/08/92. 
2988 ‘Liever niet in gastgezin. Minimaal aantal Joegoslaven wil particuliere opvang’ (‘Preferably not in a host family. Minimum 
number of Yugoslavs wants shelter in private homes’), Trouw, 28/09/92; Dutch Refugee Council’s 1992 annual report, p. 16; 
Dutch Refugee Council’s 1993 annual report, p. 24. 
2989 Jeroen Trommelen, ‘Gastgezin is mooi, maar het moet niet te lang duren’ (‘Host family is fine, but it must not go on for 
too long’), de Volkskrant, 14/12/93. There had been an earlier warning against this course of events: Paul Oosterhoff, 
‘Gezinsopvang van vluchteling brengt niets dan ellende’ (‘Reception of refugees in families will bring nothing but trouble’), 
de Volkskrant, 28/08/92. 
2990 ‘Scherpe kritiek op opvang Joegoslaven’ (‘Keen criticism of reception of Yugoslavs’), Trouw, 17/07/92; ‘Regering wil 
Joegoslaven onderbrengen in kazernes’ (‘Government wants to house Yugoslavs in barracks’), de Volkskrant, 17/07/92; 
‘Rode Kruis klaar voor opvang ontheemden uit voormalig Joegoslavië’ (‘Red Cross ready to receive Displaced Persons from 
the former Yugoslavia’), NRC Handelsblad, 24/07/92. Prime Minister Lubbers made a personal effort for the reception of 
refugees in Zuidlaren by urging Wilpstra, the mayor of that town, to provide shelter for Displaced Persons from Yugoslavia, 
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curious situation arose that the existing central reception capacity was not fully utilized. During the 
Ministerial Council meeting of 20 August 1992, one of the ministers voiced the opinion that the 
government could no longer use the argument that the admission of Yugoslav displaced people should 
be restricted because it was tantamount to complicity with ethnic cleansing. According to this minister 
this damaged both the image of the Netherlands abroad and the credibility of the government’s policy 
on the former Yugoslavia. The policy of the government meant in practice that the admission of 
refugees from Yugoslavia was to an ever-increasing extent supplementary to efforts to offer people a 
safe abode in the region itself.2991

In the third week of August Kosto and D’Ancona wrote to the Parliament that in their opinion 
the EC should set up refugee camps along the borders of Bosnia-Hercegovina. With this idea, the 
Netherlands was one step ahead of the rest of the Community, according to Kosto. The Ministries of 
Justice and of Welfare, Health and Culture went even further; on 25 August, even before a reaction 
from the EC partners had been announced and even before the Dutch government had been able to 
talk about it, they sent a mission to Zagreb to find out how this plan could be implemented.

  

2992 The 
delegation selected about 2000 refugees on the spot who would be allowed to come to the Netherlands, 
and kept open the possibility of re-uniting families, which might have led to an additional 1000 
admissions. After the gates of the Netherlands had been opened for these individuals, the principle of 
relief in the region itself would again be given priority.2993

As has already been discussed, this position led to problems when the UNHCR started to look 
for countries which were prepared to accept people from the prison camps. In October 1992 the 
UNHCR appealed to the Dutch government to accept 1600 Bosnians. However, the government said 
they first wanted to concentrate on the 6000 Displaced Persons already in the Netherlands. Soon after, 
UNHCR asked the Dutch government to accept 1750 Displaced Persons at short notice, while Ogata 
announced that soon after that another 3700 Displaced Persons in all would have to be accommodated 
in third countries, thereby implying that the Netherlands should also accept some of them.

  

2994

                                                                                                                                                                  

Wim Phylipsen/Grazielle Runchina, ‘Soldaten maken plaats voor vluchtelingen’ (‘Soldiers make room for refugees’), de 
Volkskrant, 29/07/92. 

 During 
the Ministerial Council meeting of 30 October there was talk of a number of 200 people whom the 
Netherlands would be able to accept. This was thought to be enough to induce other EC member 
states to take their share of these refugees. This proposal led to critical remarks by various ministers 
who pointed out that the High Commissioner’s request was about people from camps, who were daily 
at risk of being murdered, and who might also include rape victims. These problems turned out to be a 
matter of daily concern to the government, which along with the German government made efforts to 

2991 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, 27/08/92, 04/09/92 and 13/11/92, prepared 
for the purposes of the present NIOD study. 
2992 Radio 1, Veronica Nieuwsradio, 24/08/92, 6.05pm. The mission consisted of: Hilbrand Nawijn, director of Immigration 
Affairs at the Ministry of Justice, Eddy Engelsman, director of Refugees, Minorities and Asylum Seekers at the Ministry of 
Welfare, Health and Culture, Klaas van den Tempel from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ton Teunissen from the Red 
Cross, Jaap Hoeksma, vice-chairman of the Dutch Refugee Council, Ahmed Aboutaleb, public relations official at the 
Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture, Gert Riphagen, spokesman for the Ministry of Justice, and Dragan Sakovic, civil 
servant at the Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture, who also functioned as interpreter. 
2993 For this subject see also Max van Weezel, ‘De verfijnde Balkan-oorlog tussen WVC en Justitie’ (‘The subtle Balkan War 
between Welfare, Health and Culture, and Justice’), Vrij Nederland, 03/10/92, pp. 7-11; Louis Cornelisse, ‘Dit is natuurlijk 
mensonterend’ (‘This is of course degrading’), Trouw, 27/08/92; id., ‘Op zoek naar de ‘meest kwetsbaren’’ (‘Looking for “the 
most vulnerable people”’), Trouw, 28/08/92; Ward op den Brouw, ‘Missie naar Kroatië stuit bij grens al op strubbelingen’ 
(‘Mission to Croatia runs into trouble even at the border’), NRC Handelsblad, 26/08/92; id., ‘Delegatie ziet meest in opvang 
in Kroatië’ (‘Delegation has most faith in reception in Croatia’) and ‘Nederland zegt opvang 2.000 vluchtelingen toe’ (‘The 
Netherlands agrees to accept 2,000 refugees’) , NRC Handelsblad, 27/08/92; Ward op den Brouw, ‘Nederlandse delegatie 
met granaat beschoten’ (‘Dutch delegation shelled’), NRC Handelsblad, 28/08/92. 
2994 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 23/10/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
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procure an international agreement at least to liberate all inmates of camps.2995

The reactions of Dutch politicians 

 However, these efforts 
had very meagre results. 

Before the emergency debate requested by De Hoop Scheffer, politicians had already been asked for 
their reactions to the pictures of the Trnopolje camp. According to Rinus Ferdinandusse, senior editor 
of Vrij Nederland, the citizens of the Netherlands expected their politicians, now that ‘every evening 
there was murder, slaughter and sorrow on the screen, if there are concentration camps and rumours of 
concentration camps’, to ‘take charge. Even if they do not know what to do themselves.’2996 However, 
the ministers were out of the country; it was the holiday season and there were Olympic Games on. 
Not to worry. On 7 August the media visited the members of the government to ask for their 
comments on the pictures broadcast the previous evening. NOS radio reporter Ruud de Wit found 
Prime Minister Lubbers in Barcelona, where he was attending the semi-final of the Dutch volleyball 
team at the Olympic Games, and asked him: ‘I don’t know if you saw the pictures on television 
yesterday evening of concentration camps, the mutilated children (…) Isn’t it about time we, as the 
European Community, did a little more in Yugoslavia?’ The Prime Minister replied that he thought it 
was better not to react, because he was having ‘a little time off’. The broadcast of the report clearly 
implied that the Prime Minister was ‘undoubtedly having a great time’ and that the listeners had been 
able to hear for themselves that Lubbers had given no substantive reaction to the pictures.2997 On his 
return to the Netherlands the Prime Minister was also asked if he thought the Olympic Games should 
have carried on after the pictures of ‘concentration camps’ had been shown; Lubbers said he thought 
they should.2998

Minister Pronk of Development Co-operation did not see the pictures himself immediately, 
because at that moment he was in Tanzania. Unaware of the pictures, on 7 August – following in the 
footsteps of Boutros-Ghali – he expressed criticism of the Western world, which in his opinion 
devoted too much attention to Yugoslavia and too little to Somalia.

 

2999 However, three days later, back 
home again, the minister gave an analysis of Milosevic’s ‘Hitlerite politics’ during top-level talks of his 
party, the PvdA.3000

In the television programme ‘NOS Laat’ on 7 August Van den Broek said he expected that the 
pictures ‘[would] not fail to have an effect and [that] the pressure to arrive at stronger measures now 
and perhaps also to take a few more risks in the matter, [would] only [be] reinforced’.

  

3001 In the same 
broadcast anchor woman Maartje van Weegen asked De Hoop Scheffer for his comments on the 
pictures.3002

Van Weegen asked if De Hoop Scheffer did not find it curious that at such a crucial moment 
Lubbers and Kok were out of the country. De Hoop Scheffer expected that they would return soon: ‘I 

 Both Van Weegen and De Hoop Scheffer said that the pictures were indeed terrible, but at 
the same time both warned that these ‘concentration camps’ were not extermination camps.  

                                                 

2995 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 30/10/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
2996 Rinus Ferdinandusse, ‘Kampen op de Balkan’ (‘Camps in the Balkans’), Vrij Nederland, 08/08/92. 
2997 Radio 1, NOS, Radio Olympia, 07/08/92, 1.04pm. 
2998 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen, 14/08/92, 11.07pm. 
2999 ‘Beter ingrijpen in Somalië’ (‘Better to intervene in Somalia’), Trouw, 08/08/92. Van den Broek supported Pronk on this 
matter, Radio 1, NOS, Radiolympia, 07/08/92, 5.07pm. 
3000 Max van Weezel, ‘De verfijnde Balkan-oorlog tussen WVC en Justitie’, Vrij Nederland, 03/10/92, p. 11; Leonard 
Ornstein/Max van Weezel, ‘Het warme bad en de koude douche van Relus ter Beek’ (‘The hot bath and the cold shower of 
Relus ter Beek’), Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p.11. According to Valk, after the pictures Pronk radiated a sense of: ‘what is 
going on here is the purest fascism!’, interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. 
3001 TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Laat, 07/08/92, 10.25pm. 
3002 The other interviewees were Joris Voorhoeve, director of Clingendael, the publicist Paul Scheffer and the retired Major 
General Vogel, of whom the first two, like Van den Broek, were afraid that if the West was not prepared to undertake some 
form of military action, the conflict threatened to escalate; Vogel saw no definite indications of this. 
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presume that the Prime Minister and the vice-premier will soon be back in the Netherlands, because 
these pictures, but also the rest of the developments, will have to lead to government policy’. He urged 
the deployment of military troops: ‘they will have to make it possible to collect the huge numbers, the 
hundreds of thousands, possibly millions of refugees there, in sanctuaries, in camps, protected by 
military troops. Just think for a moment of the Kurds in northern Iraq.’3003

After the coverage of the camps, the CDA parliamentary party deliberately chose to support a 
‘hard line’ in the Yugoslav conflict.

 

3004 This meant that the ‘surgical intervention’ favoured by Kok and 
Oostlander in the preceding months, was ‘a stage already passed’.3005

‘Military intervention, if necessary on a large scale, is morally justified – if it 
helps. But that is the problem. Various politicians are crying out for 
intervention much too readily. But will it not lead to escalation? That is my 
biggest problem with it. I am pessimistic about the conflict, the mutual hatred 
runs so deep. I do not think it can be solved in this way. Intervention might 
lead to a sort of Lebanon, so that you might be stuck in a bloody conflict for 
years.’

 After the Trnopolje pictures the 
question of military intervention led to differences of opinion within GroenLinks. At the end of August 
1992, the executive committee of ‘Green Left’ concurred with the declarations of the Security Council 
demanding access to all prison camps and advocating the possibility of military protection for aid 
convoys in Bosnia. The committee also argued in favour of other measures, including reinforcing the 
monitoring of economic sanctions against Serbia. However, in spite of pressure from within the party, 
the leaders of ‘Green Left’ were not yet ready for large-scale military intervention. Maarten van 
Poelgeest, a member of the executive committee, said:  

3006

The parliamentary consultation on 12 August: pressure for Safe Areas 

 

On 11 August Van den Broek and Ter Beek sent a letter to the permanent parliamentary committees in 
preparation for the consultation requested by De Hoop Scheffer.3007

                                                 

3003 TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Laat, 07/08/92, 10.25pm. 

 In this letter the ministers 
ascertained the deterioration of the humanitarian situation due to the escalation of fighting in Croatia 
and Bosnia-Hercegovina, ethnic cleansing and concentration camps, for which Serbia was held mainly 
responsible. In view of the international situation the ministers were not really able to do much more at 
that moment. The Security Council was still working on UN resolutions, NATO and the WEU were 
still engaged in making plans for the military support of humanitarian relief and for the monitoring of 
heavy weapons, and the EC conference on Yugoslavia was on its last legs now that the British 
government had announced that in the near future they wanted to conduct these talks on a broader 
basis. As far as its own measures were concerned, the government could only report that since the 
beginning of July an F-27 had been flying to Zagreb and Sarajevo regularly with aid supplies and that 
the offer of a transport unit – about which the Parliament had not previously been informed – was still 
open. 

3004 CDA Secretariat, Foreign Affairs Committee, working group for Central and Eastern Europe, July – December 1992, 
H9.729, report by the working group for Central and Eastern Europe, 02/09/92. 
3005 CDA Secretariat, Foreign Affairs Committee, working group for Central and Eastern Europe, July – December 1992, 
H9.729, report by the working group for Central and Eastern Europe, 02/09/92. 
3006 Hansje Galesloot, ‘Heftige discussie in GroenLinks over militaire interventie. Volstaat humanitaire hulp Bosnië?’ 
(‘Heated discussion in GroenLinks on military intervention. Is humanitarian aid in Bosnia enough?’), GroenLinks, 
August/September 1992. For the discussion in GroenLinks see also ‘Debat over nut en nadeel van militaire interventies. 
Wapens en mensenrechten, een ongemakkelijk duo’ (‘Debate on usefulness and drawbacks of military interventions. 
Weapons and human rights, an uneasy duo’), GroenLinks, October 1992. See also Gudrun Gutovski/Hans Feddema, ‘Vuur 
is niet met vuur te blussen’ (‘Fire cannot be extinguished by fire’), NRC Handelsblad, 12/08/92. 
3007 TK 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, pp. 15-21. 



402 

 

The letter found no favour in the eyes of most MPs. The general impression was that it was too 
lukewarm. This was the first time since the outbreak of the hostilities in the former Yugoslavia that 
there was a clear difference in views between the government and the Parliament. Οn the eve of the 
debate, Blaauw had declared in response to the ethnic cleansing: ‘This cannot go on, it may not go on 
and something must be done about it’. The next day, before the Parliamentary debate, stumbling over 
his own words, he said on the radio of the government’s letter:  

‘A letter full of good intentions, good possibilities, lots of conferences 
announced, many inquiries started up again, but direct, practical measures get 
stranded again and again either because there has to be agreement in a wider 
context or because there must first be a Security Council resolution, and so we 
just muddle along and the population in Bosnia is under artillery fire, is being 
displaced, ‘ethnically cleansed’ to use an abominable word, and so on.’ 

De Hoop Scheffer thought there were ‘many weak passages’ in the letter.3008 Valk (PvdA) expressed a 
less critical opinion of the contents of the government’s letter, although he did think it was couched in 
a ‘somewhat nebulous, typically Foreign Affairs kind of prose’.3009

There was an unusually large amount of public interest in the parliamentary debate on 12 
August. The Parliament itself also showed interest: whereas normally only a handful of parliamentarians 
turn up at oral consultations of this kind, in this case more than thirty MPs had broken off their 
holidays in order to attend the consultations.

 

3010 An exceptional feature of this General Consultation, 
which did not take place in the plenary hall but in the Troelstra Room in the new Parliament building, 
was that there was a shortage of chairs. The public gallery was fully occupied. Extra chairs had to be 
brought for the MPs and D66 (Democrat Party) MP Hans van Mierlo, who arrived late, even had to 
remain standing. ‘It was clear that the People’s Representatives were experiencing a Historic Day’, 
wrote Auke Kok in HP/De Tijd.3011 It was also exceptional that this General Consultation was reported 
on the front pages of the major newspapers. With all this attention, the mood of the debate on the 
afternoon of 12 August was unmistakably more emotional than on previous occasions. It was 
characterized by a grim ‘“this-has-got-to-stop” note’, as one journalist reported3012 and the main 
editorial of De Volkskrant saw in the debate ‘an end to Dutch aloofness’.3013

A curious situation arose as a result of the MPs’ criticism of the government’s letter. On 17 
June the MPs had already said during an oral consultation of the permanent parliamentary committees 
of Foreign Affairs and Defence that they could see military intervention approaching, but did not want 
to urge it yet.

  

3014

                                                 

3008 Rob Meines, ‘Nederland kan Servie niet alleen stoppen’ (‘The Netherlands cannot stop Serbia alone’), NRC Handelsblad, 
13/08/92. See also Auke Kok, ‘Helden op het Binnenhof’ (‘Heroes in the Binnenhof’), HP/de Tijd, in which De Hoop 
Scheffer called the letter ‘much too weak’. 

 At the NATO summit of 4 June Van den Broek had welcomed the American 
suggestion of military protection for humanitarian convoys. During the EC summit in Lisbon a few 
weeks later, Van den Broek and Lubbers urged colleagues from the United Kingdom, France and 
Belgium, who had seats in the Security Council, to work on a resolution authorizing the use of military 
force to support aid convoys. The government had maintained this position. On 7 August, for example, 
the Director-General of Political Affairs Van Walsum had complained to Jeremy Greenstock, the 
British Deputy Director of Political Affairs at the Foreign Office, about the helplessness displayed by 
the EC under British presidency. He had intimated that by then it was about time for action to which 

3009 Radio 1, VARA, Wednesday edition, 12/08/92, 12.04pm. 
3010 ‘Kamer en kabinet voor VN-actie in Bosnië’ (‘Parliament and government in favour of UN action in Bosnia’), de 
Volkskrant, 13/08/92. 
3011 Auke Kok, ‘Helden op het Binnenhof’, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/92. 
3012 Rob Meines, ‘Nederland kan Servie niet alleen stoppen’, NRC Handelsblad, 13/08/92. 
3013 ‘Nederlandse keuze’, de Volkskrant, 13/08/93. 
3014 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 27. 
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Serbia did not consent. However, Greenstock had countered that the British Prime Minister John 
Major was personally opposed to any ‘slipping’ into military intervention.3015

Now, almost two months later, on 12 August, the parliamentarians were for the first time 
urging active intervention on a larger scale in view of humanitarian aspects of the conflict in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. According to Valk, the reason for this more rigorous position was ‘continued firing in 
cities such as Sarajevo, pictures of prison camps and concentration camps and the merciless ethnic 
cleansing:  

 The Dutch government 
could hardly be accused of a lack of will and effort. 

‘Europe cannot allow people to be driven from house and home, imprisoned, 
tortured or executed on the grounds of their ethnic or religious backgrounds. 
Acceptance of this would create a precedent for other regions. If this conflict is 
not controlled, it may spread to other regions, Islamic reactions may be 
provoked and a Balkan war could even be sparked off. The credibility of 
international security organizations is also at stake. It must also be borne in 
mind that in this whole situation there are unreliable opponents involved, who 
resort to blackmail and will not yield to purely political pressure.’3016

As Valk later said, the pictures of the camps had ‘set public opinion ablaze’. At that time he received 
dozens of telephone calls from people begging for the borders to be opened to the refugees from 
Bosnia. If the politicians were also overwhelmed by emotions, then he was not ashamed of it: ‘I am 
glad emotions play a role in politics. If this is interpreted as “emotions have blinded us,” then I do not 
agree.’

  

3017 De Hoop Scheffer shared this opinion: ‘In politics emotions may, no, must play a role’.3018 
Valk’s fellow party member Van Traa was later to assert that it was ‘easy to say that parliamentarians 
should not let themselves be carried away by public indignation in this way, but the daily reality was that 
we were bombarded with telephone calls and letters from people who wanted us to do something’.3019 
Sipkes (Green Left Party) also received telephone calls: ‘It was close. For many Dutch people it was a 
holiday country. Of course you are sensitive to these things in politics. Sensitive to what comes from 
the population. It was so close. “Do something about it!” “Surely this can’t go on!” “I camped there,” 
“I stayed there.” This is the sort of messages and phone calls you get.’3020 She herself had been on 
holiday during the first half of August, so that she had not immediately seen the pictures of the camps 
and at the debate on 12 August not she but Beckers, the chairman of her parliamentary party, spoke. 
When Sipkes came back from her holiday, she noticed the change the pictures had caused among 
Dutch parliamentarians: ‘Something had completely changed. I experienced this myself when I came 
back. “What is different exactly? Where did this intensity suddenly come from?” Then it eventually 
turned out that it had in fact been the pictures.’3021

Minister Van den Broek, who had not failed to take note of the MPs’ disparaging assessment of 
the government’s letter, saw in it, according to one of the reporters who was present at the 
parliamentary debate there at the time, ‘the sign to go all out’.

 

3022

                                                 

3015 ABZ, coll. Van den Broek, box 12 (1992). Memorandum DGPZ to Van den Broek, 07/08/92, no. 115/92. 

 Van den Broek shared the ‘feelings of 
shock, rage and horror’ experienced by the MPs; according to the report of the consultations, ‘the 
ethnic cleansing and deportations which are the result of Serbian expansionist politics in Croatia and 
Bosnia-Hercegovina reminded him of the blackest period in recent history.’ On the other hand he 

3016 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 3. 
3017 Interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. 
3018 Auke Kok, ‘Helden op het Binnenhof, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/92. 
3019 Both, Indifference, p. 241 n. 1 
3020 Interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
3021 Interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
3022 Jaap Jansen, ‘Vragen van leven en dood’ (‘Questions of life and death’), Elsevier, 22/08/92. 
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thought that the latest developments were not entirely unexpected.3023 At earlier points the international 
community had also been unable to solve the conflict in the former Yugoslavia by political, diplomatic 
or economic means. However, recent events had brought about a change in the attitude of the 
international community, said the minister. In the opinion of Van den Broek, military intervention was 
necessary for humanitarian reasons, as a precedent, for the sake of stability in the neighbouring 
countries and to prevent the conflict from spreading, for example to Kosovo. But Van den Broek was 
definitely opposed to unilateral lifting of the arms embargo in favour of Bosnia-Hercegovina.3024 Ter 
Beek also thought that ‘both for humanitarian reasons and to prevent creating a precedent passivity 
(…) was entirely inappropriate’.3025

A cautious note in these consultations was struck by the SGP MP Van Dis. Military protection 
of aid convoys might lead to escalation. According to the report of the oral consultations, this caused 
him to feel ‘some hesitation’.

 

3026 He made a plea for first exhausting all political and diplomatic 
resources. What he thought could be done, was to set up protected areas on Bosnian territory for the 
relief of Displaced Persons. According to the party paper De Banier Van Dis also remarked that the 
consequences of possible military action should first be known, ‘because once we have agreed to a 
military intervention, we cannot opt out later. The risks entailed in military intervention in a 
complicated and obscure civil war are great.’3027

However, Minister Van den Broek said he thought the risks entailed in doing nothing were 
considerably greater than those attached to a military effort. He even warned MPs that a detailed 
discussion of the dangers involved in military intervention might make an undesirable impression on 
the government in Belgrade.

 

3028 Ter Beek was more cautious: Defence personnel would have to be 
certain at all times ‘that only acceptable risks will be taken.’3029

In general the MPs thought that any form of military action should take place in the framework 
of the UN. The Netherlands might well have to make a contribution, but the discussion as to the goal 
and nature of this contribution, and the size of the units to be deployed would have to take place in 
Parliament beforehand. During the debate, De Hoop Scheffer said that he had been particularly 
annoyed by the lack of European decisiveness: ‘Did it really have to be left to the United States to 
submit resolutions to the Security Council?’

 

3030 That very morning a colleague had shown him a picture 
of a concentration camp dating from 1933. Then the world had also waited too long to do anything 
about the situation.3031 He asked if the organization of safe havens for refugees was also covered by the 
resolutions.3032

Valk also thought more should be done. The West should not acquiesce to ethnic cleansing, he 
said. He could not immediately think of a political solution, but he did think that in the meantime 
economic and military pressure on Serbia should be stepped up. Furthermore, he was in favour of 
providing protection for humanitarian convoys, sending observers to concentration camps, and 
inasmuch as civilians were detained in these camps, liberating them, and setting up and protecting 
safety zones. 

 If it was not, then the Dutch government should make sure that it was. The NATO, 
which had the requisite troops and command structure at its disposal, would have to implement the 
UN resolutions. De Hoop Scheffer also pointed to the danger of UNPROFOR troops being taken 
hostage and therefore asked for a different mandate, ‘with proportionate safeguards’.  

                                                 

3023 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 11. 
3024 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p.13. 
3025 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 13. 
3026 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181 no. 22, p. 7. 
3027 ‘Oorlog op Balkan heeft ook gevolgen voor Nederland’ (‘War in the Balkans also has consequences for the 
Netherlands’), De Banier, 03/09/92, pp. 6-7. 
3028 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 12. 
3029 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 13. 
3030 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 2. 
3031 Auke Kok, ‘Helden op het Binnenhof’, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/92. 
3032 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 2. 
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However, somewhat contrary to the Dutch reaction in response to the UNHCR conference of 
the end of July, Minister Van den Broek was not overjoyed at the idea of safe havens: ‘Setting up so-
called safe havens for refugees might give the Serb leaders the impression that the international 
community is willing to make provisions for the people they are forcibly expelling from the areas they 
have conquered.’3033

Judging by the objectivized minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting, the debate, in which 
such a new mood and such a thirst for action on the part of Parliament had emerged, made a great 
impression on the government.

 If it proved necessary to set up Safe Areas of this nature for humanitarian reasons 
alone, it would have to be made clear that the facilities were temporary. 

3034 After the Ministerial Council meeting of 14 August, Prime Minister 
Lubbers stated: ‘It is better not to watch passively.’ And contrary to the usual principle, he declared: ‘In 
case of doubt we should do something.’ The Prime Minister did rightly point out that this had already 
been the opinion of the government even before the summer holiday. However, he said it was ‘very 
important’ that in the parliamentary debate two days earlier it had emerged that there was ‘national 
consensus’ on possible military intervention. The Prime Minister also wanted ‘some haste’ in providing 
humanitarian support for the population of Bosnia.3035 After the parliamentary consultations and the 
Security Council’s adoption of Resolution 770, authorizing the military protection of humanitarian 
convoys, the Dutch government strove after rapid implementation of the resolutions by the NATO 
and the WEU.3036

11. Doubts about the images from Trnopolje 

  

‘Es war dieses Bild von diesem Stacheldraht, und diese ausgemergelten Männer, 
das Alarmglocken in ganz Europa läuten liess. Ich glaube, wäre der Bericht ohne 
dieses Bild vermittelt worden, wäre die Wirkung längst nicht so stark gewesen, 
obwohl sich nichts an den Fakten geändert hätte.[It was this image of barbed 
wire with these emaciated men that caused the alarm to be sounded all 
over Europe. I think that if they had reported the news item without 
this image, it would not have had such an impact, even though the 
facts would have been exactly the same]3037

My mother got that boy with the pan to walk past four times because 
she wanted to make a symbol. 

 

True pictures are nonsense. Only amateurs think they have to be 
natural. A professional can go a long way towards creating a scene.’3038

Six months after the images from Trnopolje media expert Jaap van Ginneken said in the Nieuwslijn 
programme, broadcast by the Dutch TV channel Veronica, that the images recorded proved nothing 
about the existence of concentration camps, let alone extermination camps: ‘All you know is that a man 

 

                                                 

3033 TK, 1991-1992, 22 181, no. 22, p. 12. 
3034 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3035 ‘Lubbers: heel gauw beroep op Nederland. Premier wil meer druk op Servië’ (‘Lubbers: very soon appeal to the 
Netherlands. Prime Minister wants more pressure on Serbia’), Het Parool, 15/08/92. 
3036 Radio 2, AVRO, Radiojournaal, 14/08/92, 6.00pm; Radio 1, KRO, Echo Magazine, 20/08/92, 6.10pm. 
3037 Penny Marshall in documentary broadcast by the German television channel Südwestfunk ‘Kozarac – Etnisch gesäubert’ 
(Kozarac – ethnically cleansed), quoted in T. Deichmann, ‘Es war dieses Bild, das die Welt in Alarmbereitschaft versetzte (It 
was this picture which alerted the world)’, Novo, (1997)26(January/February). 
3038 Joost Elffers, son of Emmy Andriesse, who in 1944 took the photo of the little boy with the pan that became the 
symbol of the Hunger Winter in the Netherlands, in: Marie Louise Schipper, ‘Daar staat Pim weer met z’n pannetje’ (‘Pim is 
standing over there holding his little pan again’), de Volkskrant, 04/05/00. 
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is standing there with an emaciated torso behind barbed wire. That is what you see. You still don’t 
know what it means’.3039

Ed Vulliamy went to Trnopolje as a newspaper journalist with the ITN team. On 7 August, the 
morning after the ITN programme, The Guardian published his account. The story in no way radiated 
the sensation that the pictures from Trnopolje were giving rise to in the other media at that same time. 
Literally Vulliamy wrote the following: ‘Trnopolje cannot be called a “concentration camp” and is 
nowhere as sinister as Omarska: it is very grim, something between a civilian prison and transit camp. 
The Yugoslav Red Cross has a small station here, and there are meagre cooking facilities.’ Vulliamy also 
quoted Fikret Alic in his article: ‘It is a prison camp, but not a PoW [Prisoner of War] camp. We are not 
fighters. They came to our village, Kozarac (…) they put us on the buses and brought us to Kereter 
[Keraterm] for a while, and then here.’ Vulliamy further reported that a few other people had come 
voluntarily to the camp to escape the fighting going on around their villages. ‘Here is complete 
confusion – political and physical. The camp is a ramshackle fenced-in compound around a former 
school. The men stand stripped to the waist, in their thousands, against the wire in the relentless 
afternoon heat (…).’ He quoted the Bosnian Muslim Inar Gnoric, who told him that though conditions 
in the camp were certainly hard, it was safer there than in the surrounding neighbourhood: ‘We are 
refugees, but there are guards and the wire fence’. Vulliamy also reported in his piece that there were 
camps where, according to the Bosnian Serb authorities, Muslims were holding Serbs prisoner.

 Indeed, there was some room for doubt. 

3040

Consequently Vulliamy was not very happy with the way the ITN report was received by other 
newspapers. He later complained that the day after the ITN images had appeared on the screen he had 
to give 54 television and radio interviews in the course of which he had to spend more time stating that 
Omarska was neither an Auschwitz nor a Belsen than in telling about the atrocities he had actually 
discovered in the camps.

  

3041 When an American radio station called him and he thought he could hear 
background noises from an NSDAP gathering in Nuremberg and the announcement 'There are still 
extermination camps', he put the phone down.3042 A few weeks after the broadcast Ian Williams, a 
member of the ITN team, said; ‘The power of the images seemed to be two steps ahead of the proof 
they were supposed to provide’.3043 A year after the programme Penny Marshall also said that she had 
had a great deal of difficulty in removing the sensational side from her reporting about Trnopolje: ‘I 
bent over backwards, I showed guards – Bosnian Serb guards – feeding the prisoners. I showed a small 
Muslim child who had come on his own volition. I didn’t call them death camps. I was incredibly 
careful, but again and again we see that image being used’.3044

The American journalist, Peter Maass, who visited the camp a few days after the ITN team and 
Vulliamy, saw no barbed wire. ‘A few thousand Bosnians were penned in, not by barbed wire but by 
the roaming presence of armed guards and the knowledge they had nowhere to flee to. The entire 
countryside was in the hands of the Serbs.’

 

3045 Nor did Penny Marshall see any barbed wire on her 
return to the Trnopolje camp a week after her first visit; she wrote that it must have been removed in 
the meantime.3046

                                                 

3039 TV, Netherlands 2, VOO, Nieuwslijn, 23/02/93, 10pm. 

 But Maass too saw emaciated people. ‘I was surprised at the mere fact that they still 

3040 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Shame of Camp Omarska’, The Guardian, 07/08/92. 
3041 Vulliamy, Seasons, p.xii; Eric Alterman, ‘Bosnian camps: a barbed tale’, The Nation, 28/07/97. See for instance Vulliamy 
in Harry Smith & Paula Zahn, ‘CBS this morning’, 7August1992, 7.00E.T.: “And apart from this one camp Omarska, none 
of them, although they were pretty ghastly – they were no holiday camps – would – could be called concentration camps.” 
“These are rather grotesque analogies of Auschwitz and Dachau and so on, which are very unhelpful in my view.” 
3042 Vulliamy in BBC report on war reporting in the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina, broadcast by AVRO Televizier, 16/02/93. 
3043 Quoted in Aart Brouwer, ‘De nieuwe censor’ (‘The new censor’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 30/04/97. 
3044 The Independent, 05/08/93. Similar words from Ian Williams, quoted in Julia Hartley-Brewer, ‘ITN reporter ‘bent over 
backwards for accuracy’, The Guardian, 01/03/00. 
3045 Maas, Neighbor, p.41. 
3046 ‘ITN’s Penny Marshall tells how she made the world wake up’, Sunday Times, 16/08/92. For images of this second visit 
see NOS Journaal (Dutch national TV news), 12/08/92. 



407 

 

could talk. Imagine, talking skeletons!’3047

The (Bosnian) Serb authorities were shocked at the enormous public relations damage that the 
ITN reports had caused abroad.

 He was of the opinion that the emaciated individuals were 
former prisoners from Omarska and Keraterm. 

3048 But after the images had been broadcast, attitudes in the West were 
still not so black-and-white that there was nobody prepared to state their doubts. The first to do so was 
the American journalist Peter Brock who, following a procedure much loved by the protagonists in the 
conflict,3049 tried to swap the ethnic labels. He stated that the emaciated figure behind the barbed wire 
in the ITN film was not a Muslim but a Serb.3050 It was easy enough to disprove his statement. Alic had 
escaped to Denmark, where he arrived as a refugee. Then Brock said that he had been mistaken and 
that his statement had referred to a thin man pictured in Newsweek of 17 August 1992. According to 
Brock this man was the Serbian Slobodan Konjevic, arrested for plundering, who looked so thin 
because he had been suffering from tuberculosis for ten years.3051 The Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker was, 
however, able to trace this man too. He was the Muslim Ilijas Garibovic, who meanwhile had moved to 
Switzerland.3052

In 1996 the UN Tribunal for The former Yugoslavia sat several times, with Dusan (Dusko or 
Dule) Tadic in the dock. Tadic was a Bosnian Serb who had taken part in ethnic cleansing in Prijedor 
and Kozarac. He had been arrested in Germany in February 1994 and handed over to the Tribunal in 
The Hague. He was eventually found guilty of murder, torture and ill-treatment in Omarska and of the 
deportation of people to the Omarska, Keraterm and Trnopolje camps. There was only one witness 
who alleged that Tadic had also been responsible for atrocities in Trnopolje. This witness, originally 
designated as witness L, was a certain Dragan Opacic. In the course of the trial, however, the 
prosecutor had to withdraw Opacic as a witness because it had become clear that his allegations were 
not based on fact. According to Tadic’s defence counsel, M. (Mischa) Vladimiroff of the then law firm 
Vladimiroff and Spong, this witness was acting on instructions from the Bosnian police.

 But that was not the last word to be said on the subject of the Trnopolje camp. 

3053

The ITN images were also used in the courtroom. On 6 and 7 June Vulliamy was called as 
witness for the prosecution and he was asked to comment on the unedited film material shot by ITN. 
In the interests of the defence Vladimiroff wanted an expert to underline the media’s interest in Tadic 
prior to his trial in order to prove that witnesses might have been influenced by earlier press reporting. 
To this end he called Thomas Deichmann, a free-lance journalist from Frankfurt and co-founder of the 
magazine Novo, that called itself an advocate of value-free debate ‘in einer Zeit der Risikoscheu und des 
Kulturpessimismus’, conformism, (self)censorship and state control,

  

3054 but was, in fact, a Trotskyite 
magazine with a limited circulation.3055

                                                 

3047 Maas, Neighbor, p.41. 

 Deichmann had been trained as an engineer but had gone into 
journalism at a later stage and had had experience with media research. In the German magazine Die 
Woche he had earlier sown doubts about the claim by a Croatian woman who said that she had been 
raped in camp Omarska but who, according to Deichmann, was a member of the Information Service 
of the Croatian government. That article had been a direct attack on Gutman, the journalist who put 

3048 Esad Hecimovic, ‘Karad�ic priznaje samo zlocine koje su počinili pojedinci i paravojne grupe’, Ljiljan, 18/02/98, pp.30-
31; Vulliamy, Seasons, p.107; ‘Laat ze maar komen, die Amerikanen’(‘Let the Americans come’), NRC Handelsblad, 14/08/92. 
3049 See for instance Tom O’Sullivan, ‘War: PR Battles in the Balkans’, PR Week, 13/08/92. 
3050 P.Bock, ‘Dateline Yugoslavia: The Partisan Press’, Foreign Policy, (1993)93(December). 
3051 Brock in:Bitterman (Hg.), Serbien, p.16sqq. 
3052 Nonetheless in the Netherlands anthropologist René Grémaux and historian Abe de Vries were still claiming in 1995 
that he was Slobodan Konjevic, René Grémaux & Abe de Vries, ‘Het falen van de media in de Bosnische oorlog’ (‘The 
failure of the media in the Bosnian war’), Trouw, 20/07/95. 
3053 ‘They were looking for the best picture’, LM 97. On Vladimiroff’s defence of Tadic see also the television documentary 
De Duivelskunstenaar by Jan Reiff. 
3054 For Novo’s official aims see ‘Dafur steht Novo’, http://www.novo-magazin.de/daafuehrstehtnovo.htm and 
‘Wilkommen bei Novo’, http://www.novo-magazin.de both visited on 27/02/00. 
3055 Paul Stoop, ‘Bilder lügen nicht – oder vielleicht doch?’(Images don’t lie – or do they?), Der Tagesspiegel, 06/02/97; Luke 
Harding: Second front: A shot that’s still ringing’, The Guardian, 12/03/97. 

http://www.novo-magazin.de/daafuehrstehtnovo.htm�
http://www.novo-magazin.de/�
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out the first reports on the concentration camps. The article was published at a time when the German 
government was wondering whether to hand Tadic over to the Yugoslavia Tribunal in the Hague and, 
after some savage attacks in the initial stage, ended with words that placed serious doubts on the 
usefulness of publication: ‘Möglicherweise wurde sie tatsächlich vom Lagerleiter in Omarska und anderen 
Wachposten vergewaltigt. Doch Zweifel an ihrer Glaubwürdigkeit sind angebracht’ Maybe she was indeed raped by 
camp commanders in Omarska and other guards. But doubts have arisen about her credibility).3056

When Deichmann appeared as an expert witness he turned out to have had doubts about the 
ITN report. At a later stage Deichmann gave various versions about how he started to have these 
doubts. According to one version it was Deichmann’s wife who first pointed out something curious in 
the ITN film. When she was watching the film with him one evening she is alleged to have noticed that 
the barbed wire was fixed to the fence posts on the same side as Alic. Normally speaking, according to 
Deichmann, the barbed wire should have been attached on the outside of the posts.

 

3057 Elsewhere 
Deichmann claimed that he, ‘[a]ls studierter Bauingenieur mit praktischer Berufserfahrung auch im 
Gärtnereibetrieb’ (being a civil engineer who also had professional experience in gardening), had 
immediately noticed the unusual method used to fix the wire.3058

When Deichmann discussed this discovery with Vladimiroff, the latter is alleged by Deichmann 
to have said that he had himself done an on-site check on Opacic’s allegation that there had been wire 
around the entire camp – witness L had even made a drawing of it – and had found no proof.

 

3059

Deichmann’s findings appeared in Novo in January 1997 and, around the same time, in various 
German, Italian, Swiss, Austrian and Swedish publications. In the Netherlands the article appeared in 
De Groene Amsterdammer.

 For 
Deichmann this had been a reason to go there and check for himself. He discovered that there had 
once been a barbed wire fence around the area where the transformer housing and the shed stood in 
the southern part of the camp, but not around the camp area itself. His conclusion had therefore been 
that it was not Fikret Alic and his fellow-sufferers who had been standing behind the barbed wire but, 
in fact, the ITN team when they were shooting their famous film (see sketch on page in this section).  

3060 The article stated that the ITN team had framed the emaciated man behind 
the barbed wire both figuratively and literally while knowing that the barbed wire had a function 
completely different from the one suggested. In addition Deichmann took the ITN team to task for 
never attempting to correct the erroneous associations that their images had created. In fact, according 
to Deichmann, Trnopolje had not been a prison camp, let alone a concentration camp, but an assembly 
station set up spontaneously by Muslim refugees themselves, local Bosnian Serbs subsequently 
providing security guards. Deichmann admitted that civilians had been mistreated in the camp and that 
there were ‘reports’ of a few rapes and murders, but that without the camp the number of Muslim 
victims would have been much larger.3061 The comparison with the Nazi concentration camps was, for 
him, a step too far. He called on the television makers to return the prestigious prizes they had been 
awarded for their reporting.3062

                                                 

3056 Thomas Deichmann, ‘Wurden westlichen Medien zu Handlangern der Propaganda? Der Fall der Kroatin Jadranka Cigelj 
legt dies Verdacht nahe’ (‘Have the western media become the henchmen of propoganda? The case of the Croatian woman 
Jadranka Cigelj reinforces this suspicion’), Die Woche, 04/11/94. In the Netherlands, his point of view is reflected in, for 
instance, Abe de Vries, ‘Het journalistieke risico’ (‘The journalistic risk’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 31/01/96. 

 

3057 Thomas Deichmann, ‘The picture that fooled the world’, LM 97. 
3058 T. Deichmann, ‘Es war dieses Bild, das die Welt in Alarmbereitschaft versetzte’, Novo, (1997)26(January/February). 
3059 T. Deichmann, ‘The picture that fooled the world’, LM 97.’They were looking for the best picture’, ibid. In 1996 
Vladimiroff visited the Trnopolje camp, with thanks to J. Reiff for the unedited film material of this visit. 
3060 T. Deichmann, ‘Het beeld dat loog (The picture that lied)’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 22/01/97. In Germany the article 
appeared in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the Süddeutsche Zeitung, Tagesspiegel, Leipzieger Volkszeitung and Konkret; in Italy in 
Il Corriera della Sera, l’Unità and Il Sole; in Switzerland in Weltwoche; in Austria in Wiener Standard; and in Sweden in Helsingborgs 
Dagblad. See also Thomas Deichmann, ‘Misinformation: TV Coverage of a Bosnian Camp’, Covert Action Quarterly, 
(1998)65(Fall), pp.52-55. 
3061 Thomas Deichmann, ‘The picture that fooled the world’, LM 97. 
3062 The ITN team gained awards including the British Association of Film and Television Award (BAFTA), the Royal 
Television Award and prizes at the Film and TV Festival in New York and the Scoop and News Festival. Vulliamy was 



409 

 

On 23 January the British magazine LM announced that it was shortly to print Deichmann’s 
article, meanwhile already published in many places outside the United Kingdom, under the heading 
‘The Picture That Fooled the World’. LM was a magazine with approximately ten thousand subscribers. 
It was founded in 1988 as Living Marxism, the party organ of the British Revolutionary Communist 
Party and became LM in 1997. The party and its magazine had always opposed Western interference in 
the Balkans. Rather than a lack of interest in the West, the magazine claimed that it was precisely the 
pursuit of national interests in the Balkans by various Western countries that had led to war in the 
former Yugoslavia, a thesis also borne out willingly in Belgrade. The groups behind LM attempted to 
minimize Serb misdeeds and laid a great deal of emphasis on ‘Muslim atrocities’.3063

By announcing publication of the article, Deichmann and LM were entering territory in which 
ITN could make use of the stringent British libel laws. On 23 January ITN made it known that the 
company was sticking to its reporting on ‘the detention camps, which were not referred to as “Nazi-
style concentration camps”’. The following day, before LM went on sale, its editors received a fax from 
ITN’s lawyers, Biddle & Co, warning them not to distribute but to destroy the February issue of LM, in 
which Deichmann’s article was to appear, and to offer an apology to ITN. The editors took no notice 
of the warning. ITN, Penny Marshall and Ian Williams then proceeded to a libel action against LM. 
ITN warned other media in the United Kingdom not to follow LM’s example. Subsequently all the 
major media kept silence on this sensitive matter since a libel conviction in the British courts can lead 
to sky-high damage claims.  

  

On 31 January 1997 the editor of LM, Mick Hume, and Deichmann held a press conference on 
the occasion of the publication of the latter’s article. During the conference Deichmann said that he 
had the complete unedited tapes of the ITN team in his possession, from the team’s arrival in Belgrade 
up to and including Marshall’s second visit to Trnopolje, shortly after the first.3064 Deichmann showed 
some of the material during the press conference, as well as a film he himself had made on location in 
late 1996. How Deichmann got hold of the raw ITN tapes he could, ‘naturally’ not say,3065 but it has 
been alleged that he obtained them via Tadic’s defence attorney.3066

Vulliamy was the only one of the original visitors to Trnopolje to react in the press to 
Deichmann’s criticism, that mainly related to the nature of the camp and the significance of the barbed 
wire. In his article published on 7 August 1992 in The Guardian Vulliamy had himself referred to the 
multi-functional nature of the camp. But Vulliamy had been marked by the war in Bosnia. He belonged 
to that group of journalists who, during the war, had been of the opinion that neutrality was not a 
virtue appropriate to journalists. In the course of a 1999 congress on norms of conduct applicable to 
journalists he had stated to his audience: ‘[N]eutrality is supposed to be the bedrock of our profession. 
So what do we do when we get to these points in history when neutrality, as any good Swiss gold 
banker will tell you, is not neutral at all but complicity in the crime?’ By remaining neutral, claimed 
Vulliamy, a journalist would play along with ‘the bullies of history and discard the peace and justice 
promised us by the generation that defeated the Third Reich. We create a mere intermission before the 
next round of atrocities. There are times when we as reporters have to cross the line.’

 

3067

                                                                                                                                                                  

given the Amnesty International Award for Journalism in the Interest of Human Rights and the James Cameron Award and 
was acclaimed International Reporter of the Year. 

  

3063 For the links between circles in Belgrade, the Revolutionary Communist Party and LM see Luke Harding, ‘Second 
Front: a shot that’s still ringing’, The Guardian, 12/03/97; Daniele Conversi, ‘Moral Relativism and Equidistance in British 
Attitudes to the War in the Former Yugoslavia’, Cushman & Mestrovic (eds.), Time, pp.256 and 278 n. 52. 
3064 http://www.srpska-mreza.com/lm-f97/deichmann-press.html ‘ITN vs. Deichmann and Truth – Report on 
Jan. 31 press conference’. 
3065 Paul Stoop, ‘Bilder lügen nicht – oder vielleicht doch?’, Der Tagesspiegel, 06/02/97. 
3066 Eric Alterman, ‘Bosnian camps: a barbed tale’, The Nation, 28/07/97. 
3067 Vulliamay, ‘Neutrality’. See also summaries of the presentations and discussions of the Journalist Covering Conflict: 
Norms of Conduct congress, sponsored by the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict at the School of 
International and Public Affairs, Columbia University, New York, 28/04/99, 
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In the introduction to his book, Seasons in Hell, published in 1994 and based on his war 
reporting from Bosnia, Vulliamy wrote that he had originally refused to use the term ‘concentration 
camp’ for the camps in Bosnia because of the echoes of the Holocaust in the term. Later he abandoned 
his objection since, in the strict sense of the term, the Bosnian camps were concentration camps, 
though not on the scale of the Nazi camps, for which he believed the terms ‘extermination camps' or 
‘death camps’ should be reserved.3068 In 1996, in an article in The Nation published in Washington, he 
once again described the 1992 camps, with particular reference to Omarska, as ‘a network of such 
camps – with their echo of the Third Reich’.3069 It failed to introduce any further clarity into the debate 
with Deichmann, particularly because in his reaction to Deichmann’s claims Vulliamy did not always 
advance the most rational of arguments. For example, he said it came as no surprise to him that 
criticism of the ITN pictures came from a country with a tradition of denial as regards the existence of 
concentration camps.3070

On 2 February 1997 in The Observer Vulliamy dealt extensively with Deichmann’s article in LM. 
He accused the German journalist of revisionism à la David Irving, the Holocaust-denier, and 
suggested that he alone knew what the situation had been on 5 August 1992 in Trnopolje, and not 
Deichmann. According to Vulliamy the Omarska, Keraterm and Trnopolje camps and others were not 
well-organized extermination camps such as the Nazis had set up. They were ‘camps in which civilians 
were concentrated prior to deportation, meanwhile tortured, beaten, raped, mutilated or murdered’. 
Vulliamy thus distanced himself from comparisons with the Third Reich’s death camps but, on the 
other hand, he watered down his stated point of view by continuing to talk of ‘a tin-pot version of the 
Nazi pogrom’ and by writing in his English-language text that the Bosnian Serbs had made their region 
‘Muslimfrei’ (with an implicit reference to the Third Reich’s Judenfrei slogan). 

 

With reference to the barbed wire fence he wrote that the men who had come to Trnopolje 
from Keraterm and Omarska were to be found in ‘a small fenced-in area. They were not able to move 
around, and were watched by armed guards. One of the four sides of this area was made of barbed 
wire. It was an existing fence on one side of a garage area which had been reinforced with new barbed 
wire and chicken wire’.3071 This last signalled a fairly close approach to Deichmann’s claims. Vulliamy 
withdrew behind the statement: ‘ITN filmed that which was before our eyes. The prisoners were there, 
the fence was there’.3072 In early August 1992 he had not been preoccupied with ‘myopic obsessions as 
to which side of which pole the old barbed wire or fresh barbed wire was fixed’. For him, what was 
more important was the account given by Fikret Alic concerning the murder of 250 men that he had 
witnessed in Keraterm.3073 Vulliamy’s consideration was justified, but of course missed completely the 
fact that it was not Fikret Alic’s story that had shocked the world, seeing that his account had scarcely 
received any attention in August 1992, but rather it was the man’s emaciated body behind barbed wire. 
Later Ian Williams was to say that the ITN report had never suggested that there had been barbed wire 
around the entire camp: ‘What it showed was that there was a compound in which men were clearly 
imprisoned’.3074

Vulliamy believed that LM had poisoned the wells of history and had succeeded in reducing the 
genocide – as he saw it – in Bosnia to the level of a media debate and chatter among jaded intellectuals, 
a form of post-modern ennui.

 

3075

                                                                                                                                                                  

http://www.ccpdc.org/events/journalists/report.htm

 Richard Tait, ITN’s editor in chief and driving force behind the libel 

 visited on 27/02/00; Ed Vulliamy, ‘I must testify’, The 
Guardian, 22/04/98. 
3068 Vulliamy, Seasons, p.xii. 
3069 E. Vulliamy, ‘Middle Managers of Genocide’, The Nation, 10/06/99. 
3070 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Diary of the Damned’, The Observer, 20/04/97. 
3071 E. Vulliamy, ‘I stand by my story’, The Observer, 02/02/97. 
3072 ‘Now for the moment of truth’, The Guardian, 21/02/00. 
3073 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Poison in the well of history’, The Guardian, 15/03/00. 
3074 Julia Hartley-Brewer, ‘ITN reporter ‘bent over backwards for accuracy’, The Guardian, 01/03/00. 
3075 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Poison in the well of history’, The Guardian, 15/03/00. 
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action against LM, believed that Deichmann and LM had managed to divert attention away from the 
crimes committed by the Serbs in the camps towards wild claims about what the ITN team might or 
might not have seen in Trnopolje.3076

Meanwhile ITN had been bringing up the heavy guns to bear on Deichmann’s story. The TV 
company let it be known that any organ of the press that dared to follow the example of LM and 
publish Deichmann’s story would have to reckon with legal procedures. The Independent on Sunday had 
invited the British author Phillip Knightley to write an article on the ITN affair, which was to be 
published on 2 February. In this article, Phillip Knightley attempted to clarify the complex status of the 
inmates of the Trnopolje camp (simultaneously a refugee, prison and transit camp) and wrote that the 
barbed wire in ITN’s film should be seen as a symbolic representation of reality. However, the 
newspaper no longer dared publish the article.

 

3077

So the discussion about the barbed wire was not insignificant to the extent that it opened up the 
fundamental question of whether journalists are expected to reveal reality in so far as possible or are 
allowed to give snippets that would suggest a reality perhaps happening elsewhere but not amenable to 
presentation at that precise moment. Opinions were divided, as illustrated by a famous television 
debate, in response to Deichmann’s criticism, between the Amsterdam professor of communication 
sciences, Cees Hamelink and the editor in chief of the Dutch TV current affairs programme Netwerk, 
Cees Labeur. Labeur regarded the actions of the ITN team legitimate in the context of committed 
journalism. Hamelink said, on the contrary, that the reader and viewer would never again be able to 
trust the journalist if the latter went to work in this way.

  

3078 Labeur’s point of view was shared by 
several other Dutch television makers. Peter Tetteroo, editor of the KRO’s Brandpunt current affairs 
programme, for example, speaking of reporting from Yugoslavia in general, said: ‘You are constantly 
on the lookout for the man, the woman, the thing that can stand as a symbol for what you want to say. 
And it doesn’t matter if the parties in the conflict refuse to let you see this, that or the other, because in 
this way you still succeed in getting your story across. (...) Editing and communications technology 
provide you with more than enough opportunities to put across what you want to say (...)’.3079

Meanwhile in London it was no longer a question of debate but of a bitter legal wrangle. On 20 
February ITN sued the Two-Ten Communications company, part of Press Association, for libel and 
demanded a courtroom apology because the company had put out a press release about LM and 
Deichmann’s forthcoming article. On 24 February LM’s printers, Russell Press in Nottingham, were 
warned by ITN’s lawyers that they could expect to face legal action should they print any future copies 
of LM. In April 1997 Two-Ten Communications decided to offer a courtroom apology.  

  

Three years after ITN had dragged LM before the courts because of Deichmann’s article the 
case came before the High Court in London in late Febryuary/early March 2000. For hours the jury 
and judges pored over ITN’s film material. Here a major factor was the testimony of Idriz Merdzanic, 
the doctor interned in Trnopolje who had given to the ITN team the roll of photographic film with the 
images of torture. He stated to the court that Trnopolje was not a centre for people driven from their 
homes but an internment camp where people were tortured, raped and murdered.3080

                                                 

3076 Eric Alterman, ‘Bosnian camps: a barbed tale’, The Nation, 28/07/97. 

 LM itself had 
been unable to find a witness to support Deichmann’s version. The court ordered LM to pay damages 
of GBP 375,000 to ITN, Penny Marshall and Ian Williams. In addition the magazine was ordered to 
pay costs amounting to GBP 300,000. LM had found support in the shape of such luminaries as Noam 
Chomsky, Margaret Drabble, Doris Lessing, Paul Theroux and Fay Weldon, who believed that freedom 

3077 It was later published as ‘It turns out that the barbed wire was only a symbol’, Novo, (1997)27(March/April), pp.24 sqq. 
On 2February1997 The Independent did publish an apology for the impression it gave of Deichmann’s claims in the article 
‘ITN ‘may sue over article’, ‘ITN coverage of Bosnia, 1992’, The Independent, 02/02/97. 
3078 Middageditie, 09/06/97. 
3079 Willemse, Joegoslavië, p.225. 
3080 ‘Die Wahrheit vor und hinter dem Stacheldraht’ (‘The truth on either side of the barbed wire’), Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, 16/03/00. 
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of the press was under threat, but their – partly financial – support was unable to prevent LM going 
bankrupt.  

During the trial the judges had stated that under British libel law it was not a question of 
whether the ITN report had been ‘inaccurate, unfair or misleading’ but whether Deichmann’s claim was 
correct when he stated that Marshall and Williams had ‘deliberately’ given a distorted representation of 
the facts.3081 The twelve-member jury decided that such had not been the case. In his closing speech 
Judge Morland said: ‘Clearly Ian Williams and Penny Marshall and their television teams were mistaken 
in thinking they were not enclosed by the old barbed-wire fence, but does it matter?’3082 The jury and 
judges, like Knightley had actually already done in his article that the Independent on Sunday had decided 
not to publish because of ITN’s threats of legal action, opted not for the factual but for the symbolic 
value of the images.3083

The (im)potent media 

 

‘If the journalists had not done their J’accuse!-like work, the Bosnian 
Serbs would never have been chased off by bombs.’3084

 

 

Can it be said, in the aftermath of the ITN images of ‘Omarska’, that the media played a crucial role 
with regard to policy on Yugoslavia? ‘[W]e are all brought right to the battlefield, right to the cemetery, 
right to the death camps. The people react, and then the people in power react’, stated the Democratic 
Senator of Connecticut, Joseph Lieberman who, after seeing the pictures, sharply criticized President 
Bush because of the latter’s hesitant attitude towards the conflict.3085

With regard to the relationship between the media and politics in general,
  

3086

1. the media had no influence on politics; 

 and the decision-
making relative to (former) Yugoslavia in particular, there are four main schools of thought which, put 
briefly, come down to the following: 

2. it was politics that influenced the media rather than the other way round; 
3. the media and the politicians followed the same line; 
4. the media most certainly influenced politics. 
 
The first school of thought, well represented among the journalists who worked on the front lines in 
Yugoslavia, states that all the media interest in the conflict had little if any influence on policy-
making.3087

                                                 

3081 Julia Hartley-Brewer, ‘ITN wins damages in libel victory’, The Guardian, 15/03/00; Aart Brouwer, ‘Bizarre smaad’ 
(‘Bizzare case of libel’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 22/03/00. H. Seifert, ‘Nach dem Prozess vor dem Ruin’ (‘After the trial the 
run up to the ruins’), Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 17/03/00. 

 Frank Westerman, who worked for De Volkskrant in Belgrade, was of the opinion that ‘If 
you measure things in terms of influence, you come to the conclusion that it could all have been done 
in the former Yugoslavia with one tenth the number of journalists who were there. Because it didn’t 

3082 Helen Guldberg, ‘Media: Question and be damned’, The Independent, 21/03/00. ‘Bosnië-foto niet in scène gezet’ (‘Bosnia 
photo not created’), de Volkskrant, 16/03/00, gave a wrong impression of the situation. 
3083 Vgl. Henri Beunders, ‘Oorlog’ (‘War’), p.21. 
3084 Cees Labeur in TV programme Middageditie, 09/06/97. 
3085 R. Ciolli, ‘Bosnia Reports Prompt Outrage. Prison camp images drive home urgency’, Newsday, 08/08/92. See also D. 
Lipstadt, ‘Bosnia’s Horror Is Not a Holocaust. But the outrage also is not a question of comparative suffering’, Newsday, 
13/08/92: “Unlike previous generations we cannot say ‘we didn’t believe’. We cannot claim we did not know”. 
3086 On this, see also Appendix, Jan Wieten, Srebrenica en de journalistiek. 
3087 Cf. Karskens, Pleisters, p.255. 
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matter a damn whether you reported it or not (…) It was the politicians who hesitated to intervene for 
years, no matter what we wrote, whatever pictures we took’.’3088

This attitude often expresses disillusion on the part of journalists who, when they first started 
work in the former Yugoslavia, had still believed ‘that if you showed enough people something that was 
flagrantly evil, they would react to try to stop it’.

  

3089 The war in Bosnia, where journalists were not 
reined in by strict military censorship – as was the case during the Gulf War, was the first real TV 
war.3090 ‘[N]o slaughter was more scrupulously and ably covered’, said Rieff,3091 and yet many journalists 
felt that politicians in the West refused to let the media force them into war or military intervention. In 
the long term the images of violence and victims led, according to Rieff, more to indifference than to 
indignation on the part of the wider public.3092 Journalists deprived of their original notion that they 
could influence policy on Yugoslavia, often speak in terms of having lost a fight with the Western 
politicians, diplomats and military men: ‘We lost. They won. The hollow men usually do’.3093 ‘That 
campaign has been lost.’3094 Despite all the risks to life and limb taken in order to get the war down in 
print or on film. This sense of disillusion often led to the journalists in question becoming demotivated. 
As in the case of Peter Maass, who came to the conclusion that in the end all he was hunting for was 
‘war porn’: the woman who had been raped almost every day for two months; the man who crawled 
across a minefield after his legs had been blown off; the doctor who amputated limbs without 
anaesthetic, and so on: ‘You were on the lookout for these stories, not because anybody back home 
was going to do anything about it, but because it was good copy. The agony of Bosnia was being turned 
into a snuff film’.3095 And when journalists from this group did not themselves become disillusioned, 
they would be confronted by the disappointment of the inhabitants of Sarajevo that all the words 
published by the journalists had not created any greater readiness on the part of the West to intervene. 
When Rieff returned after a brief leave, for example, he was asked by a friend of his in the Bosnian 
capital: ‘Another safari? What do you hope to see this time? More corpses, more destruction? We 
should charge you admission’.3096

A second school of thought said that the news tracked policy and not the other way around:
 

3097 
‘Martin Bell’s brilliant work in Bosnia did strike a chord with the general public, but such gems are 
unlikely to speed a change in policy unless diplomacy is already moving in that direction’.3098 It was also 
alleged that politicians used the media to realize their own aims.3099

A third school of thought suggests that the message voiced by the media with regard to 
intervention was not different from that of the politicians, but that the media ran with the hare and 
hunted with the hounds. This school of thought finds reinforcement for its ideas in research that shows 
that in general the media follow rather than form opinion when it is a question of military conflict.

 

3100

According to a fourth school of thought, finally, the Western media most certainly did influence 
policy with regard to (former) Yugoslavia in the direction of (greater) intervention.

 

3101

                                                 

3088 Quoted in: Karskens, Pleisters, p.268. 

 It is mostly 
assumed that the influence exerted itself on members of parliament, who, in turn, passed the pressure 

3089 Loyd, War, p.111. See also Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.216. 
3090 Moorcraft, Conflict. 
3091 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.223. 
3092 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.216. 
3093 Loyd, War, p.112. Cf. Bell, Way, p.22 
3094 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.10. See ibid., pp.41 and 222. 
3095 Maass, Neighbor, p.247. 
3096 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.224. 
3097 Seib, Politics, pp.62-63. 
3098 Moorcraft, Conflict. 
3099 Seib, Politics, pp.62-63. 
3100 H. van Dort, ‘Sterven voor Srbic?’ (‘Dying for Srbica?’), Carré (1999)6, p.18; Michael Ignatieff, ‘The Stories We Tell. 
Television and Humanitarian Aid’, Moore (ed.), Choices, p.299. 
3101 See, for instance, Silber & Little, Death, p.252. 
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on to the government. Parliamentarians have regularly said that they were subjected to great influence 
and even pressure from the reporting, particularly that published in De Volkskrant and NRC Handelsblad 
and shown on television.3102

Adherents of this school of thought often point to the steadily stronger distortion that they 
allege television has been showing in the last few years. Real-time reporting, made possible by satellites, 
and increased commercial competition, it is alleged, have taken away that moment of critical journalistic 
reflection, a development that has already led to calls for journalists to slow down.

  

3103 As a result, the 
distance between information and manipulation, it is said, has been reduced. The commercial television 
companies in the Netherlands and abroad3104 are also accused of having contributed to a more 
emotion-based presentation.3105 ‘“Emo-television” floods not only the reporting of home-grown stories 
but it has also become difficult to “sell” a subject from abroad if it is not accompanied by a stiff dose of 
emotion. Of course, this applies first and foremost to television. But the other media do not escape this 
evolution’, states radio journalist Liesbet Walckiers of Flemish Radio and Television (VRT). In fact it is 
television that sets the agenda as far as the news is concerned.3106

Adherents of this school of thought speak of a so-called CNN effect, that limits the elbow-
room for policymaking on the part of governments because the media pushes them at least to do 
‘something’ with regard to situations crying to heaven for intervention.

 

3107 Various Western military 
men, diplomats and politicians have felt extremely annoyed, partly following the crises in Yugoslavia, at 
this alleged media influence on foreign policy. The End of Mission report delivered by Force 
Commander Janvier of UNPROFOR accused the media of having been ‘the self-appointed leaders of 
the “something must be done” group’, who exerted enormous pressure on the UN and the troop-
contributing nations.3108

The British Minister of Foreign Affairs, Douglas Hurd, also complained in September 1993 
about foreign correspondents whom he called ‘founder members of the ‘something must be done’ 
school’. Of all the conflicts in the world they had picked out the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina for 
intervention. ‘But nothing more clearly separates the commentator from those who carry the 
responsibility for the decision,’ said Hurd.

  

3109 He stated that there was nothing new in mass rapes, firing 
at civilians, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and the torching of towns and villages. The only thing that was 
new was that a selection of these crimes could be seen in another part of the world within hours.3110 
Hurd’s French counterpart, Hubert Védrine, alleged that the French intellectuals had formed an 
alliance with the media in order to plead for intervention.3111

                                                 

3102 See, for instance, Jan Hoekema, quoted in Both, Indifference, p.50; review by Gerrit Valk of Klep & Van Gils, Korea, in: 
BMGN vol. 115, issue 4, p.657. 

 In May 1993 Boutros-Ghali expressed the 
opinion that simplifying and exaggerated reporting on television had caused public emotions to arise 

3103 Joan Hemels, ‘Journalisten: spelbrekers en onruststokers in de samenleving?’(Journalists: society’s killjoys and 
troublemakers?) Becker (red.) Massamedia, p.35; Marc Hooghe, ‘Neutraliteit en betrokkenheid. Evoluties in de Vlaamse 
journalistiek sinds de zaak Dutroux’ (Neutrality and involvement. Evolutions in Flemish journalism since the Dutroux case), 
ibid., pp.57 and 60-61. 
3104 For this development in Belgium see, for instance, Marc Hooghe, ‘Neutraliteit en betrokkenheid. Evoluties in de 
Vlaamse journalistiek sinds de zaak Dutroux’, Becker (red.), Massamedia, pp.50-51 and 55. 
3105 Richard Schoonhoven, ‘New Concessions Act presents broadcasting companies with a complex dilemma. Tensions 
between collaboration and autonomy’, Becker (red.), Massamedia, pp.16-17; Joan Hemels, ‘Journalisten: spelbrekers en 
onruststokers in de samenleving?’, ibid., p.30. 
3106 Liesbet Walckiers, ‘De media en de derde Wereld’ (‘The media and the Third World’), Becker (ed.), Massamedia, pp.128-
129. 
3107 Callahan, Wars, p.78; Jett, Peacekeeping, pp.29-30; Seib, Politics, pp.60-61. 
3108 Headquarters UNPF, Force Commander’s End of Mission Report, 31/01/96, Executive Summary, par. 14. 
3109 William Russell, ‘Public debate run by media, not by events, says Hurd’, The Herald, 10/09/93. See also Hoge, 
Pervasiveness, p.138; Hugo Young, ‘Commentary: Hurd’s world in camera, not in the camera’s’, The Guardian, 14/09/93. 
3110 Hurd quoted in Bell, Way, p.137. 
3111 Védrine, Mondes, pp.625-643. 
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that undermined the work of the UN.3112 The Japanese Yasushi Akashi, appointed at the beginning of 
1994 as Special Representative of the Secretary-General of the UN for the former Yugoslavia, later 
complained that the UN had allowed itself to be led in the conflict largely by ‘a media-driven agenda in 
reaction to public opinion’. The need ‘to do something’ and the desire on the part of some to adopt a 
high profile towards the press had, he claimed, led to a proliferation of unenforceable mandates.3113 
Finally the experienced American diplomat George Kennan had already been grumbling in 1992 that if 
this media trend continued there would be no room left for ‘what have traditionally been regarded as 
the responsible deliberative organs of our government’.3114

Many media experts reject the pessimism of politicians and diplomats such as Hurd, Védrine 
and Kennan when they complain that their policy is determined by the media. These experts believe 
that politicians themselves can temper the emotional effect produced by television if they set out a clear 
political course, explain it and subsequently stick to it.

  

3115 Then they can quietly ‘sit out’ the media 
storm that sometimes blows up.3116 It is only when authorities fail to sketch the background against 
which a foreign political crisis should be interpreted, if they themselves do not have any clear policy in 
mind or are unable to explain their policy clearly to the public, that the media come along and fill the 
vacuum by directing attention to alternative policies.3117 Seen from this angle, complaints of politicians 
about media influence are at the same time complaints against themselves, and the influence of the 
media is only possible because of the politicians’ lack of political courage, clarity and consistency. In the 
concrete case of Bosnia, it can be added that many Western governments made themselves extra 
dependent on reporting in the media by taking so long to open diplomatic missions after Bosnia-
Hercegovina had been recognized, missions that could have provided them with their own direct 
information.3118

In view of the fact that the relationship between the media and policy is evidently subjected to 
the attitudes of politicians and thus can vary from day to day, it is understandable that in their 
descriptions of the effect of the media, authors writing about policy towards Yugoslavia advance 
elements from various schools of thought simultaneously. Thus, for example, in the book written by 
Both, who studied Dutch policy towards the wars in Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995, we find the 
third and fourth schools of thought. On the one hand Both seems to espouse the third school of 
thought (media and foreign policy following the same line) when he writes: ‘Editorials, television 
interviews, opinion polls, parliamentary debates and the advice emanating from the officials in the 
Foreign Ministry all pointed in the same direction: giving moral, political and military support to the 
Bosnian Muslims’.

 

3119

                                                 

3112 John Burns, ‘The Media as Impartial Observers or Protagonists. Conflict Reporting or Conflict Encouragement in The 
former Yugoslavia’, Gow & Paterson & Preston (eds.), Bosnia, pp.1992-93. 

 On the other hand, in line with the fourth school of thought (the media certainly 
had an influence), he suggests that the ‘Omarska’ pictures when seen in the Netherlands led, just as in 

3113 Akashi, Limits, p.1992. 
3114 Quoted in Seib, Politics, p.61. The Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs, J.J. Van Aartsen, made similar statements in1999, 
J.J. van Aartsen, ‘Buitenlands beleid moet zich niet laten leiden door CNN’ (‘Foreign policy must not be guided by CNN’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 09/09/99. 
3115 Cf. Hoge, Pervasiveness, pp.142 and 144. 
3116 Moorcraft, Conflict. 
3117 Bell, Way, pp.142-143; James Gow/Richard Paterson/Alison Preston, ‘Introduction’, idem (eds.), Bosnia, p.7; Haas, 
Intervention, p.86; Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p.14; Warren P.Strobel, ‘The Media and U.S. Policies Toward Intervention. A Closer 
Look at the ‘CNN Effect’, Crocker & Hampson with Aall (eds.), Chaos, pp.358 and 360; Strobel, Policy, pp.219 and 225; R.H. 
Sandee, ‘Zorgvuldig en weloverwogen. De besluitvorming over crisisbeheersingsoperaties’ (‘Careful and well-considered. 
How decisions are taken on crisis management operations’), Carré, 21(1998)12, p.29; Rob de Wijk in Marijnissen & Glastra 
van Loon, Oorlog, pp.1992-93. 
3118 Cf. Bell, Way, p.39. 
3119 Both, Indifference, p.147. 
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France, the United Kingdom and the United States, to pressure being put on the government to initiate 
military intervention.3120

The historian Michael Ignatieff puts forwards an explanation that links together the latter two 
schools of thought – the media and the politicians were following the same line and the media 
influenced politics.

 

3121 According to his notion, television does indeed follow current moral judgements 
but the medium also has certain distorting effects. Television has a tendency, for instance, to create a 
feeling of identification in the viewers. To this end individuals, such as Fikret Alic behind the barbed 
wire of Trnopolje, are pictured without any clarification of the extent to which such an image is 
representative. The medium of television also omits to mention the mechanisms that underlie 
victimhood and offers little room for statements or explanations regarding the political context of 
which the victim is part.3122 Ignatieff is of the opinion that the television images themselves did not 
cause Western policymakers to change their view on intervention in Bosnia but they certainly provided 
the supporters of intervention, who had long been crying scandal at the lack of large-scale military 
action on the part of the West, with material that enabled them to swell their ranks. Thus ‘the moral 
stories we tell through television are less influential than their visual impact would suggest, but they are 
not as unimportant as sceptics would imply; and (…) they do play a continuing role in structuring the 
interventions, humanitarian and otherwise.’3123

Nick Gowing, in the context of a research project for the Harvard University John F. Kennedy 
School, interviewed more than a hundred diplomats and senior military men about the role that they 
thought the media had played in forming the policy towards Yugoslavia in the 1990s, and concluded 
that the idea that shocking images of ethnic conflicts determine foreign policy is ‘a self-perpetuating 
myth’. He pointed out that the bombing of Vukovar or Dubrovnik, for instance, had not led to military 
intervention. The idea that images did have influence was reinforced by politicians who pretended they 
were ‘doing something’. The only effect brought about by the television images was to highlight the 
lack of will and the impotence of Western leaders. Images on television sometimes threaten to thwart 
the agenda of policy makers by arousing reactions from the public. Partly for this reason they are 
tempted to reject such images as emotional and fleeting.

  

3124 The Dutch political scientist Philip Everts 
believed at an earlier stage that the influence of the media on foreign policy consists mainly in setting 
the political agenda. The media, he claimed, do not determine what people think but what they think 
about.3125 Finally the parliamentary journalist with Trouw, Willem Breedveld, interviewed for this report, 
gave a similar explanation for the link between the third and fourth schools of thought, in what one 
would be tempted to call a formula: ‘News is that which confirms an expectation. Preferably in a 
surprising manner’.3126

12. Increasing readiness to initiate military intervention before the Trnopolje 
images 

 

With these four schools of thought as background, we will now examine the influence of the television 
images of Fikret Alic in the Trnopolje camp on public opinion and policy. Here the main emphasis is 
on the situation in the Netherlands, but where possible comparisons are made with what was 
                                                 

3120 Both, Indifference, pp.145-146; “What really engaged the Dutch, as well as Western, moral consciousness, were the TV 
images of Serb-run concentration camps full of emaciated non-Serb prisoners. ITN’s television production of 6August1992 
triggered the kind of response that neither written journalism, nor the siege and fall of Vukovar, nor events in Bosnia until 
then had provoked… Like in Britain, France or the US many Dutch commentators now argued the case for a military 
intervention against the Serbs …” 
3121 Michael Ignatieff, ‘The Stories We Tell. Television and Humanitarian Aid’, Moore (ed.), Choices, pp.287-302. 
3122 Michael Ignatieff, ‘The Stories We Tell. Television and Humanitarian Aid’, Moore (ed.), Choices, pp.293-295. 
3123 Michael Ignatieff, ‘The Stories We Tell. Television and Humanitarian Aid’, Moore (ed.), Choices, p.300. 
3124 Nick Gowing, ‘Behind the CNN Factor’, The Washington Post, 31/07/94; Gowing, Pictures. 
3125 Everts (ed.), Controversies, p.56. 
3126 Interview W. Breedveld, 11/10/00. 
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happening in other countries. Three aspects are dealt with. First, the question of the extent to which, 
prior to the broadcast of the images, public opinion in the West had been charged with emotion and 
whether this had been accompanied by comparisons between the Serbs and the Nazis. The second 
aspect is the extent to which there were individuals questioning the strong reactions to the images. And, 
in the third place, the question of the influence of the images on the actions of politicians in the West. 
Here influence is defined as a mechanism that moved politicians to do something that they would not 
have done had the images of Trnopolje not been shown on television. Some of the matters in the 
previous paragraph will receive special attention, such as the role of parliament as mediator between 
public opinion and government, any impotence on the part of politicians demonstrated by the ITN 
documentary and the follow-up to that in the media and, finally, the question as to whether the media 
set the agenda of the public and political debates. 

Well before the ITN programme went out on 6 August a break in the trend could be seen in 
American journals as regards the amount of interest shown by the printed press in the conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia. As early as in June 1992 the number of articles about the war published in the main 
printed media had more than doubled in comparison to previous months. This trend continued quietly 
in July and August and then subsided somewhat.3127 Not only did the quantity increase but the content 
of the articles also changed. Many American commentators expressed their indignation at the lack of 
activity on the part of European leaders with regard to Yugoslavia, but also criticized their own 
President Bush, who allowed his re-election campaign to take pride of place over a more active attitude 
to Yugoslavia.3128 Something similar was happening in Europe. As early as the end of June American 
journalists concluded that public indignation in Europe regarding the events in Bosnia was growing as a 
result of ‘a barrage of television images’ that illustrated the Serb attacks on Sarajevo with bloody 
pictures.3129

The resultant ethnic cleansing and streams of refugees led to pressure on Western governments 
to do more. In the United Kingdom, prior to the broadcast of the ITN film, the former Labour 
Foreign Minister Lord Owen, the Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown and former premier 
Margaret Thatcher had criticized the then Prime Minister, John Major, for what they saw as too little 
effort to stem Serb aggression in Bosnia.

  

3130 Owen, who was very impressed by Maggie O’Kane’s 29 
July article had, for instance, written an open letter to Major the following day in which he drew a 
comparison with camps in ‘the early stages of the Nazi holocaust’. He called for NATO air attacks on 
artillery, tanks, armoured cars and aircraft in the former Yugoslavia.3131 This produced a reaction from 
Major in which he stated that the British government’s efforts were focused on humanitarian help and 
on exerting pressure on the warring factions to negotiate, followed by the announcement ‘This may 
take time’.3132

                                                 

3127 Sadkovich, Media, p.111. 

 This answer did not, at any rate, satisfy Major’s predecessor, Margaret Thatcher. In an 
article in The New York Times, published on 6 August before the ITN broadcast of the same date, she 
called ethnic cleansing a combination of cruelties that Hitler and Stalin had used on other peoples. She 
therefore argued for the lifting of the weapons embargo imposed on the Bosnian government and for 
NATO military action against Serbia. Alliance aircraft should, she said, bomb objects such as bridges 

3128 See, for instance, William Pfaff, ‘Before Any Intervention, Clarify the Political Goal’, International Herald Tribune, 
18/06/92; idem, ‘Europe Can’t Afford to Appease Serbia’, International Herald Tribune, 03/08/92; Anthony Lewis, 
‘Joegoslavië laat Bush’falen als president zien’ (‘Yugoslavia shows Bush’s failure as president’), de Volkskrant, 04/08/92; 
Daniel Johnson, ‘Europe’s bloodstained lies’, Times, 05/08/92. 
3129 Stanley Meisler & Duyle McManus, ‘Allies talk of using force to aid Sarajevo’, Los Angeles Times, 26/06/92. 
3130 See, for instance, Hans Nijenhuis, ‘Wil het Westen ingrijpen?’ (Does the West want to intervene?), NRC Handelsblad, 
05/08/92. 
3131 Owen, Odyssey, pp.15-16. 
3132 Owen, Odyssey, pp.19-20. 
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over the Drina and Serb military convoys and the heavy guns stationed around Sarajevo and 
Gorazde.3133

Spoken and written words about the activities of the Serbs in terms referring to the Third Reich 
and the Second World War were also apparent before the ITN broadcast. Oostlander, writing in the 
NRC Handelsblad as early as 11 May said that there was little difference between the regime of Karadzic 
and that of Hitler. In that month he called for a surgical military strike on the part of the WEU, without 
ground troops, against the Serb ‘national socialists’, since that was the only language they would 
understand.

 

3134 In other newspapers too comparisons were drawn with fascism and the Second World 
War.3135 In a broadcast put out by the Dutch television programme NOS Laat on 27 July the vice-
chairman of the VluchtelingenWerk (Refugee Work) organization made several comparisons between the 
circumstances of the refugees from Yugoslavia and the fate of refugees from Hitler’s Germany in the 
1930s, following which presenter Charles Groenhuijsen closed the subject saying that it was typical of 
the problem that his studio guest had had to refer several times to the Second World War.3136 Two days 
later Minister H. Schoor of the German federal state North Rhine-Westphalia did the same in the TV 
programme NOS Laat.3137 ‘More and more the actions of the Serbs in Bosnia are being compared to 
Nazi practices in the Second World War’, wrote NRC Handelsblad on 5 August.3138

The Dutch media had also argued for more effective action on the part of the West in Bosnia 
prior to the broadcasting of the images from ‘Omarska’. Examples of this were, for instance, the pleas 
for some form of military intervention voiced by De Kok, Oostlander, Faber and the brothers Tromp. 
The interventionist core-piece by Voorhoeve and Van den Doel also appeared before the ITN 
broadcast: on 5 August. On 29 July the editorial in Trouw called for WEU and NATO intervention with 
the use of force to create the desired situation in the former Yugoslavia rather than leaving the territory 
to its fate.

 

3139

As early as the beginning of July the Legerkoerier noted that ‘minds’ were slowly turning to 
thoughts of military intervention.

 

3140 While the majority of (former) army staff were still resisting the 
idea of military intervention, there were some among them who began to feel some sympathy for 
action. Retired general Govert Huyser, for instance, who had advised against intervention in June 
because of the lack of a clear goal and an obvious enemy,3141 was now wanting to go further. He 
thought an action involving a hundred thousand men plus tanks and artillery would be advisable. From 
Sarajevo they should deal ‘a rapid, hefty blow’ and liberate the prison camps. At the same time barracks, 
weapon depots and communications centres of the Yugoslavian Army and the Ministry of Defence in 
Belgrade should be taken out. In brief: ‘The military command structure should be completely 
paralysed’.3142 At the end of July Van Eekelen also called for a massive intervention on the part of 
WEU ground troops to protect aid convoys and actually return fire.3143

                                                 

3133 Margaret Thatcher, ‘Stop the Excuses. Help Bosnia Now’, The New York Times, 06/08/92. Margaret Thatcher appeared 
in print in almost identical terms, ‘Nog even en het is te laat voor een actie tegen Servië’ (‘Just a little longer and it will be 
too late for a campaign against Serbia’), de Volkskrant, 10/08/92. 

 

3134 Arie Oostlander, ‘De onverantwoordelijkheid van Europa’ (‘The irresponsibility of Europe’), CD/Actueel, 23/05/92, 
p.21. 
3135 Ten Cate, Eén, pp.106-107. 
3136 NOS Laat, 27/07/92. 
3137 NOS Laat, 29/07/92. 
3138 Hans Nijenhuis, ‘Wil het Westen ingrijpen?’ NRC Handelsblad, 05/08/92. 
3139 ‘Vluchtelingen (1) and (2)’, Trouw, 29/07/92. 
3140 Wiebren Tabak, ‘Het collectieve geweten van de wereld’ (The collective conscience of the world), Legerkoerier, 07/07/92, 
p.22. 
3141 Generaal b.d. Govert Huyser, ‘Interventie in Joegoslavië is niet realistisch’ (‘Intervention in Yugoslavia unrealistic’), 
Limburgse Courant, 10/06/92. 
3142 Laurent Heere, ‘Militaire actie in Bosnië onvermijdelijk’ (‘Military campaign in Bosnia unavoidable’), Rotterdams Dagblad, 
06/08/92; idem ‘Tijd van praten is voorbij’ (‘Time for talking is over’), Haagsche Courant, 07/08/92. 
3143 Bart Tromp, ‘Derde Balkanoorlog is in voorbereiding’ (‘Preparations for third Balkan war underway’), Het Parool, 
01/08/92. 
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At the end of July the former military attaché in Belgrade, retired Brigadier General De Vogel, 
who in 1991 had still been hesitant about interference in Croatia (see Chapters 2 and 3), revealed 
himself as a supporter of limited intervention in Bosnia. This should be based on air strikes on Serb 
targets and on the barricading of the Yugoslavian navy in the bay of Kotor. He did not support large-
scale use of ground troops: ‘Otherwise you land in the morass of a civil war where friend and enemy 
can scarcely be distinguished one from the other’.3144 Comparisons between Yugoslavia in the Second 
World War, Vietnam and Afghanistan, he said, came immediately to mind.3145

The debate on intervention heated up particularly in the week prior to the television 
transmission of the images from Trnopolje, with the ranks of the interventionists on the increase

  

3146. 
The Netherlands Institute of International Relations ‘Clingendael’ played an important part here with a 
great number of publications and interviews with Voorhoeve and Van den Doel. At the beginning of 
July Dick Leurdijk, Clingendael’s UN specialist, had also called for precision bombing of military 
targets in Serbia and on the Serbian militia in Bosnia-Hercegovina.3147

On 4 August the historian Hermann Walther von der Dunk wrote in the NRC Handelsblad 
criticizing ‘the hollow rhetoric’ of the West in the face of the crimes committed in the name of Greater 
Serbia. Without solid military intervention, he wrote, the ethnic cleansing and murders on the part of 
the Serbs would not be halted. In his view the Netherlands occupied a special position among the 
countries of the West because of its ‘loud-mouthed cowardice’ whose origins were to be found in the 
country’s pre-war policy of neutrality and its post-war slavish attitude towards the United States.

  

3148

On 5 August the dailies and weeklies offered a wide spread of contributions to the intervention 
debate. Not only did Voorhoeve and Van den Doel publish their views in De Volkskrant, but editor 
André Roelofs concluded on the same day in the same morning daily that limited military intervention, 
at least taking out the Serbs’ heavy arms and possibly creating safe havens, now seemed inevitable.

  

3149 
On 5 August NRC Handelsblad contained several contributions on the subject of military intervention in 
the former Yugoslavia. The editorial on that day was the first in which NRC Handelsblad made an 
unbridled plea for immediate military intervention: ‘Each day that passes means so much less to 
protect’.3150 In his contribution that day columnist Henk Hofland called it a ‘scandal’ that the West was 
doing nothing about the ‘brutal behaviour’ of the Serbs in Bosnia.3151 And also on that day NRC 
Handelsblad published a contribution of two authors on the question of whether the West was willing 
and able to intervene.3152

It was clear that the press was one of the initiators of the intervention debate. For example De 
Groene Amsterdammer, in its 5 August issue, published the results of a discussion on intervention 
organized by the paper between Hylke Tromp, General De Vogel, the Utrecht professor of human 
rights Peter Baehr, and the publicist Paul Scheffer. Tromp was, as could be expected after his previous 
statements, a supporter of large-scale military intervention since ‘further muddling through’ would lead 
to a second Vietnam.

 

3153

                                                 

3144 Max Arian and Joke van Kampen, ‘Te wapen’ (To arms), De Groene Amsterdammer, 05/08/92, p.4. 

 Scheffer did not wish to exclude military intervention but, he said, the aims 
would have to be clear: was it about stopping the ethnic cleansing or getting rid of Milosevic? Baehr 

3145 J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Een strategie voor militair ingrijpen in Joegoslavië’ (‘A strategy for military intervention in 
Yugoslavia’), Vrij Nederland, 25/07/92, pp.10-11. 
3146 See Ten Cate, ‘Eén’ (‘One’), p.105. 
3147 Wiebren Tabak, ‘Het collectieve geweten van de wereld’, Legerkoerier, 07/07/92, p.22. 
3148 H.W. von der Dunk, ‘Lauwheid ondat Balkan niet in politiek schema past’ (‘Tepidity because Balkans do not fit into 
political programme’), NRC Handelsblad, 04/08/92. 
3149 André Roelofs, ‘Kunnen we nog blijven zuchten en protesteren’ (‘Can we carry on sighing and protesting?’), de 
Volkskrant, 05/08/92. 
3150 ‘Ingrijpen noodzakelijk’ (‘Intervention necessary’), NRC Handelsblad, 05/08/92. 
3151 ‘Sterven voor Sarajevo’ (‘Dying for Sarajevo?’), NRC Handelsblad, 05/08/92. 
3152 Hans Nijenhuis, ‘Wil het Westen ingrijpen?’ and Peter Michielsen, ‘Kan het Westen ingrijpen?’, NRC Handelsblad, 
05/08/92. 
3153 Max Arian and Joke van Kampen, ‘Te wapen’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 05/08/92, p.4. 
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was of the opinion that international law did not allow for military intervention and that Tromp’s 
argument of systematic violation of human rights would imply interventions in all parts of the world. 
Moreover, he and Scheffer believed, there was the risk of more people being killed because of the 
escalation that would follow intervention.  

Also on 5 August the Nijmegen polemologist Leon Wecke called for limited intervention: 
‘Perhaps the failed peacekeeping force should be called back and we should bomb the Serb mortars in 
the Sarajevo hills in order to get them to stop their messing about’. In addition he called for action to 
liberate the prison camps, provided – of course – that they existed, which would not surprise him in 
view of the nature of the conflict. He was opposed to sending ground troops. There was no readiness 
on the part of the West to supply sufficient men. The situation on the ground was too complex. It was 
better to let the war be fought to a standstill since then at least would the balance of powers be set.3154

On the morning of 6 August Trouw thus correctly commented that the call for military 
intervention was becoming louder. The paper gave the following reasons: the reports of starvation in 
besieged towns in Bosnia, ethnic cleansing and deportation, the floods of refugees and the 
‘concentration camps’ where torture was practised.

  

3155 The paper claimed that the politicians’ readiness 
to intervene was growing at the same pace as the flood of refugees.3156

It was not only among the speech-making elite, who filled the opinion and commentary pages 
of the Dutch press, that one could speak of an increasing preparedness to undertake some kind of 
action in the interests of Yugoslavia, a preparedness that was leading to growing preference for military 
intervention. The VluchtelingenWerk association for refugees indicated that incoming telephone calls 
showed growing involvement, with private individuals calling to offer shelter for refugees from the 
former Yugoslavia. Since mid-July the organization had been receiving ten to fifteen such calls a day.

 

3157 
The Mensen in Nood (People in Need) foundation in Den Bosch, that had started collecting clothing 
offered by private individuals for Yugoslavia on 29 July, said that on the first day the phone had not 
stopped ringing right from the start.3158 But the Dutch Interchurch Peace Council (IKV) – just like Pax 
Christi – proved unable to mobilize people. Either they were on holiday or they were watching the 
Olympic Games in Barcelona, stated secretary Mient Jan Faber.3159 Foreign affairs commentator J.L. 
Heldring therefore asked in the NRC Handelsblad, with reference to the large-scale demonstrations that 
the IKV had succeeded in organizing in previous years against the placing of medium-range missiles 
and against the Gulf War, where the demonstrations were now.3160

An AVRO/Nipo poll on 6 August, the day the ITN images were shown, provided proof of 
what the silent majority was thinking. The poll showed that 22% of those questioned were already 
closely following the reports from Yugoslavia, 56% reasonably closely and 18% scarcely at all. It further 
emerged that 83% of the Dutch population supported a more generous attitude towards the admission 
into the Netherlands of refugees from the former Yugoslavia. Of this representative sample of the 
Dutch population 87% agreed with Dutch participation in military intervention in the former 
Yugoslavia. Two-thirds of those questioned said that they would maintain this view even if Dutch 
soldiers were killed. More than 60% of the respondents even wanted military action designed to put a 
complete stop to the war in the former Yugoslavia.

 

3161

                                                 

3154 Hans Leber, ‘Laat ze de oorlog uitvechten’ (Let them fight their own war), Twentsche Courant, 05/08/92. 

  

3155 ‘Interventie vergt offers (1)’ (Intervention translates into casualties), Trouw, 06/08/92. 
3156 ‘Interventie vergt offers (2)’, Trouw, 06/08/92. 
3157 J.A. Hoeksma, vice-chairman of the VluchtelingenWerk association in NOS Laat, 27/07/92; ‘Particulieren bieden hulp 
bij opvang Bosniers’ (Private individuals offer help in receiving Bosnians), NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/92. 
3158 ‘Particulieren bieden hulp bij opvang Bosniers’, NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/92. 
3159 ‘Particulieren bieden hulp bij opvang Bosniers’, NRC Handelsblad, 29/07/92. 
3160 J.L. Heldring, ‘Waar blijft het protest’ (‘Where’s the protest?’), NRC Handelsblad, 28/07/92 and ‘Schijnheiligheid troef’ 
(‘Hypocrisy laid bare’), NRC Handelsblad, 31/07/92. 
3161 Radio 2, AVRO, Radiojournaal, 09/08/92, 1.04pm; De Boode & Everts, ‘Ontwikkelingen’, pp.187-188; Nederlanders 
keuren militair ingrijpen in ex-Joegoslavië goed’ (‘Dutch approve of military intervention in ex-Yugoslavia’), de Volkskrant, 
10/08/92. Six months later 66% of those interviewed in a NIPO poll were still of the same mind, ‘Slachtoffers aanvaardbaar 
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In so reacting, the Dutch population went much further than the ‘humanitarian help with a 
military fringe’ under the UN umbrella which, at the time, was as far as the Dutch parties of the 
coalition government – CDA, PvdA and VVD – were prepared to go.3162 Nonetheless support among 
members of parliament for harder action seemed to be growing even before the ITN footage was 
broadcast. NRC Handelsblad summarized the mood among parliamentarians on 6 August, a few hours 
before the programme went out, as follows: ‘The senseless violence must at some time be brought to 
an end; and if it cannot be negotiated, then by the use of force’.3163

The conclusion is therefore justified that broader public opinion in the Netherlands was far and 
away in favour of military intervention even before the showing of Trnopolje images and was even in 
favour of very strong action. A debate about intervention had already started. The parliamentarians too 
had shifted in that direction, though less far than public opinion.

  

3164

‘The question of whether we should do something or not, that is: are we going 
to let this slip away, as it were, - an incident in history in which we have no 
involvement and for which we have no responsibility - this question has 
roughly speaking never been subjected to critical discussion – in the sense of: 
surely we can leave it to others to deal with.’

 The parliamentary debate that took 
place on 12 August had already been requested by De Hoop Scheffer before the ITN programme was 
broadcast, following claims made by Sacirbey about the existence of camps. During the debate on 12 
August it became apparent that the members did not think that the government had gone far enough in 
adopting a position towards Bosnia-Hercegovina. And yet this was more an optical than a fundamental 
difference. There had been a basic readiness on the part of the Dutch government, even before the 
summer, ‘to do something’ to contribute towards a solution in the former Yugoslavia that could be 
regarded as just. The question as to whether the international community and, more specifically, the 
Netherlands should do something about the war in Bosnia had not been, as the then vice-premier Kok 
later put it, ‘not really relevant’ for the Dutch government: 

3165

In late July/early August there was, nonetheless, some sort of bottom-up movement to get the Dutch 
government to do more, and this was apparent in the readiness of local councils, housing associations 
and private individuals to offer accommodation and thus exert pressure to admit refugees from the 
former Yugoslavia. The movement started, however, before the images from Trnopolje were broadcast. 
It had been partly set in motion by information in the press about the existence of the camps but, as far 
as can be judged, also by reports of ethnic cleansing, floods of refugees and the bombing of Sarajevo. 
Comparisons with the situation under the Third Reich and during the Second World War were also not 
uncommon. In that sense the Trnopolje pictures added to Breedveld’s ‘formula’ that news is that which 
confirms an expectation in a surprising manner.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

bij actie in ex-Joegoslavië’ (‘Casualties acceptable in campaign in ex-Yugoslavia’), de Volkskrant, 02/02/93. This opinion was 
diametrically opposed to Wecke’s opinion that support would dwindle if there were more victims, Hans Leber, ‘Laat ze de 
oorlog uitvechten’, Twentsche Courant, 05/08/92. See also L. Wecke, ‘Als er veel soldaten sneuvelen is het uit met steun voor 
de actie’ (‘If a lot of soldiers fall, support for the campaign will crumble’), Trouw, 23/02/93. 
3162 Van den Broek in NOS TV news, 07/08/92; De Hoop Scheffer and Valk in Radio 2, Avro Radiojournaal, 09/08/92, 
1.04pm; Blaauw and De Hoop Scheffer in TV, Nederland 3, NOS Laat, 11/08/92, 10.30pm; ‘Kamerleden terug van 
vakantie voor Joegoslavië-debat’( ‘MPs back from vacations for debate on Yugoslavia’), de Volkskrant, 06/08/92; Rob 
Meines, ‘Verdeeldheid over ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (No unanimity on intervention in Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. 
3163 Rob Meines, ‘Verdeeldheid over ingrijpen in Bosnië’, NRC Handelsblad, 06/08/92. 
3164 Cf. ‘Groeiende verdeeldheid over ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (‘Growing willingness among politicions to intervene’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 10/08/92. 
3165 Interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
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13. Opponents of intervention after the images of Trnopolje 

In many ways the influence of the images of Trnopolje can be put in perspective. In the first place 
there were some who continued to object to the emphasis that many media were placing on the 
Bosnian conflict, at the expense of interest in the civil war in Somalia. In the United States, in the days 
following the broadcasting of the Trnopolje images, commentary appeared in The New York Times, The 
Washington Post and a broadcast by ABS News which defended this position earlier adopted by Boutros-
Ghali.3166 Minister Pronk in the Netherlands expressed similar thoughts. The sociologist Jacques van 
Doorn, writing in HP/De Tijd of 21 August, called the conflict in Bosnia a major drama in European 
terms but modest in terms of – for instance – the Caucasus, Afghanistan, Cambodia, East Timor and 
various African countries. He did not think anything could be achieved by a military intervention on 
the part of the United Nations or the European Community since it is national interests that prevails in 
those international organizations. Bosnia, he said, was like a house on fire. ‘Looking on helplessly is 
insufferable, but it has become too risky to enter the house (...) It means that we have to wait until the 
flames die out for lack of fuel, a prospect that is scarcely acceptable. Thus the discussion will drag on 
and with the courage of despair sporadic attempts will be made to save what can be saved.’3167

Secondly, focusing again on the debate in the Netherlands, even after the showing of the 
Trnopolje images, there remained opponents of intervention. They warned against a lack of long-term 
aims for Bosnia, the lack of military means for an effective approach, the difficulties posed by the 
terrain, the many-sided character of the enemy, the risk of a guerrilla war and tensions within the EC 
and NATO should too many disagreements arise between countries for and against intervention.

 

3168 In 
addition, according to some writers, modesty suited the Netherlands in the international debate on 
intervention. For example, professor of societ al history Henri Beunders referred to the pro-
intervention calls made by Voorhoeve and Van den Doel as ‘remarkable, if not superficial’.3169

According to foreign affairs commentator G.B.J. Hiltermann in de Telegraaf the otherwise ever-
careful Clingendael institute had turned into ‘a pugnacious political non-think tank’. He warned of the 
guerrilla war that would be waiting for a Western intervention force in the ‘scarcely accessible terrain’, 
in the same way that life had been made difficult for Hitler’s ‘37 divisions’.

  

3170

The journalists Frans van Deijl and Auke Kok reacted in HP/De Tijd to Voorhoeve’s proposals 
to have the Serb ‘concentration camps’ liberated by commandos. According to the two journalists the 
Dutch commandos were not the Rambo-types capable of doing such a thing. They were trained mainly 
as observers and reconnaissance troops. Commandos from other countries could perhaps liberate the 
camps without too much difficulty, but would then find themselves in dangerous enemy territory with 
the freed detainees. Van Deijl and Kok reckoned that 400,000 soldiers would be required to ensure safe 
conduct for the convoys ‘and even then success is not guaranteed’. Thus it was a ‘mission 
impossible’.

  

3171 According to the two journalists the chances of success of any air support were 
doubtful because of the probable presence of anti-aircraft missiles, that could be fired from the 
shoulders of Serbian ‘wild men’ operating around Sarajevo. And should the West be prepared to use 
military means to deliver an ultimatum to all the warring factions, they would have to anticipate ‘a death 
toll that would far surpass the consequences of the clean war against Iraq – 100,000 victims’.3172

                                                 

3166 Strobel, Policy, p.138. 

 

3167 J.A.A. van Doorn, ‘Een pleidooi voor rekolonisatie’ (‘A plea for recolonisation’), HP/De Tijd, 21/08/92, p.12. 
3168 Peter Michielsen, for example, was of the opinion that military intervention to stop or reverse the ethnic cleansing would 
require such a large military contingent that it was unrealistic, Peter Michielsen, ‘Etnisch zuiveren: Servisch patent’ (‘Ethnic 
cleansing: Serb patent’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/08/92. For a similar opinion see J.W. van der Meulen, ‘Militaire interventie op 
Balkan kan weinig uitrichten’ (‘Military intervention in Balkans can accomplish little’), Het Financieele Dagblad, 21/08/92. 
3169 Henri Beunders, ‘Prijs Balkan-interventie is te hoog’ (Price of Balkan intervention is too high), de Volkskrant, 07/08/92. 
3170 G.B.J. Hiltermann, ‘Onmacht van de ‘beschaafde wereld’ (‘Impotence of the “civilised world”’), de Telegraaf, 22/08/92. 
3171 Frans van Deijl & Auke Kok, ‘Mission impossible’, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/93, p.18. 
3172 Frans van Deijl & Auke Kok, ‘Mission impossible’, HP/De Tijd, 21/08/93, p.20. 
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In his response Beunders qualified the small piece’ by Voorhoeve and Van den Doel published 
in De Volkskrant on 5 August as ‘an example of Gesinnungsethik that places good intentions above 
consequences’. As possible consequences of the proposals made by Voorhoeve and Van den Doel 
Beunders saw conflict escalation, internationalization, a rift in NATO, the WEU or the EC, while it was 
not possible to indicate what the final aim was to be in Bosnia. Ethnic cleansing using peaceful 
methods, for instance, could lead to long-term irredentism. And thus Beunders called for ‘caution, 
especially for a small country such as the Netherlands’, whose concrete military contribution 
Voorhoeve and Van den Doel had been unable to specify. Voorhoeve, whose doctoral dissertation was 
entitled Peace, Profits and Principles, should have known better, claimed Beunders: ‘The self-preservation 
of a small country such as the Netherlands, dependent on trade and surrounded by large neighbours, 
requires us not to march at the front in military interventions but to provide humanitarian help and to 
continue to bang the drum for diplomatic solutions’. The call for military intervention, stated the 
Rotterdam professor, came from people unable to stand impotence and wanting to do something 
without being prepared to think about the consequences. In view of the limited capabilities of the 
Netherlands, he called for ‘an exercise in impotence’.3173

H.J. Neumann, chairman of the CDA (Christian Democrat) Foreign Affairs Committee, 
expressed the opinion that the politicians needed to think about the consequences both of doing 
nothing and of military intervention. As regards the latter, he felt that both government and 
parliamentarians had better seek the advice of military experts and experts on the region.

  

3174 In Trouw 
the parliamentary journalist Willem Breedveld wrote that military intervention in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
was ‘not only a question of morality or justice but above all a matter of effectiveness and efficiency’: ‘It 
is like a fire brigade commandant, from whom you cannot and may not expect that he should send his 
men blindly into a burning house’. First the risks and consequences have to be weighed, not only for 
his own men but also for the neighbouring buildings. He warned Dutch parliamentarians that the 
strong moral awareness that the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia could not be allowed to form a precedent 
did not give them carte blanche to ignore the promptings of their intelligence.3175 The editorial in NRC 
Handelsblad had disagreed with this position a few days before: ‘The military strategist and the 
diplomatic politician may in their wisdom decide that all that can be done is hose down the 
neighbouring buildings, but the agitated citizen wants to get into the burning house to save whatever he 
can’. The NRC Handelsblad commentator agreed that foreign policy based only on conviction and not 
on the consequences of political and military action was irresponsible, but in his view, there was more. 
The West’s own interests were at stake. Every day that passed without intervention undermined the 
authority of the EC and NATO.3176

‘is by no means any longer confined to the civil war and the question of blame. 
It has become a European question because it shows the extent of the gap 
between peoples and governments. The political elite doubts its electorate 
because they do not know to what extent the people are prepared to have their 
peaceful and comfortable lives taken away. The electorate doubts the decision-
making capacities of the politicians because the latter have already 

 According to some, this affected not only the image of NATO in 
the eyes of the world but also in the eyes of citizens in the member states. ‘The Yugoslavia question’, 
wrote columnist Hofland in NRC Handelsblad 

                                                 

3173 Henri Beunders, ‘Prijs Balkan-interventie is te hoog’, de Volkskrant, 07/08/92. 
3174 H.J. Neumann, ‘Bosnié dwingt tot keuze tussen schande of oorlog’ (‘Bosnia forces choice between shame or war’), de 
Volkskrant, 12/08/92. 
3175 Willem Breedveld, ‘Ingrijpen uit morele verontwaardiging is niet genoeg’ (‘Intervention out of moral indignation is not 
enough’), Trouw, 29/08/92. 
3176 ‘Europa en de Balkan’ (‘Europe and the Balkans’), NRC Handelsblad, 24/08/92. 
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demonstrated that they are unable to put a stop to a bloody crisis that horrifies 
everyone’.3177

The political philosophers Ido de Haan and Tsjalling Wierstra reacted violently to the ‘realists’ who 
were against intervention. They stated that the realists first created their own facts and then used them 
as a basis for preferring non-intervention. And this, they said, was some kind of ‘moral perversity’: ‘If 
this sort of despicable attitude is supposed to represent high-ground morality, then it is clear that a 
sense of reality is perhaps good but not the sort of thing you can leave to realists’.

 

3178

These animated reflections demonstrated the tensions existing between the supporters of 
intervention and those in favour of doing nothing. The comparisons with guerrilla-like and bogged-
down situations such as Yugoslavia in the Second World War, Vietnam and Lebanon and the 
calculations that stated that a hundred thousand soldiers or more would be the minimum requirement 
for intervention failed to impress the interventionists but simply increased their feelings of impotence, 
an emotion that came back time and time and again in the pages of the newspapers in August 1992.

  

3179 
It was scarcely possible for the two parties to convince one another. For those who wanted more 
action than politicians or military regarded as possible ‘politics stinks (...) through the deodorant of 
caution’, as Hofland put it.3180 A stalemate had developed in which the arguments on both sides were 
used again and again. A debate in which alternatives to military intervention would be sought did not 
take place and it was remarkable how, for instance, the limited readiness of the Dutch government to 
accept refugees was completely banished to the background. Exceptions were the professor of modern 
history at the University of Amsterdam, M.C. Brands and the reporter with RTL 4 Nieuws, Michiel 
Bicker Caarten, both of whom said that they thought that military intervention made no sense, because 
the aim was unclear, but at the same time pointed out that the Netherlands most certainly could do 
something by accepting refugees.3181

The majority of the best-known opinion-makers in the Netherlands, when confronted with the 
question ‘intervention: yes or no?’ began to be more clearly defined as being pro-intervention. In favour 
were particularly: Voorhoeve, Van den Doel, Leurdijk, the brothers Tromp, Wecke, Oostlander, Faber, 
Van Eekelen, Huyser, De Vogel, Bleich, Von der Dunk and Hofland. Against were: most of the 
military, Beunders, Brands, Van Doorn, Koch, Hiltermann, Michielsen, Scheffer and Jan Marijnissen, 
chairman of the Socialist Party.

  

3182

Nuances in images 

 In addition Van den Doel, Huyser and De Vogel had shifted from 
an anti-interventionist point of view to an opinion calling for intervention. 

A third remark that places the effect produced by the ITN images of Trnopolje in perspective relates to 
the effect they had on the visualization of the conflict by people themselves. While it has been shown, 
on the one hand, that even before 6 August comparisons had been made between the actions of the 
Serbs and events under the Third Reich, after that date there were individuals who criticized this 
analogy. Moreover it continued to be said, at least in the Netherlands, that the Serbs were not the only 

                                                 

3177 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Het dragelijke van de ondragelijkheid’ (‘The bearable part of what is unbearable’), NRC Handelsblad, 
02/09/92. 
3178 Ido de Haan & Tsjalling Swierstra, ‘Realisten praten in Balkan-debat recht wat krom is’ (‘Realists in debate on the 
Balkans argue what is wrong is right’), de Volkskrant, 28/08/92. 
3179 For the latter cf. Appendix Scholten & Ruigrok & Heerma, In Sarajevo wordt geschoten, p.250. 
3180 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘De politiek stinkt’ (‘Politics stink’), NRC Handelsblad, 19/08/92. 
3181 M.C. Brands, ‘Militair ingrijpen vereist heldere doelen’ (‘Military intervention requires clear objectives’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 07/08/92; Michiel Bicker Caarten, ‘Servië is geen nazi-Duitsland’ (‘Serbia is no Nazi Germany’), de Volkskrant, 
07/08/92. 
3182 For the latter see Jan Marijnissen, ‘Rampzalig waanidee’ (‘Disastrous delusion’), Trouw, 20/08/92; idem, ‘Nieuwe 
kruistochten? SP tegen militaire interventie in voormalig Joegoslavië’ (‘New crusades? SP against military intervention in the 
former Yugoslavia’), Tribune 17 (1992)(11September), pp.14-15. 
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guilty ones in the conflict. The Dutch press, for instance, made little use of the term ‘concentration 
camps’. In general the Dutch media stuck to the term ‘prison camps’.3183 It is known that the editorial 
staff of NRC Handelsblad consciously did everything they could to avoid the use of the term 
‘concentration camp’.3184

Vulliamy and the ITN journalists themselves were not alone in rejecting the comparison drawn 
between the images of Trnopolje and the Second World War concentration camps. Stephen Engelberg 
and Chuck Sudetic, for example, writing in The New York Times, said that the camps were part of the 
series of measures aimed at removing other ethnic groups from the territory claimed by the Serbs. They 
were not meant as places of extermination. Nor did the murders that occurred there have the 
systematic character of the Third Reich’s extermination camps. Many deaths were caused by drunken 
Serb soldiers beating their victims. Sometimes small groups were executed. And detainees died from 
sickness, hunger and bad hygiene. According to the reports they had, some hundreds of detainees had 
died in the camps and not the 17,000 that the Bosnian authorities had started to report. And thus they 
refused to use the word ‘genocide’.

  

3185 The American weekly Time expressed itself in similar terms. 
According to Western diplomats, quoted in the magazine, most of the camps were ‘harsh but not 
murderous detention sites where enemies, civilian and military, are warehoused before expulsion or 
exchange’.3186

In NRC Handelsblad Peter Michielsen wrote that there was no question of the camps being 
extermination camps. ‘One should bear in mind that the stories of abuse originated with individuals 
who had been set free, not with people who had escaped. How many Jews were let out of Auschwitz?’

 

3187 
Arie Elshout and Bert Lanting wrote in Het Parool that no matter how reprehensible their behaviour 
might be, the Serbs were not pulling in members of other ethnic groups from all over the former 
Yugoslavia to a camp in order to destroy them. They preferred to see them leave.3188 The editor in chief 
of Vrij Nederland Rinus Ferdinandusse did, however, want to draw a comparison with the Second 
World War, but not the usual one: ‘They are not mass extermination camps, but handy storage sites 
such as each party constructs when wishing to isolate another. The Netherlands too put its members of 
the fascist NSB and the SS in a camp, and that is a black page in our history. But during and because of 
war no human standards apply’.3189

As in other countries, the reports about the camps caused the Serbs to be highlighted in the 
Netherlands as the major violators of human rights. In almost 80% of the headlines and opening 
paragraphs where NRC Handelsblad, de Telegraaf, Trouw or De Volkskrant reported in August 1992 on 
human rights violations in Bosnia, such as camps, ethnic cleansing and deportation, a link was made to 
the Serbs, in something over 10% to the Croats and in more than 4% to the Muslims.

 

3190

                                                 

3183 Appendix Scholten & Ruigrok & Heerman, In Sarajevo wordt geschoten, p.198. 

 But it would 
seem, however, that this is not essentially different from the situation before the images were broadcast. 
It is only the frequency of the total number of reports on human rights violations – and thus on the 
Serbs’ responsibility – that shows a rise. It is, in fact, remarkable how there was still space in the Dutch 
newspapers after ‘Trnopolje’, especially in the opinion-forming contributions, for voices putting into 
perspective the Serb violations of human rights either by questioning their nature and extent or by 
highlighting the behaviour of other parties in the conflict. Among the latter the Croats were indeed 
second worst. 

3184 Appendix Jan Wieten, Srebrenica en de journalistiek, pp.55-56. 
3185 Stephen Engelberg & Chuck Sudetic, ‘Conflict in the Balkans: In enemy Hands’, The New York Times, 16/08/92. 
3186 J.F.O. McAllister, ‘Atrocity and Outrage’, Time, 17/08/92. 
3187 Peter Michielsen, ‘Het geweten spreekt wel wat laat’ (‘Our pangs of conscience have come a bit late’), NRC Handelsblad, 
13/08/92. 
3188 Arie Elshout & Bert Lanting, ‘Servië moet voelen als het niet luistert’ (‘Serbia must feel the consequences if it does not 
listen’), Het Parool, 06/08/92. 
3189 Rinus Ferdinandusse, ‘Nederland grijpt in’ (‘The Netherlands intervene’), Vrij Nederland, 14/08/92,  
3190 Appendix Scholten & Ruigrok & Heerman, In Sarajevo wordt geschoten, pp.195-196. 
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Mient Jan Faber, who travelled through South Serbia in early August and visited the refugee 
camps there, declared on his return to the Netherlands that he supported military intervention to 
protect helpless people but that intervention should also take place ‘at places where the Muslims 
operate under the banner of hard religious nationalism’, and Faber had understood from UN military 
personnel ‘that it is extremely difficult to enter into agreements with the Muslims because they do not 
stick to their word’.3191 In the NOS newscast he declared that Serbs, Croats and Muslims were all guilty 
of serious human rights violations.3192

For the cultural anthropologist René Grémaux, who had resided several years in Yugoslavia for 
study purposes and was to become a trainer at the Dutch Centrum voor Vredesvraagstukken (Peace 
Research Centre) it was not even a question. In his opinion Europe had been ‘for months in the firing 
line of a propaganda war waged by Croats and Muslims using the big guns’. He rejected the black-and-
white picture of ‘Serb attackers’ and ‘Bosnian defenders’ that dominated the judgement of politicians 
and military via the media. He gave the Serb authorities carte blanche for future wrongdoing by stating: 
‘If the demonization of everything Serbian predominates and increasingly determines the policy 
pursued by international bodies, we should not be surprised if Serbs behave in accordance with the 
image we have accorded them’. He turned against the characterization of the Serb detention centres as 
concentration camps, though he did admit that one should have no illusions about the treatment meted 
out to the detainees ‘and certainly not in the case of those with blood on their hands’. They were 
presumably ‘ordinary camps (...) which belong to the usual horrors of war’. He preferred to place the 
Serbs and the Jews on the same level: ‘The understanding shown for Israel’s use of force in order to 
prevent Jews ever again going like lambs to the slaughter is quite evidently not shown to the Serbs’.

  

3193

Dutch journalists did their own limited research into camps in Bosnia and the results were 
relatively harmless for the Serb image. The NOS newscast on 7 August carried an interview, from the 
Willem I barracks in Den Bosch, by Betty Lamers with a Bosnian woman refugee who had been in the 
Trnopolje camp. She declared that she had not been beaten there.

 

3194 On the same day the NOS 
newscast showed pictures of a Serb internment camp in Butmir, where the inmates looked reasonably 
well. Karadzic was given the opportunity to say that human rights had not been violated in the Serb 
camps and that any reports that this was the case could be ascribed to Muslim propaganda.3195 
Raymond van den Boogaard also took a look at this place and described it as: ‘The Serb prison with 
probably the best imaginable conditions in Bosnia’. The Muslims he found there were not underfed. 
Their main problems were boredom and isolation.3196 After the images of Trnopolje the NOS television 
news repeatedly showed images of other Serb camps such as Manjaca, Omarska and Bosanski Brod. 
Each time it appeared that the prisoners looked well.3197

                                                 

3191 ‘Faber bepleit militair ingrijpen ter bescherming burgers’ (‘Faber urges military intervention for protection of civilians’), 
de Volkskrant, 08/08/92. 

 A few days after the broadcast of the 
Trnopolje film the journalist Ewoud Nysingh (De Volkskrant) was the first to succeed in visiting a camp 
of the extremist Croatian Defence Force (HOS) in Capljina, south of Mostar, where Serbs were held 

3192 NOS Journaal, 07/08/92, 10 pm.  
Bart Rijs, who had recently visited Srebrenica and the nearby Bratunac, where a slaughter of Muslims by Serbs had just taken 
place, wrote at the end of August that horror stories of ethnic cleansing could be heard throughout Bosnia, ‘from both 
Serbs and Muslims’. But eye-witnesses could seldom be found and in Bratunac and Srebrenica he had found no further trace 
of woundings. He put this question to his readers: “Is it really now possible to speak of genocide being committed on 
Bosnian Muslims? Or is it exaggeration and war propaganda meant to induce foreign intervention?” [Bart Rijs, ‘Sporen van 
een massamoord’ (‘Traces of mass murder’), HP/De Tijd, 28/08/92, p.11.] 
3193 René Grémaux, ‘Positie Serviërs door propaganda eenzijdig belicht’ (‘Biased portrayal of position of Serbs by 
propoganda’), de Volkskrant, 14/08/92. 
3194 NOS Journaal, 07/08/92, 8.00 pm. 
3195 NOS Journaal, 07/08/92. 
3196 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Butmir, Sevische gevangenis dient als modelinstelling’ (‘Butmir, Serbian prison serving as 
a model institution’), NRC Handelsblad, 15/08/92. 
3197 NOS TV-Journaal, 08/08/92, 09/08/92, 11/08/92. 
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prisoner. The prisoners, who looked thin, did not dare to talk to Nysingh because of the presence of 
the Croatian Major General Blaz Kraljevic. Nysingh did not learn much from his visit and in the end 
was afraid that his presence was endangering the lives of the prisoners.3198

14. The somewhat longer term after Trnopolje: the Netherlands is willing, but the 
rest of the world … 

 

Not only had the ‘public’visualization of the situation and public opinion been strongly influenced 
before the ITN images went out across the world, other things were going on in the field of policy. On 
6 August, prior to the ITN programme, the EC for instance demanded that the Bosnian-Serb 
authorities allow Red Cross observers to visit the camps.3199 And after the programme the influence on 
policy outside the Netherlands – two UN resolutions, the making available of 1,800 British and 1,100 
French troops – was not great. Resolution 770, which permitted the use of force accompanying 
humanitarian aid, in fact expressed the viewpoint already adopted by the EC during the Lisbon summit, 
after which Mitterrand’s visit to Sarajevo removed the reason. In The New York Times of 8 August 
readers were told that while it was true to say that on television, in newspapers and in magazines 
pressure was being applied to European politicians to do more about the Serb aggression in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, there had not yet been any demonstrations in the major European cities and the 
European leaders were showing little appetite for firmer action.3200

The pictures from Trnopolje seemed to have practically no effect on American policy. Bush 
stated forcefully that he refused to have his policy set by emotions called up by the images. On 8 
August he declared: ‘I don’t care what the political pressures are. I am not going to get bogged down in 
some guerrilla warfare’.

 

3201 The American president did not argue with the fact that ‘the shocking 
brutality of genocide in World War II, in those concentration camps, are burning memories for all of 
us, and that can’t happen again’. And the American government would continue to insist that the 
international community be given access to the camps. But at the same time he also said that everyone 
calling for the American military to be sent in was not carrying his presidential responsibilities. ‘Before 
one soldier is committed to battle, I want to know how that person gets out of there’, stated the 
American president.3202

Bush knew that he had the support of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who confirmed that support via 
the chairman’s assistant, Lieutenant General Barry R. McCaffrey, when he announced to the Senate 
that if the West wished to do more than supply humanitarian aid the line between peace-keeping and 
peace-enforcement would soon be crossed.

  

3203 McCaffrey said that 400,000 soldiers would be needed 
for peace-enforcement and he sketched in powerful terms the difficulties that an army of this size 
would encounter: ‘You are dealing with 23,000 square miles of a country slightly larger than South 
Vietnam. It is four times bigger than Northern Ireland, with 200,000 armed people in it, and so if you 
ask me how long it would take to subdue those combatants or disarm them, or deter them, it would be 
a tremendous military challenge on broken-up ground and forested terrain’.3204

                                                 

3198 Ewoud Nysingh, ‘Kamp voor Serviërs: lijkt verdomme wel een hotel’ (‘Camp for Serbs ‘looks an awful lot like a 
hotel’)and ‘Geloof niets van wat hij zegt’ (‘Do not believe anything he says’), de Volkskrant, 11/08/92. 

  

3199 ‘EC demands access to Serb detention camps’, Press Association Newsfile, 06/08/92. 
3200 Craig R. Whitney, ‘Balkan Scenes Stir Europe, But Action Remains Elusive’, The New York Times, 08/08/92. 
3201 Maggie Fox, ‘Public opinion moves towards military intervention’, Reuter, B-wire, 09/08/92, 15:58:59. See also Tony 
Smith, ‘New Reports of Atrocities; Bush, U.N. Commander Counsel Caution’, The Associated Press, 07/08/92; J. Sirica, ‘Crisis 
and politics. Bush hits back at aid criticism’, Newsday, 08/08/92. 
3202 J. Sirica, ‘Bush: No Quick Solution. Balks over troops for Bosnia relief’, Newsday, 09/08/92. 
3203 United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, p.30; S. Friedman, ‘View From Pentagon. Aide: Force 
could be used to get to camps’, Newsday, 12/08/92. 
3204 United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, pp.39-40; Steven L. Burg, ‘The International Community 
and the Yugoslav Crisis’, Esman/Telhami (eds.), Organizations, p.256; Adolf Carlson, ‘No Balm in Gilead: The Employment 
of Military Force in the War in The former Yugoslavia and Prospects for a Lasting Peace’, Blank (ed.), Wars, p.77. 
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Even Clinton went no further in his criticism of Bush than to insist on sending in air power, a 
call that earned him blame on the part of the media for wanting to ‘combat genocide on the cheap’.3205 
But a few days after the ITN images had been broadcast the Senate did agree, by 82 votes to 13, to the 
use of military means by the UN to get the humanitarian aid into Bosnia and to the insistence that the 
camps be opened for international inspection. But Bush’s announcement in May to Boutros-Ghali that 
the American government, with an eye to Congress and the electorate before the presidential elections 
in November, would give no more money to the UN, remained in force, which meant that large-scale 
use of UN military in Bosnia was in effect made impossible.3206

Probably the most tangible contribution to American policy made by the indignation that arose 
through the reporting on the Bosnian-Serb camps was the readiness shown by the American 
government to agree to the establishment of a commission of experts to collect evidence for a possible 
war tribunal.

 

3207 However the intention to set up a commission of this type had already been there 
before the transmission of the ITN images.3208

Even though after the reports about concentration camps the American newspapers and 
weeklies gave considerably more space to the war in the former Yugoslavia than in the previous 
eighteen months,

 

3209 this scarcely had any effect on the American government’s preparedness to 
contemplate military action. As stated by the American diplomat Zimmermann: even if American 
television had broadcast round-the-clock reports of Serb atrocities the Bush government would not 
have budged.3210 American policymakers declared that all they had done after the Trnopolje pictures 
had been shown was give the impression that they were doing something.3211 National security adviser 
Scowcroft said of the media storm following the ITN images: ‘We just sort of rode it out’.3212 Gutman 
too was of the opinion that his contributions and that of ITN about the camps had had ‘zero’ effect on 
American policy.3213 The American public was more inclined to follow its president than the media. It 
was only in a poll held on 6 August that supporters of Bush’s policy towards Yugoslavia and its 
opponents were in balance (38% each). Subsequent polls in August, however, showed a majority for 
those in support of the presidential policy. In fact, from August the public continued to follow the 
president, first Bush and then Clinton, whether he was more or less inclined to intervene.3214

In the United Kingdom public opinion was even more tepid than in the United States.
 

3215

                                                 

3205 J. Schell, ‘Fighting Genocide on the Cheap’, Newsday, 09/08/92. 

 After 
the enormous reverberations caused by the Trnopolje images in the morning papers on 7 August, the 
effect quickly ebbed away. In any case, in the period up to September 1993 the British newspapers gave 
even more space to opinions against than for intervention. And although Bosnia took pride of place on 
British television, a great deal of attention was also paid to other disaster areas, especially Somalia and 

3206 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, pp.72-73. 
3207 F. Bruning, ‘Human-Rights Probe of Serbia Urged’, Newsday, 14/08/92; K. Royce and P.J. Sloyan, ‘The U.S. Waited. 
Back in June, CIA Told Bush of Atrocities’, Newsday, 14/08/92. 
3208 ‘VS onderzoeken oorlogsmisdaden in ex-Joegoslavië’ (‘US investigates war crimes in ex-Yugoslavia’), NRC Handelsblad, 
06/08/92. 
3209 James J. Sadkovic, ‘The response of the American media to Balkan neo-nationalisms’, Mestrovic (ed.), Genocide, pp.121-
125. 
3210 Quoted in Warren P.Strobel, ‘The Media and U.S. Policies Toward Intervention. A Closer Look at the ‘CNN Effect’’, 
Crocker & Hampson with Aall (eds.), Chaos, p 367; Strobel, Policy, p.148 with supporting references to Eagleburger, 
Scowcroft and Kenney. 
3211 Strobel, Policy, pp.147, 152 and 219; Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p.95. Michael N. Barnett, ‘The Politics of Indifference at 
the United Nations and Genocide in Rwanda and Bosnia’, Cushman & Meštrovic (eds.), Time, p.150. 
3212 Strobel, Policy, p.148. 
3213 Strobel, Policy, pp.152-153. 
3214 Richard Sobel, ‘U.S. and European Attitudes toward Intervention in the Former Yugoslavia: Mourir pour la Bosnie?’, 
Ullman (ed.) World, pp.147, 149, 150 and 163; Major, Autobiography, p.539; Simms, Hour, p.56. 
3215 Owen, Odyssey, p.21. 
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the Sudan, sometimes Angola and Georgia. According to Young the variety and quantity of attention 
was fatal rather than stimulating for pro-intervention public opinion.3216

According to Prime Minister Major himself the wide spectrum of opinions in his country 
ensured that there was no proposal of a serious alternative to the fairly cautious attitude of his 
government to intervention in the former Yugoslavia.

 

3217 Scarcely a word of opposition to the Major 
government’s cautious policy was uttered by his own Conservative Party,3218 An important exception 
was Margaret Thatcher, who believed that the West should guarantee multi-ethnicity in Bosnia or lose 
its credibility. For her it was clear that the international community was dealing with Serb aggression 
and not with civil war. She called not only for military intervention but also for a lifting of the arms 
embargo imposed on the Bosnian government. At the time of the Serb attack on Srebrenica in early 
1993 she advanced, in her usual powerful manner, that this was happening ‘in the heart of Europe and 
we have not done any more to stop it. It is in Europe’s sphere of influence. It should be in Europe’s 
sphere of conscience’3219 Her statements sometimes even made some on the left long for her return as 
leader. However her successor, John Major, hit back hard by saying that as regards Bosnia nobody had 
the monopoly of care or conscience. And the British Minister of Defence, Rifkind, dismissed 
Thatcher’s statements as ‘emotional nonsense’.3220 During the entire period of the war in the former 
Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 the British parliament paid relatively little attention to the situation 
there. It took almost six months after the declarations of independence by Croatia and Slovenia before 
the British parliament dealt with the Yugoslavia question on 12 December – at half past three in the 
morning. After that there was scarcely any opposition to government policy either. During the entire 
conflict in Bosnia the Labour Party was opposed to military intervention.3221 Despite very solid reports 
from Bosnia itself most of the newspapers in the United Kingdom were just as reluctant to take up a 
clear anti-government position.3222

In France a clique of intellectuals, journalists, artists and other opinion-makers appeared to be 
exerting major influence on the government through debates.

 

3223 Unlike in the Netherlands, however, 
the French parliament was in a weak position. The role of the representatives of the French people in 
determining policy on peace operations could even be said to have been ‘non-existent’. At best the 
French parliament served as a sounding board for the government in this area of policy.3224

The German public was very involved in the developments in the former Yugoslavia. In late 
1992, for example, 85% of the German population were of the opinion that the question of Yugoslavia 
was the most important international problem of the day.

 The French 
parliament could therefore not act as a sounding board for public opinion. 

3225

                                                 

3216 Hugo Young, ‘Commentary: Hurd’s world in camera, not in the camera’s’, The Guardian, 14/09/93. 

 However there was at the same time a 
somewhat widespread feeling that for constitutional and historical reasons German troops would not 
be called upon. 

3217 Major, Autobiography, pp.535-536. 
3218 Simms, Hour, p.49. 
3219 Simms, Hour, p.50. 
3220 Simms, Hour, p.51. 
3221 Simms, Hour, pp.297-299. 
3222 Simms, Hour, pp.300-306. 
3223 Confidential report (1); interview H. Wijnaendts, 08/06/00; Védrine, Mondes, pp.627-629; Lionel Charles & Gérard 
Toulouse, ‘Genèse d’un colloque’, Allain e.a., Ex-Yougoslavie, p.13; Marie-Claude Smouts, ‘Political aspects of peace-keeping 
operations’, Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p.37; Martin Sommer, ‘Niet mee eens – petitie volgt’ (‘Disagreement – petition 
forthcoming’), de Volkskrant, 26/01/01. 
3224 Marie-Claude Smouts, ‘Political aspects of peace-keeping operations’, Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p.32-33. 
3225 Everts, Duitsland, p.190. SE further, for instance, Axt, Jugoslawien, p.354; W. Beusekamp, ‘Duitse leger moet naar Bosnië’ 
(‘German army must go to Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 04/02/93; Maull, Germany, pp.121-123; Heinz-Günther Stobbe, 
‘Realpolitik’ und dritter Balkankrieg. Thesen zum Versagen der europäischen Politik auf dem Balkan’, Bremmer (Hg.), 
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The British and French governments continued to oppose any form of military intervention. 
They were prepared to do no more than place more emphasis on humanitarian aid than had already 
been the case since Mitterrand’s solo visit to Sarajevo.3226 Moreover the governments of both countries, 
just like the United States, referred to the Security Council in matters of action – and they were all 
members of the Council with the right of veto.3227

The Major government, true enough, had made 1,800 troops available, but under strict 
conditions. The offer of 1,800 men had been a compromise ‘between what is militarily desirable and 
what public opinion was demanding’.

 

3228 Prior to the ITN broadcast Prime Minister Major had adopted 
the stance that the situation in the former Yugoslavia was such that solutions imposed from outside 
were impossible3229 and he did not waver from that opinion. The Minister of State of the British 
Foreign Office Douglas Hogg stated to the assembled press on 13 August during a visit to Sarajevo 
that he had made it clear to the Bosnian government ‘that there was no cavalry over the hill. There is 
no international force coming to stop this’.3230 The British military would be going primarily to protect 
the humanitarian convoys. The basic principle was ‘to do all in our power to limit the conflict’. The 
British government was not prepared to do more. The American and British Chiefs of Staff had 
calculated that it would take 400,000 troops – three times the size of the British army – to keep the 
three warring factions apart.3231 British experts had calculated that an intervention force of no more 
than 60,000 troops would cost an annual amount of GBP2.5 billion.3232 The British Minister of 
Defence, Rifkind, also let it be known that as soon as British troops were fired on the contingent would 
be withdrawn.3233 The British point of view remained that in Bosnia there was no question of 
‘objectives worth dying for’.3234

Nor did the UN take more action after the images. The deputy commander of UNPROFOR, 
General P. Morillon, warned against military intervention immediately after the broadcast. It would, he 
said, cost more than a hundred thousand dead and wounded.

 Moreover it took until the end of October, almost two-and-a-half 
months, before the troops promised by the United Kingdom arrived in Bosnia.  

3235 On 12 August Boutros-Ghali wrote in 
a letter to the Security Council that the safety of the UN troops already present in the former 
Yugoslavia would be threatened if there should be military intervention.3236 A day later the French 
president Mitterrand declared that not a single member of the Security Council was considering a 
military intervention and the French government would not propose it: ‘ajouter la guerre à la guerre ne 
résoudra rien’ (‘adding another war to the war will not solve anything’).3237

As early as 6 August the North-Atlantic Council had given the Military Committee the green 
light to examine possible ways of putting troops in. There were three options on the table: reinforce the 
monitoring of economic sanctions; monitor the handing in of heavy weaponry; military support for the 
aid transports.

  

3238

                                                 

3226 Cf. Tardy, France, pp.161-162. 

 A decision was to be taken a week later. But on 14 August the NATO Secretary-

3227 See, for instance, Michael N. Barnett, ‘The Politics of Indifference at the United Nations and Genocide in Rwanda and 
Bosnia’, Cushman & Meštrovic (eds.), Time, p.150; Tardy, France, pp.163-165 and 169. 
3228 ABZ, DPV/ARA/02053. Loudon 409to the Foreign Affairs ministry, 19/08/92. 
3229 Letter from Major to Ashdown dated 4August1992, quoted in Vulliamy, Seasons, p.119. 
3230 Geciteerd in Almond, War, p.250. 
3231 McCaffrey in United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, p.38; Major, Autobiography, p.535. 
3232 Calic, Krieg, p.161. 
3233 Sharp, Balkans, p.14. 
3234 This was how British diplomat Greenstock thought to put into words the standpoint of the British government and 
public opinion during a meeting of the Permanent Council of the WEU, ABZ, 999.21, part 74, Hoekman 676 to Van den 
Broek, 09/12/92. 
3235 Tony Smith, ‘New Reports of Atrocities; Bush, U.N. Commander Counsel Caution’, The Associated Press, 07/08/92. 
3236 ‘UN approves use of force in Bosnia’, The Gazette, 14/08/92. 
3237 Mitterrand interview with Sud Ouest, 13/08/92, quoted in Tardy, France, p.168. 
3238 United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, p.25; ‘Bush wil militairen inzetten in Bosnië, Navo maakt 
plan’ (‘Bush wants to deploy military in Bosnia, NATO makes plans’), NRC Handelsblad, 07/08/92; ‘NAVO bestudeert 
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General Wörner announced that his advisers needed a further ten days to study various scenarios. The 
images of Trnopolje, therefore, had not led to a feeling of urgency even within NATO. A NATO 
diplomat told the press that there was still a long way to go before NATO really would send troops to 
Bosnia. ‘And it might even never come to that.’3239

This delay irritated both the Dutch government
 

3240 and the Dutch parliamentarians. They 
complained that NATO could have suspected from the Lisbon summit that a resolution was about to 
be adopted that would permit the use of force for humanitarian ends. Why, then, did they need so 
much time? Blaauw, for example, was ‘saddened’ and ‘embarassed’ by this ‘blow in the face not only for 
the prestige of the UN and the Security Council but also of NATO’. He advised Lubbers and his 
colleague Major to make a visit and take with them his soul-mate Kohl: ‘And then the Conservative-
Christian-Democrat family can get round the table and discuss how we are to solve this problem in 
Europe.’3241

In the NATO discussions held in Brussels there was a heavy option on the table: send 115,000 
soldiers to escort transport convoys from Split to Sarajevo. The Netherlands let it be known that lighter 
options should be considered, even though it realized that this would bring greater security risks.

 

3242 
Since that also represented the standpoint of other countries, the North-Atlantic Council ordered the 
military to elaborate a plan based not on holding a route but on escorting aid convoys. The WEU was 
also engaged in similar planning at the time. Both organizations calculated that five to six thousand 
troops would suffice for a light option of this type. The international community would then have to 
accept the fact that the guards at the roadblocks in Bosnia would decide whether and at what rate the 
convoys would be allowed to pass through.3243 On 25 August the NATO Council gave its approval to 
this option.3244

Keep quiet, unless… 

 It was a pretty slim result. 

Discussions in NATO and the WEU were going too slowly, a fact noted not only by Dutch 
parliamentarians but also on 20 August by the Dutch Ministerial Council meeting.3245 And thus Minister 
Van den Broek and Premier Lubbers launched the plan to implement military operations, outside 
NATO and the WEU but with UN permission, to protect humanitarian aid to Bosnia.3246

                                                                                                                                                                  

mogelijk gebruik geweld in Bosnië’ (‘NATO studying possible use of force in Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 07/08/92; ‘Inzet 
grondtroepen zal minimaal zijn’ (‘Deployment of ground troops will be limited’), de Volkskrant, 12/08/92. 

 Van den 
Broek’s list included Belgium, Denmark, France, the United Kingdom, Italy, Spain and Turkey. With 
this intention the government, that had still been feeling parliamentary pressure on 12 August, 

3239 ‘Bosnië’ (‘Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 15/08/92. See also ‘Navo huivert bij gedachte aan optreden Bosnië’ (‘NATO shudders 
at thought of duties in Bosnia’), Trouw, 14/08/92; Folkert Jensma & Jan Gerritsen, ‘Navo stelt besluit over Bosnië uit’ 
(‘NATO delays decision on Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 15/08/92. ‘Navo ‘bestudeert’ resolutie’ (‘NATO ‘reviewing’ 
resolution’), Trouw, 15/08/92. 
3240 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3241 NCRV, Hier en Nu, 16/08/92, 13.10 uur. In diezelfde uitzending sprak ook De Hoop Scheffer zijn terleurstelling uit.  
3242 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3243 ‘NAVO maakt plannen voor Bosnië minder ambitieus’ (‘NATO making less ambitious plans for Bosnia’), de Volkskrant, 
21/08/92; ‘NAVO-top wil 6000 man naar Bosnië sturen’ (‘NATO leaders want to send 6,000 troops to Bosnia’), de 
Volkskrant, 25/08/92. 
3244 ‘Serviërs en moslims stellen zich hard op’ (‘Serbs and Muslims take a hard line’), Trouw, 26/08/92. 
3245 See also Van den Broek in Radio 1, VARA, Friday edition, 14/08/92, 5.05pm, where he said that he did not know 
whether other countries or organizations were at that stage, but that he had put in a strong plea that the WEU and NATO 
should consider the implementation of the recent Security Council resolutions. 
3246 Ewoud Nysingh, ‘Bosnische president wordt grote verliezer in Londen’ (‘Bosnian president will be the big loser in 
London’), de Volkskrant, 25/08/92; ‘Nederland kondigt initiatief Bosnië aan als besluitvorming in Navo nog lang duurt’ 
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Handelsblad, 21/08/92. 
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surpassed parliament in dynamism. Now the members of parliament began to be somewhat wary. 
Parliament fully approved of Van den Broek’s plan as long as it was only designed to put pressure on 
NATO and the WEU, but as soon as it became reality, said CDA, PvdA and VVD members, the 
United States should be added to the list.3247 Surprise was also expressed in the Vrede en veiligheid (Peace 
and security) working party of the CDA’s Foreign Policy Committee at this ‘forceful’ language on the 
part of the government.3248

Van den Broek’s intention was ‘not wrong’, wrote the Nieuwsblad van het Noorden, ‘but the 
question is whether the tone is not a little too shrill in contrast to the contribution that our country can 
really make. If Great Britain, France and Italy fail to adopt this line, our pluckiness will look a little 
ludicrous’.

 

3249 ‘If nobody apart from France and a couple of other countries participate, Dutch readiness 
could perhaps seem a little gratuitous’, wrote Jaap Jansen in the Elsevier weekly. ‘Or is the Netherlands 
about to take up arms without further thought and will the Royal Netherlands Army be providing 
Europe’s mercenaries?’3250

Almost immediately after Van den Broek’s plan was announced an historic interview with the 
Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army, Brigadier General Willink, was published in both 
De Telegraaf and Het Binnenhof. He stated that the Netherlands would be unable to supply fighting units 
because it was impossible to send conscripts unwilling to go.

  

3251 This led many organs of the press to 
comment that it would be better for the Dutch government to leave aside the rhetoric.3252 In fact on 6 
August Trouw had already asked the question of whether the Dutch parliamentarians had sufficient 
oversight of the consequences of intervention, especially the sacrifice in terms of Dutch lives, and 
whether they were prepared to accept such consequences. Was that not the case, the politicians would 
do better to keep quiet, no matter how embarrassing that might be.3253 The retired Brigadier General 
E.P.B. Tomasso, ex-commander of the Dutch UN battalion in Lebanon, expressed similar sentiments. 
The only solution in Yugoslavia, he said, was massive intervention. Were ‘we, spoiled Europeans’ not 
prepared to do such a thing, ‘we should stop right now with that very noncommittal philosophizing 
about military intervention in the hell’s kitchen of the Adriatic’.3254

‘The Netherlands is faced with (…) the question of how to get the military fist to the spot 
where the political mouth has been shouting in strong terms for some time now’, was the conclusion 
reached by the editorial in NRC Handelsblad.

  

3255

                                                 

3247 ‘Kamer wil Van den Broeks plan voor actie in Bosnië eerst zien’ (‘Lower House wants to see Van den Broek’s plan for 
campaign in Bosnia first’), de Volkskrant, 22/08/92. 

 But the start to an answer had already been given. On 
22 August in an interview with Trouw Minister Pronk had shown himself to be a supporter of military 
intervention going beyond the protection of aid convoys. The military, he said, should take a look at 
how best an intervention could be organized. ‘As an amateur’ the minister himself was not a good judge 
of this. But he did think that as soon as possible his colleague Ter Beek should be able to make 

3248 CDA-secretariaat, Commissie Buitenland, werkgroep Vrede en veiligheid,1992, H4.184, agenda point 3, report of the 
working party, 24/08/92. 
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3250 Jaap Jansen, ‘Vragen van leven en dood’ (‘Questions of life and death’, Elsevier, 22/08/92. 
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3252 Solo-actie uit den boze (‘Solo campaign absolutely forbidden’), Algemeen Dagblad, 22/08/92; the former commander of 
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available an airmobile brigade for rapid intervention.3256 This idea was enthusiastically supported by 
Rob Meines in NRC Handelsblad and Kees Lunshof in de Telegraaf.3257 It prompted Ter Beek to remark 
that Pronk had good insight into the future of the Royal Netherlands Army.3258

15. Sights on the airmobile brigade 

 This put the Airmobile 
Brigade in the interventionists’ sights.  

In the Dutch government’s White Paper for Defence memorandum for 1991, which had seen the light 
at the end of March 1991, the government had expressed its intention of setting up an airmobile 
brigade. The idea was that this would make available a unit that could be called on rapidly in times of 
crisis management operations, i.e. operations falling outside the system of collective defence in a 
NATO context. The memorandum characterized the unit as consisting of one of the armoured infantry 
brigades transformed into an airmobile brigade fitted out with fighter and transport helicopters. In that 
way the Netherlands hoped to remain a significant ally, one that not only was making severe spending 
cuts but also and at the same time was in a process of modernization. The Airmobile Brigade would be 
part of the NATO rapid intervention force. It would act as a sort of fire brigade prior to the sending in 
of mechanized units. The transport helicopters required for the Airmobile Brigade were to be acquired 
in the period up to and including 1995. In the beginning they would be leased. After 1995, according to 
the memorandum, 40 helicopters would be purchased. Detachments from the existing Airmobile 
Brigade consisting of three light infantry battalions could be rapidly deployed for UN peacekeeping 
operations because of their complete readiness and because it would be the only unit in the Army 
completely manned by volunteers.  

The operational personnel of this brigade would then form the first contribution to the 
increased Dutch participation in UN peace operations (see Chapter 4). The brigade linked up with the 
French airmobile concepts (experience in Algeria), those of the United States (Vietnam), the United 
Kingdom (Falklands) and Germany (Fallschirmjäger).3259

In the Netherlands the great defender of the airmobile concept was infantry Brigadier General 
J.W. Brinkman. Until April 1993 Brinkman had been deputy head of the Planning department of the 
Royal Netherlands army and, later, commander of the Airmobile Brigade. Brinkman’s finest hour was 
probably when the Airmobile Brigade was first mentioned publicly in the White Paper of Defence of 
1991. At the time the brigade was given a double task. On the one hand, it was to contribute to a rapid 

 The concept was based on the idea that the 
tank, that had played a major role in the idea of large-scale war, had come to the end of its development 
and that large-scale movements of troops over the ground could easily be discovered by satellite. 
Helicopters had, in recent years, shown major developments with the addition of night-vision 
equipment, greater load-bearing capacity and fitting out as a weapons platform. A tank had a range of 
only three kilometres, an Apache helicopter eight. Moreover, in view of developments in the Soviet 
Union and the Warsaw Pact, it could no longer be expected that an attack from the East would take 
place across a broad front without a long warning time. And thus some people in the Royal 
Netherlands Army wanted to get away from the unilateral fixation on mechanized fighting (with track 
vehicles rather than wheeled), that had characterized the Army as long as they could anticipate 
engagement on the lowland plains of northern Germany.  

                                                 

3256 Willem Breedveld & Louis Cornelisse, ‘Jan Pronk bekeerd: Soldaten tegen Servië’ (‘Jan Pronk for, soldiers against 
Serbia’), Trouw, 22/08/92. 
3257 Rob Meines, ‘Ander Nederlands defensiebeleid vergt nog meer durf van politici’ (‘A different Dutch defence policy 
requires even more nerve from politicians’), NRC Handelsblad, 29/08/92; Kees Lunshof, ‘Politiek kleineert risico’s in Bosnië’ 
(Political circles play down risks in Bosnia), de Telegraaf, 25/08/92. See also A. van Staden and J.B. Veen, ‘Defensie is nog 
steeds een grabbelton’ (‘Department of Defence is still a lucky bag’), NRC Handelsblad, 01/09/92 
3258 ‘Ook de PvdA weet het niet’ (‘Even the PvdA is uncertain’), Trouw, 31/08/92. 
3259 For foreign precursors of the Dutch airmobile brigade concept see colonel of the grenadiers R.J. van Vels, 
‘Helimobiliteit, een nieuwe dimensie’ (‘Helicopter mobility, a new dimension?’, Carré(1992)2/3, pp.29-32. 
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concentration of NATO forces in response to a Warsaw Pact troop concentration. On the other, the 
brigade was to have been deployable for UN peace-keeping operations.  

Practically from the start of the conflict in Yugoslavia, therefore, the Airmobile Brigade was 
referred to as a unit to be deployed. In the summer of 1991 retired Brigadier General De Vogel wrote 
that a lightly armed battalion of the airmobile brigade would be preferred for deployment in the former 
Yugoslavia rather than an armoured infantry battalion equipped with armoured vehicles, heavy mortars 
and anti-tank weapons since it would have a provocative rather than a dampening effect on the warring 
factions. At the same time he also pointed to the problem: a battalion of that sort was not yet 
operationally available.3260 Polemologist Wecke wrote soon afterwards that the GroenLinks ( ‘Green 
Left’) political party was taking an inconsistent standpoint by stating that it was in favour of military 
intervention in times of flagrant crimes against human rights but was against the Airmobile Brigade: ‘If 
the Airmobile Brigade, seen by GroenLinks (‘Green Left’) as undesirable, is nonetheless created, the 
same brigade will most certainly be a factor to keep in mind elsewhere for peacekeeping or peace 
enforcement where rapid deployment is required.’3261 As early as autumn 1991 Polemologist Hylke 
Tromp, speaking in the television programme Het Capitool had put the case for military intervention in 
Yugoslavia, with the argument: why, otherwise, does the Netherlands have its new Airmobile 
Brigade?3262

From early 1992 recruitment for the brigade started with spectacular TV spots commissioned 
by the Royal Netherlands Army showing helicopter landings on a dam, and adverts were placed in 
weekly and monthly magazines. In April 1992 the commander of the Air Mobile Division for Central 
Europe (still existing only on paper), of which the Dutch Airmobile Brigade was to become part, the 
Dutch Major General Pieter Huijsman, said in an interview with Elsevier: ‘If my division had existed it is 
not unimaginable that they would now be deployed in Yugoslavia’.

  

3263

In a long television interview of Ter Beek by Ton Elias and Catharine Keijl on 21 June 1992 the 
possibility of deploying the Airmobile Brigade for peacekeeping was also discussed. The minister said 
that the marines and the new brigade would be able to complement one another very nicely. ‘In 
addition, we currently have two marine battalions. With their deployment in Cambodia (...) the 
remaining forces in the Netherlands that can undertake this sort of activity are pretty limited.’ From 
this, Elias had drawn the conclusion that the army was therefore changing into ‘a flexible unit that can 
be deployed everywhere. Say Yugoslavia, say northern Iraq’.

  

3264 Two months later Wilmink said – in the 
interviews already referred to – that in view of the problem posed by the conscripts, only the Airmobile 
Brigade could be deployed for missions such as represented by ex-Yugoslavia. But this would not 
happen before 1994 because only then would the Brigade be up to strength and operational.3265

16. The London conference 

 
Whether intentionally or not, Wilmink (who was on the point of retiring) had set politicians, press and 
experts on a track: it was not possible to deploy fighting troops until the airmobile brigade was a fact. 
The countdown could begin. 

At the 7 July G7 meeting in Munich Mitterrand had proposed calling a wider conference on Yugoslavia, 
intended to co-ordinate the activities of the EC and the UN. In addition a conference of this kind 
                                                 

3260 J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Zo’n Europese vredesmacht staat niet zo gauw in het lid’ (‘Such a European peace force does not 
stand in line that quickly’), Vrij Nederland, 31/08/91, pp.26-27. 
3261 Leon Wecke, ‘Het glibberige pad naar de nieuwe wereldorde’ (‘The slippery path to the new world order’), de Helling 
4(1991)3, p.19. 
3262 Daan Dijksman, ‘Een héél rare oorlog’ (‘One very strange war’), HP/De Tijd 07/02/92, p.7. 
3263 Bert Bommels, ‘Landmacht de lucht in’ (‘Army takes to the skies’), Elsevier, 04/04/92, p.23. 
3264 TV, RTL4, De Vierde Kamer, 21/06/92, 11.05pm. 
3265 Rik in ‘t Hout, ‘Generaal Wilmink onthult: “Nederland niet in staat snel troepen te leveren”’ (‘Generaal Wilmink reveals: 
‘Netherlans incapable of contributing troops at short notice’) and idem., ‘Zonder dienstplicht zakt leger volledig in elkaar’ 
(‘Without compulsory military service the army will collapse entirely’), Het Binnenhof, 22/08/92. 
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would provide an opportunity for involving the Muslim countries, the United States, Russia and Turkey 
in the approach to the problems. Initially the government in London did not react positively to the 
proposal, feeling that it was by way of criticism of Carrington. After the row between the British 
government and Boutros-Ghali, in which the latter had stated that ‘he was not just going to be 
steamrolled by the British’, the British government had, however, perceived that better agreement was 
required between EC and UN initiatives3266 and Hurd announced the conference on 25 July.3267 Thus 
the conference was in no way called, as has been claimed,3268

One problem was the representation of Serbia and Yugoslavia at the conference. Milosevic, 
who naturally understood that the Serbs would be given a dressing down at the conference, started off 
by making his presence and that of the president of Montenegro Bulatovic dependent on at least de 
facto recognition of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) that had come into being at the end of 
April. The West, however, was not prepared to recognize the FRY, which could have led to Milosevic 
staying at home. The British government was keen to have Cosic and Panic, president and premier of 
the FRY, attend the conference at least as private persons so that the Belgrade regime would be bound 
as widely as possible by the results of the conference.

 because of pressure exerted by the images 
of Trnopolje. A total of forty countries were invited to the conference, held on 26 and 27 August 1992 
in London under the joint chairmanship of UN Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali and the United 
Kingdom as chairman of the EC. As well as the member countries of the EC, participants included the 
five permanent members of the Security Council, the G7 countries, the troika countries of the OSCE, 
the Islamic conference and the countries bordering on the former Yugoslavia. 

3269 By way of solution Germany suggested that 
Cosic and Panic should be allowed to participate as leaders of a combined Serb-Montenegrin 
delegation, which could also include Milosevic.3270

This still did not go far enough for Panic. He was dead set against Milosevic going to London. 
In contrast to Serbia, with its presidential system, the federation of lesser Yugoslavia had a chancellor-
based system where the prime minister had the weightiest function. On these grounds Panic claimed 
for himself the leadership of the delegation from rump-Yugoslavia. He was irritated about the fact that 
the West kept Milosevic on his feet by continuing to accept him as a partner in discussions and 
negotiations. He believed that Yugoslavia’s foreign relations were the prerogative of the federal premier 
and thus there was place for Milosevic in his delegation. But the British government insisted that 
Milosevic attend the conference.

  

3271

In consequence the conference was faced with a divided Serbian leadership. Cosic, Panic and 
Milosevic were all three present but failed to radiate harmony. Of the three, indeed, the West was still 
inclined to regard Milosevic as the most serious partner in the discussions. And though Cosic believed 
that it would be to Serbia’s advantage if he were to explain Belgrade’s point of view to the foreign 
powers, the representatives of the international community had different ideas. And Cosic gave every 
reason for this. In his expressions of nationalism he was certainly as cutting as Milosevic. When 
questioned by a foreign journalist he declared, for instance, that of course there were Serb camps, but 
they were detention camps such as existed in all wars: 

  

‘Of course I do not deny that cruelties could take place. But in the Croatian 
camps, which are also very numerous, even greater crimes are committed, 

                                                 

3266 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Memorandum from Director-General of Political Affairs at the Foreign Ministry (DGPZ) to 
Van den Broek, 13/08/92, no. 121/92. 
3267 ‘Partijen Bosnië nemen deel aan humanitair overleg’ (‘Bosnian parties participate in humanitarian discussions’), de 
Volkskrant, 30/07/92; Woodward, Tragedy, p.302. 
3268 See, for instance, Hartmann, Milosevic, p.296. 
3269 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Engels 257 to Van den Broek, 14/08/92. 
3270 ABZ, DIE/2001/00023. Memorandum from chief of DEU to DGPZ, 18/08/92, no. 151/92; ABZ, 345170, Loudon 
412 to Van den Broek, 20/08/92. 
3271 Djukic, Milosevic, p.57; Doder & Branson, Miloševic, p.157 
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which I dare not describe to you. As regards the Muslims, they do not take any 
prisoners: they simply kill or murder.’3272

In the same discussion he qualified the opposition between Croatia and Serbia as opposition between a 
religious state and a democracy, between fundamentalism and tolerance.

 

3273 The Serb was the new 
Jew.3274 Germany was occupied in realizing its intentions, dating back to 1918, by smashing 
Yugoslavia.3275

At the same time many governments began to harbour scepticism about the level of authority 
that the conference could accord to Panic.

 Consequently, Cosic had little international credit.  

3276 In the eyes of many Western policy makers Panic was ‘a 
loose cannon’3277 and the general expectation was that he would always lose to Milosevic if it came to 
the crunch.3278

The disunity between Cosic, Panic and Milosevic led to unusual scenes in the course of the 
conference. When, in his capacity as chairman, Major asked Milosevic at a given moment if he could 
agree with the declaration on Bosnia-Hercegovina drawn up by the conference, Panic reacted by saying 
that it was not Milosevic but he himself who spoke on behalf of the delegation and that Milosevic was 
not permitted to speak until he, Panic, had given him permission to do so.

 

3279 Before the eyes of the 
conference delegates Milosevic reacted stoically.3280 But behind the scenes he wrangled with Panic and 
even threatened to hit him.3281

The official aim of the meeting was to increase and broaden international pressure on the 
warring factions in Bosnia. The British government hoped that this would lead to the acceptance of a 
number of principles. These included: a stop to the fighting and to the ethnic cleansing; respect for 
human rights and the rights of minorities; changes to borders would only be made after mutual 
agreement; and further negotiations would be started, while sanctions would still apply.

 

3282

Despite these express intentions it was unclear in many capitals what precisely the government 
in London wished to achieve with the conference.

  

3283

                                                 

3272 Schiffer, Temps, pp.25-26. 

 There seemed to be several mutually exclusive 
aims. In the first place, the delegations present would have to express their condemnation, in short 
declarations, of the Serb activities in Bosnia and Croatia. Secondly, a declaration of principles would 
have to be accepted by the conference participants, preferably also by Serbia. Third, a plan of approach 
to Bosnia-Hercegovina must be drawn up. Fourth, the conference would have to create a permanent 
structure under international supervision for negotiations between the parties to the conflict as a 
replacement for the EC’s Yugoslavia conference. Fifth, there would need to be discussions on 
tightening the sanctions. Sixth, the settling of the long, drawn-out problem of the elimination of 
Serbian heavy weaponry, either by diplomatic or by military means. And finally it would be a good 
thing if the conference could finally ensure a lasting ceasefire in Bosnia. Six days before the start of the 

3273 Schiffer, Temps, pp.22-23. 
3274 Schiffer, Temps, p.30. 
3275 Schiffer, Temps, pp.24-29. 
3276 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3277 Owen, Odyssey, p.28. See also Peter Michielsen, ‘Milan Panic: veel woorden, maar weinig macht’ (‘Milan Panic. Many 
words, but little power’, NRC Handelsblad, 14/08/92. 
3278 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Engels 257 to Van den Broek, 14/08/92. 
3279 Doder & Branson, Silber & Little, Death, p.260; ABZ 345170, Loudon 421to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 28/08/92. 
3280 Doder & Branson, Milosevic, p.158. 
3281 Silber & Little, Death, p.258. 
3282 ABZ, DPV/ARA/02051. COREU British chairmanship of EC, 20/08/92, cpe/pres/lon/1004; PV New York to Van 
den Broek, 21/08/92, fax 5731A; PV New York to Van den Broek, 21/08/92, fax 5802, Statement by the Representative of 
the United Kingdom on behalf of the European Community and its members on the situation in Bosnia and Hercegovina, 
24/08/92. 
3283 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia – The Secret War: Tragic Cost of Allies’ Hidden Hostility’, The Guardian, 21/05/96; ABZ, 
DPV/ARA/01813. Van den Broek 241to Moscow embassy, 18/08/92. 
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conference the British director of Political Affairs at the British Foreign Office, Appleyard, during a 
Comité Politique-discussion, qualified the conference as an ‘unpredictable exercise’ and a ‘high risk 
operation’.3284

An advantage, perceived by Dutch authorities, of better co-ordination between the EC and the 
UN was that in future any agreements not adhered to by the warring factions could be much more 
quickly dealt with by concrete measures taken by the Security Council.

 

3285 At the same time, prior to the 
conference, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs had considerable objections to the cautious attitude 
of the British government, which seemed to indicate a policy of even-handedness, something that 
would be to the Serbs’ liking. The declaration in the ‘statement of principles’ sent round on the evening 
before the conference offered less than other statements made by the EC on such essential questions as 
minorities, the international status of Yugoslavia and the sanctions.3286

The government in The Hague was not particularly happy with this. It was of the opinion that 
the international community was exerting too little pressure on the regime in Serbia. Van den Broek 
wanted the conference to issue a strong condemnation of the Serb policy of ethnic cleansing, should 
accept the principle that peace in Bosnia-Hercegovina should not be based on a division of the region 
into ethnic areas and should insist on the perpetrators of human rights crimes being brought to trial.

  

3287 
It turned out that for support of his harder position Van den Broek could only count on the German 
and – to a lesser extent – the Danish government. After the meeting of the British cabinet on 18 
August, in the course of which it was also decided to deploy 1,800 British soldiers, the position of the 
government in London appeared to change and it turned out to be prepared to underline more clearly 
in the draft declaration of principles Serbian responsibility for the events in Bosnia and particularly the 
ethnic cleansing. The text also pointed explicitly once again to the responsibility on the part of states, as 
mentioned in resolution 771, to gather information about human rights offences.3288

The governments of France, Spain, Italy and Greece wished however that the London 
conference should not lead to a direct condemnation of Serbia. They were of the opinion that it would 
be better to involve in the results of the conference all the parties in the Bosnian conflict in order to 
end the war there.

  

3289 It was clear that there was still severe disunity in the European Community 
regarding the way in which Serbia should be approached. And disunity over the attitude to be adopted 
vis-à-vis the FRY was no less great. While some countries, such as France, supported suspending 
Yugoslavia from international organizations, the Dutch government – for example – stuck to the view 
that Yugoslavia no longer existed and that the FRY had to make a fresh application for membership of 
international organizations.3290 Despite the British concessions to the Dutch view, therefore, prior to 
the conference the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in The Hague felt that ‘we would have to rely entirely on 
ourselves’ during the conference.3291

The conference produced an enormous quantity of declarations and agreements. For example, 
the parties to the conflict agreed to a Programme of Action regarding Humanitarian Questions, where 
they once more declared that they were bound by the Geneva Convention and the Additional 
Protocols. A declaration of principles laid down thirteen principles that a peace agreement would have 
to satisfy, including: the integrity of all state borders; the regulation of questions of state leadership 

  

                                                 

3284 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Van den Broek 120 to London embassy, 21/08/00. 
3285 See, for instance, ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085, Biegman 886 (Van den Broek) to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 23/09/92; 
COREU Den Haag, date and number unknown. [Assign. DGPZ 29/09/92.] 
3286 ABZ, DIE/2001/00023. Memorandum of chief DEU to DGPZ, 18/08/92, no. 151/92; ABZ, 245170, COREU The 
Hague, 18/08/92, cpe/hag/461. 
3287 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. COREU The Hague, 21/08/92, cpe/hag/471; ABZ, 508360, Van den Broek 211to PV New 
York, 21/08/92. 
3288 ABZ, 508360, D’Ansembourg 796 to Van den Broek, 21/08/92. See also ibid., D’Ansembourg 797 to Van den Broek, 
24/08/92. See also ABZ, 345170, Loudon 412 to Van den Broek, 20/08/92. 
3289 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 412 to Van den Broek, 20/08/92. 
3290 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 413 to Van den Broek, 20/08/92. 
3291 Hoekema quoted in Both, Indifference, p.148; Dutch-language quotation in1999 version, p.247 n. 9. 
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through consensus and arbitration; the refusal to recognize territory gained by force; opposition to and 
reversal of ethnic cleansing; allowing the international community access to the camps and their closure 
over time; and guarantees of human rights and the rights of minorities.3292 In fact the principles stated 
nothing new when compared to countless other previous declarations, as Ministers Kinkel and Van den 
Broek observed.3293

There was no reference at all to sanctions on failure to observe the principles, while the 
declaration proclaimed that if Serbia and Montenegro observed the principles they would once again 
become valued members of the international community.

  

3294 In addition it was agreed that the current 
embargo would be made even stricter and observers would be stationed at the Serbian borders to 
monitor compliance.3295

The British Minister of State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Douglas Hogg, signed 
a document together with Karadzic and Koljevic stating that the Bosnian-Serb leadership promised to 
notify the positions of all the heavy artillery – further specified as all 82 mm mortars and heavier guns – 
that were to be grouped around the four towns of Sarajevo, Bihac, Gorazde and Jajce. This 
concentration would have to take place within seven days, after which the weapons would be placed 
under UN control.

 An CSCE commission led by the British Sir John Thompson would investigate 
the situation in the camps. Moreover it was agreed that a study would be made of the possibility of 
establishing Safe Areas.  

3296

One of the aims of the London conference was to create a permanent consultative structure to 
replace the EC peace conference. At the start of the conference it was announced that Lord Carrington 
was quitting his post as mediator on behalf of the EC. Some believed that this had occurred at the 
insistence of Boutros-Ghali, who had made his co-chairmanship of the conference dependent on 
Carrington’s departure, since he had still not forgiven him for his performance in mid-July.

 The Bosnian Serbs further promised that they would withdraw from a further 
unspecified ‘substantial’ part of the territory they had occupied.  

3297 Boutros-
Ghali denied having played this part. He stated that Carrington was sick of the lack of concessions on 
the part of Croats, Muslims and Serbs.3298

A new mediator: Lord David Owen 

  

Carrington’s successor was David Owen. He was to form a duo with Vance, Boutros-Ghali’s 
representative in the peace process. Vance and Owen had got to know one another in the late 1970s, 
when they had attempted jointly, as foreign ministers of the United States and the United Kingdom 
respectively, to solve the Rhodesia question. The choice of Owen was remarkable for two reasons. First 
because shortly beforehand he had written an open letter to Major in which he called for the bombing 
of Serb positions. That had been sufficient reason for the French foreign minister, Dumas, to express a 
‘réservation mentale’ with regard to Owen. When he noticed that he was getting little support in this, he 
left the meeting room demonstratively.3299 Owen’s appointment was even more remarkable since he 
was generally regarded as ‘undiplomatic’3300 and to be the possessor of ‘an unlimited capacity for 
bluntness’.3301

                                                 

3292 Ramcharan, Conference, pp.3-4 and 33-34. 

 He had the reputation of being ‘an unbelievable know-all, difficult to work with, vain, 

3293 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 416 to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 26/08/92. 
3294 Silber & Little, Death, p.262. 
3295 Ramcharan, Conference, pp.43-45. 
3296 Ramcharan, Conference, p.39. 
3297 Glenny, Fall, p.215. 
3298 Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p.48. 
3299 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 416 to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 26/08/92. 
3300 O. Garschagen, ‘Clinton geeft Bosniërs slechts moreel gelijk’ (‘Clinton agrees with Bosnians only on moral issues’), de 
Volkskrant, 06/02/93. 
3301 Hieke Jippes, ‘David Owen: zo bot als nodig’ (‘David Owen. As blunt as necessary’), NRC Handelsblad, 28/08/92. 
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and a man who makes no attempt to hide his feelings’.3302 The British shadow foreign minister 
remarked on Owen’s appointment that he was known for his ‘many qualities, but not as a mediator. 
Indeed, he has Balkanized a few political parties himself’. He had just about ruined everything that he 
himself had striven for.3303

He first gained his reputation as ‘kamikaze pilot’ and ‘enfant terrible’ when, at the end of the 
1970s as Foreign Minister of the Labour party, he had antagonized the anti-Europeans in his own party. 
Out of dissatisfaction with what he regarded as the too leftish developments in Labour he left the 
British workers’ party and in 1981 was co-founder of the Social Democratic Party which, after a very 
promising start, had only moderate success – partly because of the British constituency-based electoral 
system. His then fellow party member Roy Jenkins compared him to the tree in an English fairy story 
that killed off all life for miles around.

  

3304 ‘Appointing Owen as dove of peace’, sneered the Dutch 
weekly De Groene Amsterdammer, ‘is like sending a pyromaniac to do repairs in an oil refinery.’3305 
However Owen did seem to stand as symbol for the changes that British policy towards Yugoslavia was 
alleged to have undergone in mid-August. At the end of September, for example, he declared that the 
Bosnian Muslims must not become the victims of ‘Realpolitik’. If the West were to allow that to happen, 
the entire Muslim world would react, ‘and rightly so’.3306

The birth of the International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia (ICFY) 

 

It was agreed in London that the meeting would be followed by a peace conference in Geneva, under 
the joint chairmanship of the EC chairman and the UN Secretary-General, to be known as the 
International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia, (ICFY). Owen (for the EC) and Vance (for the 
UN) would be joint chairmen of the conference Steering Committee, which would consist of the 
countries that had also taken part in the London conference. The Steering Committee would mainly 
serve as an advisory body, coming together approximately ten times in the subsequent three-and-a-half 
years, and would never take a formal decision. The actual activities involved in the negotiation process 
lay with Owen and Vance, who informed the members of the Steering Committee verbally and in 
writing of the progress of discussions with the leaders of the parties to the conflict in the former 
Yugoslavia. There were to be six working parties dealing with parts of a peace plan based on the 
principles agreed in London. The working parties would occupy themselves with, respectively: Bosnia-
Hercegovina; humanitarian aspects; ethnic and minority problems, including Kosovo, Vojvodina, 
Sandzak and Macedonia; succession of states and the distribution of the assets of the old Yugoslavia; 
economic questions; confidence-inspiring measures and verification. The principal working parties were 
the Bosnia group under the leadership of the Finn Matti Hisaari and the humanitarian aspects group 
chaired by High Commissioner for Refugees Ogata.  

During the conference it became clear that the British government intended it to serve as a 
safety valve. In the words of the American diplomat Victor Jackovitch, who attended the conference as 
representative of the State Department, the British design more or less amounted to allowing the Serb 
leaders to make promises that both the British and other governments knew beforehand they would 
never keep: ‘It was a landmark in handling the war (…) a beginning of the policy of doing nothing’.3307

                                                 

3302 W. Rebergen & W. Jansen, ‘David Owen en Cyrus Vance: vreemd koppel op oorlogspad’ (‘David Owen and Cyrus 
Vance. Strange couple on the warpath’), Trouw, 13/02/93. Tromp, Verraad, p.46 (02/09/92) called him "the most brilliant 
failure in British politics since Randolph Churchill". See also Maas, Neighbor, p.254. 

 
It was clear that of the two schools of thought at the conference, the one that gained the upper hand 

3303 Simms, Hour, p.137. 
3304 Ko Colijn & Paul Rusman, ‘David Owen wil de Nobelprijs voor de vrede’ (‘David Owen wants the Nobel Peace Prize’), 
Vrij Nederland, 11/09/93, p.15. 
3305 Misha Rasovich & Hans van Willigenburg, ‘David Owen: werelddokter op huisbezoek in Bosnië’ (‘David Owen. World’s 
doctor making a house call in Bosnia’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 05/05/93, p.15. 
3306 Quoted in Almond, War, pp.260-261. 
3307 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia – The Secret War: Tragic Cost of Allies’ Hidden Hostility’, The Guardian, 21/05/96. 
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was that which was striving for the Belgrade regime’s agreement to end the conflict in the former 
Yugoslavia rather than that whose supporters wanted Serbia to be dealt with firmly. The first school of 
thought included such people as Boutros-Ghali, who set the tone of the conference with a speech 
totally lacking in criticism of Serbia.3308 The Dutch delegation, led by Minister Van den Broek, belonged 
to the latter school of thought together with the delegations of the United States, Canada, Germany, 
Austria, Slovenia and Turkey. In his first speech the Dutch minister demanded that strong pressure be 
put on Serbia as the party mainly guilty of ethnic cleansing. For him the conclusion was clear: 
immediate and full implementation of resolutions 770 and 771, the placing of the heavy weapons under 
international surveillance, the admission of international observers into Kosovo, a tightening of the 
trade embargo, exclusion of Yugoslavia from all international bodies and the setting up of a war crimes 
tribunal to deal with the former Yugoslavia. He was not prepared, in the worst-case scenario, to exclude 
military intervention.3309 Apart from Van den Broek, the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hikmet 
Cetin, was the only other delegation leader not to exclude the use of force against Serbia.3310

The fact that in the end Prime Minister Major made a powerful closing statement was, as 
reported by the Dutch delegation, ‘particularly the result of the forceful joint performance on the part 
of the Dutch and German delegations’. Despite British, French and Italian opposition both delegations 
had also succeeded in persuading the Twelve to support the idea of a black list of individuals guilty of 
serious breaches of human rights. Van den Broek, Kinkel and Eagleburger also supported Silajdzic in 
his opposition to the description of the conflict in Bosnia as a spontaneous civil war. They succeeded in 
having an indirect reference to the Serb aggression included in the declaration on Bosnia.

  

3311

Meanwhile the FRY delegation had let the British chairman know that they would leave the 
meeting if a declaration on Serbia should be drawn up in the form of the condemnation wished for by 
the Netherlands and Germany. Within the delegation itself it was Milosevic who mainly opposed the 
requirement that Serbia should recognize the borders of the former Yugoslav republics. He stated that 
he had no problem with any of the other points, such as halting Serbia’s interventions in Bosnia and 
Croatia and the restoration of the constitutional rights of the inhabitants of Kosovo and Vojvodina.

 

3312 
Boutros-Ghali was absolutely determined to prevent the FRY delegation from leaving the conference 
and the British chairmanship, supported by Eagleburger, believed that Karadzic and Izetbegovic had 
promised too much to allow this to be marred by the departure of the FRY delegation. From the 
British side, therefore, a proposal was put before the Dutch and German delegations that Major would 
be satisfied with a verbal warning to Serbia at the close of the conference. Van den Broek was strongly 
opposed to the idea. ‘Hardliners’ such as Minister Kinkel and himself, as Minister Van den Broek 
qualified them, had repeatedly submitted points in the course of the conference with the assurance that 
they would be included in a separate declaration on Serbia. If the declaration failed to get off the 
ground, Van den Broek believed that little would be left of the essential pressure on Serbia. He thus 
made his ‘dissatisfaction’ known to Hurd ‘in unmistakable terms ‘.3313 After enormous pressure from 
Hurd and Eagleburger (let’s grab this text and run) Van den Broek finally agreed to a somewhat 
watered-down British text, mainly because in its closing passages it stated that if the Serbs failed to co-
operate in the implementation of the London agreements, the Security Council would be asked to apply 
severe sanctions against the Serbs ‘leading to their total isolation’.3314

Premier Major then solved the question further by making the statement at the very last 
moment and then immediately closing the meeting, without further discussion or voting. In that way 

  

                                                 

3308 Ramcharan, Conference, pp.58-64. 
3309 Ramcharan, Conference, pp.145-148; ABZ 345170, COREU of the British chairmanship of the EC, 27August1992, 
cpe/pres/lom 1080; Loudon 416 to BZ, 26/08/92; Both, Indifference, pp.148-149. Cf. Major, Autobiography, p.537. 
3310 Ramcharan, Conference, p.115. 
3311 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 421to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 28/08/92. 
3312 For the declaration see Ramcharan, Conference, pp.53-54. 
3313 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 421 to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 28/08/92. 
3314 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 421 to Van den Broek, 28/08/92. 
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the declaration became part of the conference documentation but it was not submitted to formal 
acceptance.3315

After the conference a triumphant British premier Major said that the parties in the conflict in 
Bosnia had now accepted a yardstick ‘by which they would be judged’.

 

3316 But he soon began to 
manipulate the yardstick himself by declaring on television that not everything that had been agreed 
would be implemented exactly that way and as quickly as agreed: ‘Some people may not be able to 
deliver immediately or in full’.3317 A British ambassador at the Foreign Office was, however, markedly 
more critical and said that everything achieved in London ‘rested on the sands of Milan Panic’s 
promises’.3318

‘Verbal agreements are one thing; deeds are something else’, said Bosnian president Izetbegovic 
when he left the London conference.

 

3319 What counts is what the coming weeks really bring, was what 
the British Foreign Minister Hurd seemed to think too, and his German colleague Kinkel was 
sceptical.3320

Remarkably enough, Minister Van den Broek was not so sombre. ‘Time will tell what the 
conference was worth’, was his judgement. At any rate, he was pleased that the EC no longer carried all 
the responsibility for a Yugoslavia conference that had ‘dominated and sickened’ the work of the 
Twelve. What he did fear, however, was that the United Kingdom would in future allow its attitude to 
Yugoslavia to be dominated more by its position as permanent member of the Security Council than as 
EC member state.

 

3321

In the Dutch media there was intense disappointment with ‘London’. The general conclusion 
was that more than a year after the conflict in Yugoslavia had broken out the international community 
had issued a heap of statements without any means of enforcing them and had thus not advanced a 
single step.

 

3322

But the conference had achieved precisely what the American delegation leader Eagleburger 
had had in mind. On 13 August Eagleburger was presented as interim Minister of Foreign Affairs 
because Baker had gone off to lead Bush’s election campaign. Eagleburger was considerably less 
inclined than Baker to involve himself with Bosnia. He was deeply convinced that the West should not 
really get involved with the former Yugoslavia again until the warring factions had exhausted 
themselves.

 

3323 As he stated in mid-September: ‘I have said this 38,000 times and I have to say this to 
the people of this country as well. This tragedy is not something that can be settled from outside and 
it’s about damn well time that everybody understood that. Until the Bosnians, Serbs, and Croats decide 
to stop killing each other, there is nothing the outside world can do about it’.3324

                                                 

3315 Major, Autobiography, p.537. According to Silber & Little, Death, p.260, this was a proposal made by the Russian minister 
of foreign affairs Kozyrev. 

 Since there was lack of 
international preparedness to intervene militarily he supported a mechanism that would keep itself 
permanently occupied with the crisis in the former Yugoslavia, more humanitarian help, stricter 
sanctions and preventive diplomacy in the neighbouring countries and those areas of the former 

3316 Vulliamy, Seasons, pp.159-160. Cf. Silber & Little, Death, p.260. 
3317 Quoted in Almond, War, p.262. 
3318 Glenny, Fall, p.217. 
3319 Carol J. Williams, ‘Western leaders concede failure to halt Bosnia strife’, Los Angeles Times, 29/08/92. 
3320 Steve Crawshaw & Tony Barber, ‘Inside Story: Peace? What Peace?’, The Independent, 30/08/92. 
3321 ABZ, 345170, Loudon 421 to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 28/08/92. 
3322 See, for instance, ‘Realpolitik in London’, ‘Kroniek van een jaar EG-bemoeienis’ (‘Chronicles of a year of EC meddling’ 
and Ewoud Nysingh, ‘De onderhandelaars zijn weer terug bij af’ (‘The negotiators are starting all over again’), de Volkskrant, 
29/08/92; Joris Cammelbeeck & Martin Sommer, ‘Thirst for action and powerlessness’, de Volkskrant, 29/08/92; Folkert 
Jensma, ‘Londoen’ biedt weinig ruimte voor euforie’ (‘London’ offering little room for euphoria’), NRC Handelsblad, 
28/08/92; ‘Een papieren zwaard’ (‘A paper sword’), NRC Handelsblad, 28/08/92; ‘De hoop van de wanhoop (1) en (2)’ 
(‘The hope of despair (1) and (2)’), Trouw, 29/08/92. 
3323 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p.95. 
3324 Quoted in Danner, Clinton, p.66. 
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Yugoslavia that had not (yet) been dragged into a crisis.3325

Back in Belgrade Milosevic recovered from the bruising he had suffered as a result of the 
behaviour of Panic during the conference. He denied having agreed to anything at all in London.

 And that was exactly what the conference 
had agreed on. 

3326 
During a meeting with his closest confidants held in his weekend house in Pozarevac the decision was 
taken that Panic had to be removed from the scene as quickly as possible. On 31 August Seselj 
submitted a motion of no confidence in Panic in the Yugoslav parliament. But Cosic gave a powerful 
speech in favour of Panic, and the Montenegrin representatives made clear that they would not support 
the motion.3327

17. Debate in Parliament, 27 August: resistance to ‘hypocrisy’ 

 The whole affair thus seemed to turn against Milosevic. At that Milosevic’s spokesman 
announced that his party, the SDS, would not support the motion. After three days of violent 
opposition to Panic and the outcome of the London conference that he had accepted, the parliament 
finally had to vote in favour. 

The images of Trnopolje had aroused a sentiment of powerlessness among Dutch parliamentarians. A 
year’s experience with the problem of Yugoslavia had also contributed: nothing that the international 
community did seemed to have any effect. On 12 August the members were still working off their 
frustrations on the government, but it had meanwhile become clear that it was not the government that 
needed urging on.3328

The British chairmanship in particular had made ‘a very poor impression’ on him. The caution 
exhibited by the Bush government had also been a thorn in his side.

 On the evening of 27August during an emergency debate, this time instigated by 
the VVD, the report of the memorable emergency discussions of 12 August came up in a plenary 
session of the Lower House. It occurred at a time that the conference was still going on in London. At 
that moment Van den Broek was struggling to get a severe condemnation of Serbia, but the house was 
unaware of the fact. And the next day the WEU was to meet to decide its position with regard to 
military protection for humanitarian convoys. Because of this the debate seemed more designed to give 
the speakers in the house free rein to express their longings than to lead to a real exchange of thought 
with the government. And what the parliamentarians had to say seemed mainly directed at foreign 
heads of government. This trend had become clear among politicians shortly before in an interview 
with De Hoop Scheffer in Vrij Nederland. Though prior to the discussion in the house on 12 August he 
had given as motive for requesting the debate the need to exchange thoughts with the government 
regarding the deployment of Dutch soldiers and the creation of Safe Areas, in an interview shortly after 
the debate he said that he had wanted to show how divided Europe really is. ‘A debate of this kind 
forces the Dutch government to adopt a position in public’, he said. ‘Then we’ll see how divided 
Europe is on the question of Yugoslavia. Then the cracks in Europe can be seen for what they’re really 
worth.’ 

3329

The disappointment at the attitude of the international community with regard to the former 
Yugoslavia was spoken about on 27 August pretty well the length and breadth of the house. According 
to Van Middelkoop (GPV) ‘the overwhelming political emotion (...) was one (...) of considerable 
powerlessness’. He recalled the words that premier Lubbers had spoken two weeks before, that in the 
case of doubt it was better to do something, but of this not much had been seen apart from 
international meetings.

 

3330

                                                 

3325 See Eagleburger’s speech in Ramcharan, Conference, pp.116-120. 

 Various politicians did not shrink from condemning the rest of the world 

3326 Doder/Branson, Milosevic, p.158. 
3327 Djukic, Milosevic, p.57. 
3328 Interview E. van Middelkoop, 08/10/99. 
3329 Leonard Ornstein, ‘CDA’er De Hoop Scheffer bleef in zij vakantie doordenken’ (‘CDA [man] De Hoop Scheffer still 
thinking things over during his vacation’), Vrij Nederland, 15/08/92. 
3330 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings, p.6151. 
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from their seats in The Hague. The VVD parliamentarian Blaauw expected nothing from the 
agreements that were now known to have been arrived at in London. In fact, they were worthless if 
they were not enforced, ‘certainly not as far as the negotiators from the former Yugoslavia are 
concerned’.3331 ‘Little has changed in the last two weeks’, Blaauw complained. He was of the opinion 
that ‘hypocrisy reigns’ in the international community and ‘people are speaking with forked tongues’ 
and the community ‘sat there with its arms folded’. This constant ‘passivity and half-baked activity are 
nothing less than a form of international provocation that can lead to long and cruel conflicts’.3332 
Sipkes considered that the performance of the EC and NATO was slowly but surely ‘turning into a 
travesty’.3333 It was ‘just a bit too much’ for her that individuals who belonged in a war trial setting were 
flying home from London ‘with all signs of deference’.3334 De Hoop Scheffer believed that the 
international community had come together at that moment in London to do ‘a re-sit’: ‘We all know 
that you fail if you don’t pass the re-sit’. The European Community had, he believed, awarded ‘a degree 
in inaptitude’.3335 Leerling (RPF – one of the Christian parties) asked the government whether NATO, 
that had always stood ready during the Cold War, was suddenly overpowered by fear: ‘Surely Serbia 
isn’t a superpower?’3336

Against this background it was understandable that members of parliament supported the 
government in its stance in international bodies, a stance described as ‘activist’ (Valk)

 

3337 or ‘assertive’ 
(Van Middelkoop)3338. It was ‘right that the Dutch government should continue to insist on achieving a 
result in all the international forums of discussion’ (De Hoop Scheffer).3339 Leerling too understood 
‘that the Dutch government wants more than can be achieved internationally at the moment. My 
compliments to the government for this’.3340

A number of parliamentarians reached far back into history looking for moral justification for 
the Dutch attitude: it was found in the Second World War. Blaauw thought that the Netherlands was 
duty bound to carry heavy international responsibilities ‘towards those who paid the ultimate price, 
whether in concentration camps, before the firing squad, on the Normandy beaches or wherever else, 
for our freedom and our human rights’.

 

3341 Van Middelkoop, speaking against the background of the 
disunity in the EC and NATO, wondered ‘where, at the time, the Americans, the Canadians and many 
others found the courage and the willingness to sacrifice themselves in order to liberate Europe from 
the scourge of national-socialism’. He wanted to know once and for all where the retired generals were 
who had known it all so much better than anyone else during the Gulf War.3342

It was noticeable that in order to take the proposed measures the Netherlands had to lean 
heavily on France and the United Kingdom. This was seen, for instance, in the range of suggestions for 
more involvement proposed by Blaauw. He asked for strict application of the embargo against Serbia 
and Montenegro. Blaauw wanted the government to find out whether it could make units available for 
the provision of military protection for the promised transport units. He realized that the willingness of 
conscripts would be a problem. For this reason it could at first be British and French troops who 
would provide protection but then the Netherlands could offer a unit to relieve those already there. In 
addition the Netherlands could make F-16s available, both for enforcing a ban on flights over Bosnia 
and for protecting the aid convoys. And a halt should be called, using force if necessary, to the camps. 

 

                                                 

3331 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6148. 
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For this Blaauw thought of ‘air mobile units, not available in our country; and so for this too we will 
need allies’.3343 Blaauw said he was fully aware of the risks for the troops deployed, including Dutch 
soldiers, as a result of this stance. Which is why he wanted a decision on deployment to be taken 
exclusively in a plenary meeting.3344

From the point of view of the constitution this argument was not airtight. In fact the 
government had to take the decision, not parliament. However, there was a great deal to be said for the 
argument that the house should only speak on such a decision in a plenary session. However the 
discussion on the government decision to deploy the airmobile brigade more than a year later was not 
conducted in a plenary session but in the course of verbal consultations. Like Blaauw, Valk and De 
Hoop Scheffer insisted on stricter application of the embargo and the introduction of a ban on 
flying.

  

3345 They repeated their preference for the setting up of safe havens, with military protection if 
needs be.3346

Leerling warned against aiming too high. He could not imagine that the hundreds of thousands 
of refugees could ever return home. A military force of several hundred thousand would be needed for 
that and it was unrealistic to expect that this would be forthcoming. But he did have difficulty with 
having to recognize that violence evidently paid off. At any rate, military intervention was perhaps 
necessary to liberate the camps: ‘Whatever the case, we can’t look on helplessly’.

 

3347

Eisma, member of parliament for D66, took a different line. He warned his colleagues that ‘it 
[would be] wrong from a moral point of view for us to put together recommendations mainly based on 
emotions. In such a case we would possibly be taking insufficient account of the undesirable 
consequences of the actions we are calling for. So much is at present certain: we can do a lot less than 
we would like to do’.

  

3348 He thought that preventive measures in areas such as Vojvodina and Kosovo 
should have the highest priority.3349 Eisma’s words were characteristic of the moderate opinion of 
D66’s lower house members in these years. The former Yugoslavia dossier was dealt with mainly by the 
triumvirate formed by the spokesmen for Foreign Affairs and Defence, Eisma and Ter Veer 
respectively, and party chairman Van Mierlo. This trio, according to Eisma, was able to resist fellow 
party members who wanted intervention because of the reports in the media. Eisma continually alluded 
to the unclear political context in Bosnia. He wanted to prevent the Netherlands from sending out 
troops without the participation of other countries. And Van Mierlo, who had ambitions regarding the 
ministerial post of Foreign Affairs, constantly told his party members: ‘Be careful, because soon I will 
be on that post and then of course I’ll have to be able to bring about what we’re now calling for’.3350 In 
the debate on 27 August Van Dis (SGP) somewhat echoed Eisma: ‘Our heart says: help! Put right what 
is wrong! But common sense will have to count the cost very carefully. Is that not what the dilemma is 
and is it not proof of our own impotence?’3351

But the stance adopted by Eisma and Van Dis was in the minority, so that Minister Ter Beek 
was able to conclude that the principal significance of parliament’s contribution as far as the 
government was concerned was: ‘Do something, don’t sit back, don’t be passive but do something’.

 

3352
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Minister Lubbers, acting as interim Foreign Minister while Van den Broek was in London, said that he 
was in ‘the remarkable situation’ of having heard the house put forward a proposal containing nothing 
the government was unwilling to do. 

3344 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6147. 
3345 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings pp.6150-6153. 
3346 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings pp.6150 and 6152. 
3347 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6155. 
3348 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6155. 
3349 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6156. 
3350 TCBU, discussion with Eisma, 06/04/00, pp.3 and 6. 
3351 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6157. 
3352 TK 1991-1992, Proceedings p.6158 



445 

 

‘In former times it sometimes came about that our Minister of Foreign Affairs 
too, on behalf of the Dutch government, made statements and set conditions 
regarding instrumentalization; which body should act in a particular situation. 
The house will note that he has repeatedly stated here that he would set this 
aside if matters could be settled as quickly as possible. That is therefore my 
response to the suggestions and questions.’3353

Parliament’s message was understood. On 1 September Van den Broek wrote a letter to the house 
stating that the Dutch government was moving towards the opinion that only external military 
intervention could bring about a solution to the conflict; the economic, political and diplomatic tools 
were pretty well exhausted.

 

3354

18. Conclusion  

 

The months of June, July and August had shown that the international community had little taste for 
military intervention in Bosnia-Hercegovina. In June Minister Baker was able to prolong this attitude 
against the wishes of the Pentagon, but the American initiative to take armed action was headed off by 
Mitterrand’s solo visit to the Bosnian capital. After that any American enthusiasm for military action 
ebbed away. The toothless nature of the international community’s approach was illustrated by the 
decision to monitor temporarily only at sea to check whether the embargo against rump-Yugoslavia was 
being adhered to. There was no question of enforcement and opportunities for getting around the 
embargo long persisted via the overland route or along the Danube.  

The pictures that the British ITN television company had taken in Trnopolje raised a substantial 
echo in the media and had shocked public opinion, but they failed to lead to military intervention. On 
the contrary, it had become clear – though in August 1992 it was far from being as clear as outlined 
here – how cynical the attitude of the American government was with regard to the gross violations of 
human rights in Bosnia-Hercegovina since they had suppressed the reports in order not to be forced 
into military intervention. What also became obvious was the lack of alertness of parts of the UN in 
their reaction to this sort of report.  

The media also played a remarkable role. At first they failed to examine the available 
information and when, eventually, the words ‘concentration camps’ and ‘death camps’ had been uttered 
the headlines screamed them out and the ITN film was shown time after time on television. 

In fact the effect occasioned by those images should be put into perspective. In the case of the 
Netherlands it appeared that the debate on military intervention had already been gaining momentum 
before the pictures were shown and before the newspaper reports of Serb camps. This can mean two 
things. Either the sombre opinion of some representatives of the printed media that they had so much 
less influence than television3355 is not supported by the chronology of the Dutch debate on military 
intervention. Or the cumulative effect of pictures of the shelling of Sarajevo, of famine in the Bosnian 
capital and of floods of refugees had already had an influence earlier. At any rate, the pictures shot in 
Trnopolje at most intensified the discussion about intervention but the number of media participants in 
the discussion remained limited to a few dozen. The outcome of this investigation thus further 
underlines the findings of the investigation carried out by political scientist P. P. Everts into the 
relationship between Dutch foreign policy and public opinion. Everts believes that Dutch foreign 
policy, as in most other countries, is still a matter decided by an elite.3356

In the weeks following the commotion about the camps the British and French governments 
promised respectively 1,800 and 1,100 soldiers, not for military intervention but to protect the aid 
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convoys. It became very clear that the British government had placed severe restrictions on the actions 
of its own troops. The next chapter will show that the idea that resolution 770 would permit the use of 
force had very little value. The member states of NATO and the WEU were prepared to provide 
troops only for a limited implementation of the resolution.  

And in the summer of 1992 Boutros-Ghali also indicated that he regarded the conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia more as a stumbling block than as an opportunity for the UN to adopt a high 
profile. The extension of the Yugoslavia conference, born during the London conference, scarcely held 
any promise as far as that was concerned. This was again emphasized when it turned out to be difficult 
during the conference even to repeat in statements what had earlier been advanced as a demand made 
on Serbia by the international community. In addition, not a single one of the agreements was 
accompanied by sanctions. It was clear that the international community was prepared to put in 
humanitarian effort, but no more than that. It provided space for governments to bow to some extent 
to the pressure of public opinion so as to give the impression that they were doing something. 

The Dutch government and parliamentarians did not resign themselves to this sort of limited 
action. Statements such as those made by L. Metzemaekers in het Financieele Dagblad, that all discussions 
about military intervention were academic because of the refusenik attitude of the international 
community,3357 or by D-J. van Baar, that as long as other countries refused to undertake real military 
action, the Netherlands should not engage in such ‘tough talking’,3358

In mid-August De Groene Amsterdammer noted that while ‘the whole of the Netherlands’ was in 
agreement about armed intervention in Bosnia, in other European countries such enthusiasm was 
limited – in the United Kingdom, for instance, where not even 30% of the population were in favour of 
military intervention. Military experts in France and the United Kingdom were pointing out the 
dangers; putting in German troops was, in view of the past, not a sensible option; and Russia was dead 
set against intervention.

 were not appreciated by the 
Lower House.  

3359 On the other side of the media-political spectrum de Telegraaf also noted that 
the Netherlands ‘has been pretty well in the vanguard’ by announcing a military contribution towards 
humanitarian aid in Bosnia. This morning daily said that it was ‘a relief, after our country in the past, 
under pressure from the Left, often had to play a minor role in the military-political field and was only 
too ready to leave to others the defence of values which are also ours’.3360

The impression grows that the arguments put forward by the interventionists in the 
Netherlands passed over to the people’s representatives and the government more easily than in other 
countries. And articles in the major Dutch newspapers in August 1992 carried the conviction that other 
countries and international organizations were more cautious than the Dutch political world and society 
in general.

  

3361 ‘When it is a question of relieving need in Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Netherlands tops the 
list. At least, that is the impression that comes across from the tone with which any possible 
intervention is discussed’, wrote Guikje Roethof in De Groene Amsterdammer at the beginning of 
September. She blamed the Dutch ministers and parliamentarians for ‘playing up to the public’ and 
‘practically expressing the voice of the people’.3362

The question is whether it was really so, and whether ministers and parliamentary 
representatives were parroting the public. Unfortunately there are no public opinion statistics for the 
period prior to the summer of 1992, so that it is difficult to determine when public opinion showed a 
majority in favour of military intervention. But it is certain that Ministers Van den Broek and Lubbers 
were already supporting harder action against Serbia and the Bosnian Serbs in June.  
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This conclusion seems to match up with the statements made by decision-makers in the year 
2000 to the Tijdelijke Commissie Besluitvorming Uitzendingen van de Tweede Kamer (The Interim Parliamentary 
Committee for Decision-making regarding Deployment), otherwise known as the commissie-Bakker (the 
Bakker Committee). Although it is true to say that for their motivation and actions relative to the 
deployment of the military to the former Yugoslavia they make reference to heart-rending scenes 
pictured in the media, they also state that these images merely reinforced them in the convictions they 
already had.3363

Shortly after that the government seemed to take yet another step forward – in case of need 
intervene outside the confines of NATO and the WEU – a step parliamentarians were reluctant to take. 
At the end of August it was clear that the Dutch parliament and government had little more to say to 
one another. It was the refusenik international community that had to be given impetus – but how? 
The feeling of powerlessness in the matter led Dutch politicians to adopt ever shriller tones towards 
other national governments and international organizations, perhaps not the most effective way of 
achieving their end and, moreover, a dangerous occupation. An obvious reaction, in popular terms, is 
‘Do it yourself’. And, as it turned out in August 1992, the Netherlands could not deploy a fighting force 
as long as the airmobile brigade was not set up. That required a wait of eighteen months. 

 At any rate, the ministers were a step ahead of organized public opinion. The debate on 
intervention did not start in the Netherlands until July. Because the verbal discussions of 12 August 
took place at an unfortunate time – unfortunate in view of the fact that things had still not crystallized 
out in the major international forums – the government wrote a letter to parliament that occasioned the 
optical illusion that the house had overtaken the government in the debate on intervention. It would 
seem much more likely that on 12 August parliament, in its capacity as link between general public and 
government, jacked itself up to the level of readiness to intervene that had already been achieved by 
public and government.  

The Dutch stance on intervention: ‘eventually the rest will follow’ 

Then there remained the question of the origin of the difference in readiness to intervene between the 
Netherlands and other countries. ‘The Dutch politicians’ enthusiasm for military involvement is 
difficult to explain’, wrote Kees Lunshof in de Telegraaf on 25 August. 

‘Their enthusiasm was already present before the general public had become 
seriously concerned at seeing the pictures of the concentration camps. So that 
was not the origin. It also had nothing to do with power politics or commercial 
considerations. There are no immediate Dutch interests at play in Yugoslavia. It 
would seem to have been mainly inspired by feelings of idealism and solidarity, 
factors that have always played an important part in Dutch foreign policy. And 
participation is also fitting in encouraging international justice. That too is 
something highly valued in the Netherlands. (...)  

Our taste for involvement also has some political spin-off. The Netherlands 
likes to makes clear its place on the world map, something that is especially a 
driving force in the foreign ministry. At the same time it blew new life into the 
defence machine that had lost its bearings after the fall of communism (...) At 
the same time we thereby constitute an example for our large neighbour, 
Germany, that does so little in the international military field.’3364

A number of explanations listed by Lunshof can certainly be endorsed. Some individuals believe that 
the Netherlands has a greater tendency than other countries to adopt an idealistic stance in foreign 

 

                                                 

3363 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p.444. 
3364 Kees Lunshof, ‘Politiek kleineert risico’s in Bosnië’, de Telegraaf, 25/08/92. 
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policy. Some years ago, before the conflict in Yugoslavia broke out, Van der List wrote that the relative 
lack of influence and responsibility enjoyed by the Netherlands beyond its own borders was the cause 
of the ground swell in ‘Gesinnungsethik’ in this country. The field of Dutch foreign policy constituted a 
‘playground for people who, though they are doubtless sincere in their concern at suffering in the 
world, have little comprehension of the complexity of international politics’.3365 Piet Dankert, Junior 
Minister for foreign affairs in the Lubbers/Kok government said shortly after his resignation’ ‘The 
Netherlands is relatively isolated from the rest of the world. We are internationalists, but on an abstract 
level. And we suffer from an over-estimation of ourselves, since we have too little realization of the 
extent to which we need other countries politically speaking’.3366

As early as 1971 the later Foreign Minister Max van der Stoel wrote, in an article about 
intervention, that the tendency on the part of the Netherlands to involve itself critically in the affairs of 
other countries was very strongly developed.

 

3367

The former diplomat and ex-secretary of state at the foreign office E.H. van der Beugel 
remarked in 1985 that there was also a gap between the way the Netherlands saw itself and how others 
perceived the country: ‘In consequence we often over-estimate our own role, which constantly leads to 
errors of judgement, misunderstandings and irritation’. He quoted Van der Stoel, meanwhile ex-Foreign 
Minister, who said that as soon as he crossed the Dutch border he turned a switch ‘because outside the 
Netherlands there was nobody who thought about foreign policy as we did’.

 And here we see the incapacity on the part of Dutch 
opinion-makers and decision-takers to imagine that their opposite numbers in other countries do not 
share their thoughts, can cause problems.  

3368

This type of self-limitation would seem no longer to be present in the Dutch politicians 
responsible for policy in the early 1990s. Evidently it had become too difficult to perform the 
gymnastics involved in activities abroad and defending such actions to parliament. With regard to areas 
such as human rights and development co-operation the Dutch politicians regarded their country as 
leading the field. Thus the council adviser to the Ministry of General Affairs charged with foreign and 
security policy, J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, did not find it at all strange that with regard to Yugoslavia there 
was a yawning gap between what the Netherlands wanted and what the rest of the world wanted. A gap 
of this type was not uncommon, and did not necessarily cause problems: ‘Eventually the rest will 
follow’.

  

3369 According to premier Lubbers it was a usual pattern in Dutch behaviour for the country 
itself to undertake something and then assume that this would spread automatically like a patch of oil 
on water.3370 Evidently the Dutch government had not learned its lesson on Black Monday, when it 
turned out that he rest of the EC was not as docile as had been expected. Moreover a fault of Dutch 
diplomacy frequently noted is the failure to convince others in the international circuit, working on the 
assumption that others will follow the Dutch proposals or at least not block them.3371

In former years, relative to areas of policy other than that on Yugoslavia, Dutch diplomacy had 
developed the habit of taking the most far-reaching stance inside the EC in the knowledge that one or 
more of the other member states would not go so far in community decision-making. This then 
enabled the Dutch government, for instance, to boast back in the home country that: ‘we were quite 
prepared, but the others were not – unfortunately’. In this way Dutch representatives to the EC were 
able to place the blame squarely on other countries who, moreover, often had to do the subsequent 
dirty work.

  

3372

                                                 

3365 Van der List, Mensenrechten, p.96. 

 This does not mean that Dutch diplomacy was working in a similarly calculating way in 
the Yugoslavia question. Emotions relative to the matter were too sincere for that. But it could indicate 

3366 Dankert in: Rehwinkel & Nekkers, Regerenderwijs, p.143. 
3367 Van der Stoel, Aspecten, p.115. 
3368 Van der Beugel, Nederland, p.131. 
3369 Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00. 
3370 Interview R.F.M. Lubbers, 13/10/00. 
3371 Castermans-Holleman, Mensenrechtenbeleid, p.265. 
3372 Van Walsum, Nederland, pp. 47-48; Everts, Nederland, p. 1. 
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that to a certain extent Dutch diplomacy had more of an eye for the desirability than for the feasibility 
of its own proposals in international negotiations. The awareness that they were playing for their own 
home front instead of in an international arena could thus have been reinforced. 

In May 1992 foreign commentator J.L. Heldring stated that Dutch ministers who preached 
morality abroad, and consequently aroused irritation there, were doing a wonderful job of representing 
Dutch culture. ‘But whether they do a wonderful job of representing our interests is another matter.’3373

This stance, characterised by being in the vanguard abroad, could perhaps be a reflection of 
political culture in the Netherlands itself. The sociologist-philosopher J.W. Duyvendak once stated that 
new political issues get onto the political agenda much more quickly in the Netherlands and Germany 
than in France. Moreover, he writes, politicians in the Netherlands often lead the way in changes to 
politics and mentality, ‘if only from fear of being accused of backwardness’.

  

3374

Another internal explanation of avant-gardism abroad could be that the extent to which 
governments support human rights issues is connected to the extent of secularization in a society. 
Some authors believe that public indignation regarding violations of human rights increases because 
human rights questions in a secularizing society replace the framework of moral concepts that religions 
used to provide.

 In the Netherlands the 
formers of public opinion found it relatively easy to get the question of intervention in Yugoslavia onto 
the political agenda. Once the Cold War was out of the way, some of the Dutch opinion-formers and 
decision-makers were given the opportunity of replacing security policy with peacemaking policy. 

3375

A further remarkable fact is that Dutch politicians, in hindsight too, so emphatically retained 
the right to showing emotions with regard to the humanitarian problem as posed in the former 
Yugoslavia. Even Kok, the then vice-premier and leader of the social-democratic fraction in the 
government, stated: 

 In its capacity as a strongly secularized nation the Netherlands would, it is said, 
almost automatically be a jump ahead of other nations in questions affecting human rights. 

‘In your capacity as leader too, at one stage you are rational, and you think: no, 
of course we must first do this or that. The next minute you are more 
emotional. You are also a citizen, a person, and in that sense you have to 
assume your responsibilities.’3376

The admission of emotions, including into the field of foreign policy, meant that in the Netherlands the 
concept of national interest or some other form of etatism was not very strongly developed. ‘In the 
Yugoslav case (…) Western media (…) failed to penetrate the armoury of “national interest” which 
continues to shield foreign policy-making from appeals to humanitarianism.’

 

3377

According to R. (Rob) de Wijk, the lack of a developed feeling of national interest explains why, 
in the Netherlands, emotions are so often decisive in deploying units in a crisis area.

 But it would seem fairly 
clear that not much penetration was required in the Netherlands.  

3378

                                                 

3373 J.L. Heldring, ‘Onze cultuur weerspiegeld’ (‘Reflections of our culture’), NRC Handelsblad, 12/05/92. 

 At the 
beginning of this chapter it appeared that many countries failed to see the happenings in the former 
Yugoslavia as a problem affecting their own national interests. In the Netherlands, on the contrary, 
idealistic aims in foreign policy are tightly interwoven with questions of national interest. The 
government can hardly retreat into a position stating that ideals are all well and good but that national 
interest requires a different stance. Article 90 of the Dutch constitution states: ‘The Netherlands 

3374 Duyvendak, Souplesse, p.67. See further ibid., pp.68-72 
3375 See, for instance, A.H.M. van Iersel, ‘De inzet van Pax Christi in de brede maatschappelijke discussie over Defensie’, 
Van den Berg & Boerefijn & Weerdenburg, Wijs, pp.55-56. 
3376 Interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
3377 Carruthers, Media, p.218. 
3378 Rob de Wijk, ‘Nationale belangen en prioriteiten in het buitenlands en veiligheidsbeleid’, Instituut Defensie Leergangen, 
Criteria, pp.43-44. See also J.L. Heldring, ‘Nederland marginaliseert zichzelf’ (‘The Netherlands is marginalising itself’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 07/02/92. 
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encourages the development of international justice’. And article 98: ‘There is a fighting force to defend 
the interests of the state’. At the time the government pointed out that the interests stated here also 
implicated article 90.3379

There is a major lack of clarity in this area. The well-known commentator on foreign policy, J.L. 
Heldring, stated as early as 1973 that the striving for international justice, constituting such an essential 
element of Dutch foreign policy, did not spring from ‘the brain or the inspiration of the Dutch people, 
but (...) to a large extent [is] inspired by the Dutch state’s own interests, since the country is so much 
smaller than its neighbours’.

 In this way the Dutch government committed itself in principle to the 
international system of justice. The question now is whether that means that this basic assumption is 
scarcely distinguishable from other vital interests of the country.  

3380

In the details provided in 1995 by the Dutch government to Parliament, accompanying the 
tools for assessing whether a military peace mission should be deployed, there is just as much confusion 
of concepts relative to the question of whether the establishment of an international system of justice 
should also be regarded as a national interest. On the one hand, the government writes that the 
promotion of human rights and international justice ‘[must] not be seen exclusively as an ideal to be 
striven for but also as a national interest’.

  

3381 On the other hand, the government speaks of two separate 
aims which, however, are so tightly interwoven that the government regarded it as ‘undesirable to make 
a sharp distinction between the two’.3382 The Dutch government still had insufficient grasp of the fact 
that its own interpretation of the encouragement of the international system of justice as a national 
interest was not shared to the same extent by other countries. Despite the rhetoric about a new world 
order, the inadmissibility of war on European soil, the importance of multi-ethnicity and suchlike, in 
the 1990s most countries let themselves be guided by their national interest in the narrow sense of the 
term.3383

After a series of errors of judgement on the part of the foreign affairs ministry, including the 
attitude of Minister Van den Broek with regard to Yugoslavia during the EC chairmanship in 1991, the 
editorial in NRC Handelsblad on 1 April 1992 concluded that an appeal ‘to self-evident moral rightness 
plays no part outside the national borders, or at least does so to a much lesser extent than The Hague 
hopes (...) This lesson in self-relativization will have to be taken to heart by the Netherlands to avoid 
any new international pitfalls’.

 

3384

A further factor was that Dutch history following the police actions in the Netherlands’ East 
Indies sat the end of the 1940s had seen no further independent intervention on the part of the Royal 
Netherlands Army in conflicts of any significance. ‘High points’ of Dutch military history were the 
limited conflict with Indonesia over New Guinea in 1962 and the deployment of marines to stop riots 
on the island of Curaçao in 1969. Dutch governments and politicians had for decades been able to 
comment on deployment by other nations without themselves having to carry immediate responsibility. 
In those other countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, there was a deep 
understanding, based on experience, of the dangers of politics based on Gesinnungsethik. Thus Stephen J. 
Hadley, American Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Policy, declared in August 
1992 during a hearing of the American Senate:  

  

‘...that our Nation has learned to be careful about committing its military forces 
and risking the lives of the men and women in uniform who serve this Nation. 

                                                 

3379 TK1992-1993, p.5014 (Ter Beek, 19/05/93); Coolen, VN-operaties, pp.43-44; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p.23. 
3380 J.L. Heldring, ‘De staat is amoreel’, Heldring (red.), Moraal, p.54. Cf. M. van der Stoel, ‘Koopman en dominee’, ibid., 
p.82. 
3381 TK 1994-1995, 23 591, no. 5, pp.7-8. 
3382 Ibid., p.9. Cf. also the first point of emphasis: ‘Uitzending van militaire eenheden geschiedt op grond van Nederlandse 
belangen (waaronder de bescherming van de internationale vrede en veiligheid) en/of de bevordering van de internationale 
rechtsorde.’ Ibid. 
3383 Cf. Weiss, Interactions, p.7. 
3384 ‘Buitenlandse zaken’ (‘Foreign affairs’), NRC Handelsblad, 01/04/92. 
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We have learned to weigh our international responsibilities and the national 
interest at stake against the potential loss of life and the availability of other 
means to achieve its objectives. We have learned to insist on clearly stated 
objectives for the use of military forces, objectives that are realistically 
attainable, with a clear understanding of (…) what constitutes success.’3385

A further explanation can be that it was precisely the feeling of a lack of heroism earlier in the twentieth 
century that played a role. Examples advanced included the feeling of shame at the lack of assistance 
given to Jews during the Second World War: ‘This time we’ll hold our own them!’

  

3386 From that point 
of view the comparison drawn between the Serb operation in Bosnia in 1992 and the behaviour of the 
Nazis would have provided an extra stimulus encouraging the Dutch population ‘to do something’. It 
is, for instance, remarkable how prominent a part was played by references to the Second World War as 
an explanation for people’s stance – as, for instance, during the parliamentary debate on 27 August. 
Premier Lubbers referred to the Hunger Winter of 1945 as an explanation for his own forceful 
performance at the Lisbon summit at the end of June. He was to do the same again in December 1992 
at the EC summit in Edinburgh. In all the comparisons drawn between the situation in Bosnia in 1992 
and the Second World War this variant was scarcely heard, which can allow us to assume that it was an 
authentic statement of the Dutch premier. In one of his discussions with the NIOD Lubbers also 
stated that Van den Broek and himself were ‘marked’ by the Second World War, Van den Broek 
because his father spoke to his occupied fatherland from London as ‘The Rotterdammer’ for Radio 
Oranje and Lubbers because his father was taken hostage during the war.3387

Still more can be said about these two politicians who represented the Netherlands at the top in 
international bodies. In Chapter 1 it has already been stated that both men had an exaggerated opinion 
of their own status abroad, resumed in the statement by Lubbers that the Dutch government was not 
occupied with building up a position in the Yugoslavia file as chairman of the EC: ‘The Netherlands 
already had a position’.

 

3388 It was pointed out that that led to a noblesse oblige attitude on the part of the 
Dutch government, meaning that the Netherlands should take a more active stance than countries such 
as Ireland or Austria. In August 1992 Kees Lunshof noted in de Telegraaf that Lubbers and Van den 
Broek, ‘who, with support from Ter Beek, have long been advocating a strong military intervention on 
the part of the world community, including the Netherlands’, were no longer having the brake put on 
them – as during the Gulf War – by vice-premier and PvdA leader Kok.3389 In Van den Broek’s case 
there was another exceptional factor in that as chairman of the EC he had made a major emotional 
investment in the Yugoslavia question. In case it had been forgotten, during the Parliament’s debate of 
27 August premier Lubbers ‘called to mind that the Dutch government, particularly in the person of 
Minister Van den Broek, was involved at a very early stage and intensively in this problem. I recall his 
intensive involvement, in terms of mental effort and time’.3390

The way in which the government and parliament finally found agreement on 12 August, and 
most certainly in the 27 August debate, reminds one of the relatively docile – even if not laudatory – 
attitude of parliament towards Van den Broek during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC. Perhaps the 
feeling of ‘an un-Dutch large measure of unity’ played a part, as the Algemeen Dagblad put it after the 
parliamentary discussion of 12 August,

 

3391

                                                 

3385 United States Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Situation, p.17. 

 in the field of policy on security. The 1980s had seen major 
political splits in the years-long debate about the medium-range missiles. During the Gulf War the 
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PvdA had at first been cautious. In the summer of 1992 there was a new consensus. The feeling of 
unity lent itself less to critical voices.  

Finally, two points should be mentioned as worthy of attention, with an eye to chapters still to 
come. First of all, August 1992 saw the birth of a new conflict in the Netherlands: ‘Cautious generals 
versus impatient politicians’.3392 Secondly, because of the rise of public opinion a geographical shift in 
accent had taken place with regard to Dutch reporting on the former Yugoslavia. Up till then, while the 
newspapers carried fewer reports on Yugoslavia, the reports had been coming mainly from the region 
itself. The expansion of the number of interested parties, however, led to the former Yugoslavia being 
given a steadily more domestic Dutch policy character, that required interpretation in the direction of 
policy on Yugoslavia. While those for and against military intervention bombarded one another with a 
limited series of arguments already advanced, it sometimes seemed as if it was only old national Dutch 
conflicts that had to be settled – for instance when Heldring assessed the readiness for action among 
supporters of the IKV, or when André Roelofs, who was of the opinion that Heldring had not clearly 
stated whether he was for or against military intervention, reacted with a further question: ‘When will 
Heldring determine his position?’3393

 

 Wrestling with Yugoslavia became more; the Netherlands 
wrestling with itself. 

                                                 

3392 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Het Joegoslavische debat’ (‘The debate on Yugoslavia’), NRC Handelsblad, 10/08/92. See also J.L. 
Heldring, ‘Bezint eer gij begint’ (‘Look before you leap’), NRC Handelsblad, 11/08/92. 
3393 André Roelofs, ‘Waar blijft de vredesbeweging deze dagen’ (‘Where is the peace movement hiding these days?’) de 
Volkskrant, 08/08/92. 
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Chapter 7 
The Autumn after ‘London’: September 1992 – 
October 1992 

1. After ‘London’ 

Although there were people who thought the Conference of London a triumph for the Netherlands - if 
perhaps a short-lived one - because Dutch Foreign Minister Van den Broek managed to get a sharp 
condemnation of Serbian policy included in the conference documents, the prevailing feeling among 
the Dutch members of Parliament was frustration at the absence of any visible results. In October 
Maarten Van Traa declared that Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers should for once make that exasperation 
known to John Major.3394

Illustrative of the degree to which the agreements at the London conference had become 
bogged down were two discussions between the Dutch Director General of Political Affairs, Van 
Walsum and his French colleague Dejammet on 8 and 9 September 1992. The discussion of 8 
September took place after Van Walsum had raised the question in the Comité Politique of whether the 
measures agreed on in London about heavy weapons for instance had any chance of succeeding as long 
as the EC had not reached any position on imposing sanctions in the case of non-compliance. 
Dejammet told Van Walsum that any reference to more far-reaching measures would arouse the hopes 
of Izetbegovic and his entourage that the international community would sooner or later decide to 
intervene militarily; the Twelve, he said, were playing with fire if they encouraged the Bosnian Muslims 
in this idea. According to Dejammet UNPROFOR had more to fear at that moment from the Croatian 
and Muslim sides than from the Serbs. In his view international recognition had ‘gone to Izetbegovic’s 
head and he now imagined he could lay claim to the whole territory of Bosnia-Hercegovina’.

 If disappointment in the Netherlands about the results of the conference was 
already considerable, it could only grow greater, with the leadership of the Bosnian Serbs failing to 
comply with all the agreements in turn while the major Western powers, with Great Britain in the lead, 
did little to persuade the Bosnian Serbs and Serbian authorities to be more cooperative.  

3395

Van Walsum appealed for an understanding of the Croatian and Muslim position because the 
involvement of the UN up till then had mainly contributed to the consolidation of the Serb conquests. 
‘Of course no-one was arguing for Tudjman reconquering the whole of Croatia or Izetbegovic doing 
the same with the whole of Bosnia-Hercegovina’, said Van Walsum, but after all the statements that the 
Serbian conquests would not be accepted, one could not suddenly just go along with the status quo. In 
any eventual ruling the Serbs would have to give up a good deal of territory, because otherwise 
resentment about their territorial claims would simmer for years among the Croats and Muslims. Van 
Walsum doubted whether the Serbs would accept a surrender of territories without more far-reaching 
military steps being taken against them by the international community.

 

3396

After the discussion between Van Walsum and Dejammet on 8 September, the news came that 
two of the French UN troops had been killed by Muslim fire. Next day therefore the French diplomat 
could argue with all the more conviction to Van Walsum that any play with more far-reaching military 
measures would only make Izetbegovic ‘more aggressive and irresponsible’. Jeremy Greenstock, the 
official in charge of formulating Yugoslav policy at the British Foreign Office, also took up the position 
that everything should be avoided that might give Izetbegovic any false hopes of military 
intervention.
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3394 Radio 1, VOO, Nieuwsradio, 12/10/92, 18.10 p.m.. 
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From these discussions it emerged that the European Community was still following the course 
of the Cutileiro Plan, namely that of a division of Bosnia-Hercegovina along ethnic lines. According to 
the British journalist and Balkan expert Micha Glenny, Izetbegovic himself abandoned his hope of a 
multi-ethnic Bosnia as a result of the Conference of London, and accepted that a division of the 
territory between the three ethnic groups was unavoidable.3398 The Dutch Foreign Minister Van den 
Broek must have got a similar message. When he attended the General Assembly of the UN in 
September 1992 and spoke to Izetbegovic, he thought he was doing the right thing towards the 
Bosnian president in stressing that he should continue to make it very plain ‘that it is not his intention 
to found a unitary Muslim state. This was also necessary to dispel any unfounded fears by Bosnia’s 
neighbours and the Russian federation.’3399 The question of what Izetbegovic’s intentions actually were 
– a multi-ethnic state or a smaller Muslim one – would long continue to torment Western politicians 
and diplomats.3400

The Bosnian government under Izetbegovic’s leadership had however for the time being not 
much choice in the matter. While the Bosnian Serbs had control of about seventy per cent of the 
territory of Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Bosnian Croats, who had proclaimed their autonomous Croatian 
Community of Herceg-Bosna on July 3, had control of about fifteen to twenty percent of Bosnian 
territory, even though a large number of Muslims were still resident in the Croatian region. The real 
authority of the Bosnian government was confined to a mere ten to fifteen percent of Bosnia-
Hercegovina. The Muslims were confined to cities such as Sarajevo, Tuzla and Gorazde and they had 
control over territory around Srebrenica, Zepa and Cerska and in the Bihac region.  

  

Bosnian Croats versus Bosnian Muslims… 

After sporadic encounters over the preceding half year,3401 the situation became even worse for the 
Muslims when fierce fighting broke out in October 1992 with the Croats, who up till then had taken 
the side of the Bosnian government. The war zone was mainly in and around Travnik, Novi Travnik 
and Vitez in Central Bosnia where Croats and Muslims lived side-by-side. The fighting resulted initially 
from differences of interpretation about the long-term constitutional future of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
The leaders of the Bosnian Croats hoped that in the long term they would be able to bring about a 
union with Croatia of their autonomous ‘Croatian community of Herceg-Bosna’, in which the Muslims 
were increasingly second-class citizens. Fighting was only exacerbated by the fact that no fusion 
between the forces of the Bosnian Muslims (ABiH) and the army of the Bosnian Croats (HVO) had 
occurred, since both organizations had preserved their separate military structures. After what initially 
seemed like a basically good collaboration, the HVO and the ABiH started increasingly accusing each 
other of betrayal and desertion in the summer of 1992.3402 In part the conflict was fuelled by quarrels 
between Croats and Muslims about the control of the corridors along which weapons and humanitarian 
convoys could enter Bosnia and by which refugees attempted to leave the country. Those who had 
control of these routes were able to exact payment.3403

A role was also played by Croatian irritation about the arrival of Arabic fighters in Central 
Bosnia to reinforce the Bosnian Muslims.

  

3404

                                                 

3398 Glenny, Fall, p. 216. 

 To an important extent fighting between Croats and 

3399 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05244. Biegman 884 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 22/09/92. See also H. van den Broek, 
‘Hollands Dagboek’ (Dutch Diary), NRC Handelsblad, 26/09/92. 
3400 See also Chapter 12. 
3401 See for instance Marijan, ‘War’, p. 167; Andrejevich, ‘Bosnia’, p. 4. 
3402 Detrez, Sloop, p. 283. See also Heller, Brasiers, pp. 146-149. 
3403 Cf. Theo Engelen, ‘Kroaten en moslims ook in gevecht om financieel gewin’ (Croats and Muslims also in conflict for 
financial gain) and ‘Aan oorlog in Bosnië wordt veel verdiend’ (Plenty of money is made from war in Bosnia), NRC 
Handelsblad, 23/10/92. 
3404 Cf. Moore, ‘Month’, p. 4; Ed Vulliamy, ‘Arabische strijders in Bosnië als “pinguins in de woestijn”’ (Arab fighters in 
Bosnia like ‘penguins in the desert’), de Volkskrant, 17/09/92. 
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Muslims was also the result of tensions that arose because many Muslims in North-West Bosnia who 
had been purged by the Bosnian Serbs sought refuge in Central Bosnia. Not only did the ethnic 
demographic balance change as a result; the same was true of the military balance between the HVO 
and the ABiH.3405

...and Bosnian Croats with Bosnian Serbs against Bosnian Muslims 

 In response the Croatian forces began ‘cleansing’ the Muslim population in the towns 
of Prozor and Gornji Vakuf. The result of these engagements was that the Muslims in Central Bosnia 
were pressed even harder. 

Meanwhile after a meeting between Boban and Karadzic in Graz at the beginning of May 1992 
discussions continued between the Bosnian Croats and Serbs over a partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
The two parties attained a reasonable degree of agreement, on points including the military support 
they would lend each other in their struggle against the Muslims.3406 On 5 October the president of the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia Cosic and the Croatian president Tudjman were in agreement about an 
‘orderly’ exchange of populations between the Croatian and Serbian territories of Bosnia-
Hercegovina.3407 It has been asserted that in the framework of this partnership the Croats would 
withdraw almost immediately from Bosanski Brod in the strategic Posavina corridor and that in 
exchange the Serbs would surrender the peninsula of Prevlaka to the south of Dubrovnik to the 
Croats.3408 Others assert that this exchange dated back to an agreement in May or July and that the 
surrender of Mostar by the VRS at the end of July also formed part of this exchange.3409 It is unclear 
whether an exchange was really agreed on or whether the military balance of power was the decisive 
factor, in particular the Serbian artillery and tanks.3410

The conflicts between Croats and Muslims also made it possible for the Serbs to capture the 
town of Jajce in Central Bosnia at the end of October. The Croats and Muslims had defended Jajce 
against the VRS for five months. After the fall of Jajce fighting between Croats and Serbs virtually 
ceased in Bosnia. The Muslims on the other hand found themselves in a war on two fronts that became 
even more ferocious at the beginning of 1993 due to Croatian actions.

 In any case the strategically important Posavina 
corridor was now firmly in Bosnian-Serb hands. 

3411

The failure to comply with the agreements of London 

 

The agreements of London called for various points to be implemented -- the concentration of heavy 
weapons, the setting-up of escorts for convoys, the implementation of a no-fly zone over Bosnia and a 
stricter application of economic sanctions against Serbia and Montenegro. In London Karadzic had 
agreed to the VRS providing information about the positions of all heavy weapons within four days; 
these would then have to be grouped around four cities, namely Sarajevo, Bihac, Gorazde and Jajce 
within a few days, after which the weapons were to be put under UN control. From the start however 
                                                 

3405 Marijan, ‘War’, p. 169; Ed Vulliamy, ‘Arabische strijders in Bosnië als “pinguins in de woestijn”’, de Volkskrant, 
17/09/92; Heller, Brasiers, pp. 157-160. 
3406 ‘The unholy alliance’, Bosnia report, new series no. 1, November/December 1997. 
3407 ‘Transferts de population entre la Croatie et la Serbie’, Agence France Presse, 05/10/92. See also ‘Un mouvement contre la 
démilitarisation de la presqu’ile de Prevlaka s’organise au Montenegro’, Agence France Presse, 05/10/92. 
3408 Detrez, Sloop, p. 282; Meier, Jugoslawien, pp. 373-374; Mønnesland, Land, pp. 394-395; ‘Val Bosanski Brod zou resultaat 
zijn van deal Servië en Kroatië’ (Fall of Bosanski Brod may be result of deal between Serbia and Croatia), de Volkskrant, 
08/10/92. 
3409 See for instance Hartmann, Milosevic, p. 283. 
3410 According to Marijan, ‘War’, pp. 164-165 and Judah, Serbs, p. 208 the latter was the case. The defenders were unable to 
withstand the Serb artillery and tanks. The Bosnian government first assumed that the decisive factor must have been the 
military balance of power, Press Conference by the Delegation of the Republic of Bosnia and Hercegovina, Federal News 
Service, 16/10/92, but later came to the conclusion that there must have been a ‘deal’, Paul Lewis, ‘Belgrade Signs 2nd Pact 
With Croatia’, The New York Times, 21/10/92; Eisermann, Weg, p. 138. 
3411 See Chapter 9. 
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the Bosnian-Serb leaders obstructed the implementing of the agreement. Deadlines were not met and 
definitions were altered.3412 In the end the VRS only put a limited amount of the heavy weapons under 
the control of international observers, saying that they would use them again whenever they needed 
them.3413

The control of heavy weapons was in practice watered down not just because the Bosnian-Serb 
leadership reneged on the agreement, but mainly because the British government that also held the 
chairmanship of the EC was averse to every form of additional military involvement in the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia. The UN moreover had insufficient personnel and finances to supervise the 
heavy weapons. Initially the Security Council therefore wanted to make their control part of the 
operations for escorting the convoys.

 

3414

On 14 September the Security Council passed Resolution 776, by which UNPROFOR, that had 
done nothing till then except keep the airport of Sarajevo open, was given new tasks with regard to the 
carrying out and protection of humanitarian aid convoys and the escorting of prisoners released in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina to be evacuated by the Red Cross. The idea in Resolution 770 of individual 
countries or other international organizations, such as NATO or the WEU, protecting these convoys 
was thus abandoned.  

  

Besides an expansion of tasks, the resolution also expanded the territory in which UNPROFOR 
II was to be active. Its operations were no longer confined to Sarajevo and its airport; theoretically, they 
were expanded to cover the whole of Bosnia.  

A reference in a draft of the resolution to the supervision of heavy weapons was scrapped at the 
request of the British government. London’s preferred option was for a phased approach to the 
implementation of the points agreed upon in London and it wanted to treat this issue and that of the 
no-fly zone over Bosnia separately. The UN Secretariat also argued for first seeing if Karadzic kept his 
word about the concentration of heavy weapons and met with his demands by stating that the weapons 
did not need to be concentrated in the whole of Bosnia but only around the four points initially 
designated as concentration points for the whole of Bosnia - Sarajevo, Bihac, Gorazde and Jajce.3415

The caution of the British chairmanship was also displayed with regard to the tightening of EC 
sanctions against Serbia and Montenegro. Germany, Spain, Holland and to a lesser extent Denmark 
were in favour of providing a political signal with a resolution about stricter implementation. The 
British government however exploited the conflict between the advocates of an immediate political 
signal and those members who stressed the feasibility of a sanction ruling.

  

3416 This provoked great 
irritation in the Dutch government that was a keen advocate in both the EC and the CSCE of 
tightening the sanctions.3417

                                                 

3412 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Highly confidential memorandum, hfd DAV/MS, ‘Militaire maatregelen i.g.v. niet-naleving 
van in Londen gemaakte afspraken’ (Military measures in case of failure to comply with agreements made in London) , 
08/09/92; ‘VN en Europa zetten Serviërs onder tijdsdruk’ (UN and Europe give Serbians a deadline), de Volkskrant, 
07/09/92. 

 During the meeting of EC Ministers of Foreign Affairs in Luxemburg on 5 
October Van den Broek therefore insisted that measures should be taken against those who did not 
comply with the agreements of London, such as the immediate implementation of a flight prohibition 

3413 Moore, ‘Month’, p. 2. 
3414 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. Biegman 820 to Van den Broek, 02/09/92; Van den Broek 227 to PR New York, 04/09/92; 
Biegman 828 to Van den Broek, 04/09/92; Van den Broek to PR New York, 08/09/92, celer 230; Biegman 832 to Van den 
Broek, 09/09/92; ‘Navo biedt 6.000 militairen aan voor VN-macht Bosnië’ (NATO offers 6,000 troops to UN 
peacekeeping force in Bosnia ), NRC Handelsblad, 03/09/92. 
3415 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. Biegman 830 to Van den Broek, 05/09/92; Biegman 832 to Van den Broek, 09/09/92; 
Biegman 856 to Van den Broek, 14/09/92. 
3416 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01802. Kronenburg 253 to Van den Broek, 27/08/92; PR, EC to Van den Broek, 28/08/92, bre 
1330. 
3417 See for instance ABZ, DPV/ARA/01802. The evasion of the embargo on trade with Serbia and Montenegro by Dutch 
firms, 01/09/92. 
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over Bosnia, the supervision of heavy weapons, a tightening of the sea blockade and taking measures 
against the FRJ (Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) in all international bodies.3418

Meanwhile on 22 September the former Yugoslavia was in fact debarred from the UN, a 
measure that the Dutch government had always advocated. However, even on this issue no agreement 
could be reached – the governments of France and Greece felt that the term ‘debarring’ went too far. 
Accordingly, the wording chosen was that the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia ‘will no longer take part 
in the activities of the General Assembly’.

 

3419

2. Humanitarian aid after London 

  

‘Historians will show that the most important allies of the Bosnian 
Serbs have been the peacekeeping forces of the United Nations. Their 
strategic role in this conflict has essentially been to act as hostages. 
They provided the cover that the slaughter needed.3420

Operations of the emergency-relief type display the character of a 
‘mission impossible’ almost right from the start. It is human need here 
that forces one to pursue courses that would be impermissible under 
other circumstances'.

 

3421

In reality UNPROFOR II had a double task from August 1992 onward: firstly, facilitating humanitarian 
supplies and secondly the creation of a climate that would make negotiations possible. The word 
‘peacekeeping’ that is often used as a hallmark of the mandate of the UNPROFOR II operation is 
therefore not actually correct. The support of humanitarian tasks is not any normal part of 
peacekeeping, even if it does occur in practice; normally speaking it only takes place when the required 
climate for negotiations has already been created. It was also by no means the case that UNPROFOR 
II kept the conflicting parties separate, as would occur with a traditional peacekeeping operation. 
Hostilities continued, occasionally interrupted by short armistices. 

 

In its dual task UNPROFOR had to focus its attention on both UNHCR, which it supported in 
its humanitarian activities and on the negotiators Owen and Vance, who were already acting with a 
mandate from the European Community and the UN. Both UNHCR, that needed permission from the 
warring factions in order to get aid to its destination, and the mediators aimed to achieve good relations 
with all the different groups involved in the conflict. This meant that both bodies imposed strict 
restrictions on any use of force by UNPROFOR. Humanitarian efforts were given the utmost priority, 
over and above all the tasks the Security Council had laid down in its mandates.3422

There was a great deal of criticism of this choice for humanitarian action over either military 
intervention or a complete abandonment of the theatre of war to the warring factions. The Bosnian 
Permanent Representative to the UN, Muhamed Sacirbey, would level the charge that ‘the 
humanitarian agenda has been hijacked by those prepared to use humanitarian ideals as a means of 
promoting inaction’.

 Furthermore, 
UNPROFOR that only had a few thousand troops was both protector to ensure the provision of aid 
and a potential victim of any reprisals taken by the warring parties. 

3423

                                                 

3418 ABZ,DVN/2007/00001. Van den Broek 12 to the embassy in Luxemburg, 06/10/92. The minister was urged to adopt 
such a position in ABZ, DEU/ARA/01248. Memorandum DEU/OE for Van den Broek, 30/09/92, no. DEU/OE-120. 

 In Holland the Director General of Political Affairs, Van Walsum, was for the 
same reason not very enthusiastic about the deployment of Dutch soldiers for what he called ‘grocery 

3419 R. Meines, ‘Compromis in VN over Joegoslavië’ (UN compromise over Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 23/09/92. 
3420 The editors, ‘The Abdication, Cont’d’, in: Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 173. 
3421 Kooijmans, ‘VN-vredesoperaties’, p. 46. 
3422 Cf. Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 164. 
3423 Minear et al., Action, p. 100. 
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deliveries’.3424 British diplomats are said to have told their American counterparts that the presence of 
UNPROFOR ground forces for humanitarian purposes was deliberately intended to prevent the air 
force from being used. If it were, it might have provoked attacks on or hostage-taking of UN personnel 
on the ground.3425

Although this looks too much like speaking with benefit of hindsight, it is a fact that once the 
ground troops were there, they did indeed have that effect. It became a mantra for the West to say that 
military intervention would jeopardize the humanitarian aid.

  

3426 The Bosnian government stated that 
when it came down to it they would have preferred the humanitarian efforts to be stopped and the 
arms embargo lifted instead.3427

Furthermore, the aid only reached those it was intended for to a very limited degree. In June 
1992 UNPROFOR and the Bosnian Serb leadership had reached an agreement by which 23 percent of 
all the aid supplies flown to Sarajevo would be given to the Bosnian Serbs, regardless of whether they 
needed them or not. Under the same agreement the Bosnian Serbs were entitled to inspect all 
humanitarian supplies arriving by air or land and to prevent parts of them getting through should they 
wish.

 

3428 Between 1992 and 1994 another thirty to fifty percent of the humanitarian aid was ‘lost’ at 
roadblocks.3429 At the beginning of 1994 only twenty percent of all aid reached its destination, while 
half of all aid ended up with the troops of the warring factions.3430

The Bosnian Serb government also exacted a fee from UNHCR for allowing lorries to pass 
through. In the summer of 1993 it paid $350 per truck. For military escort vehicles the price was even 
higher.

  

3431 According to a statement of the ICRC at the end of 1993 only ten percent of all 
humanitarian aid reached its destination.3432 Humanitarian aid thus helped to keep both the armies and 
the other military elements in existence, providing them with an economic argument for continuing the 
war.3433 An anonymous official of an important NGO complained at the end of 1993 that: ‘We’ve 
prolonged the war by being here. If there had been no humanitarian intervention, the war would have 
been over sooner. It might have been ugly, but it would be over.’3434

The warring parties meanwhile violated the agreements made in London to the effect that 
nothing would be done to impede aid convoys. At the beginning of September an Italian transport 
plane was shot down in Sarajevo with the death of the crew of four. A few days later the army of the 
Bosnian government fired on a convoy bringing food, water and fuel to the peacekeeping force in 
Sarajevo. Two French soldiers were killed, which had the above-mentioned effect on the second 
discussion between Van Walsum and his colleague Dejammet. Five others were wounded in the same 
incident.

  

3435

On 21 September Serbian women and children blocked an aid convoy of eighteen UN trucks, 
accompanied by French troops at Bratunac and Milici making the short journey to Srebrenica. They 
said that they had lost their menfolk due to the activities of Muslim combatants from Srebrenica and 

  

                                                 

3424 Interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. 
3425 Simms, Hour, p. 81. 
3426 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 15. 
3427 Simms, Hour, p. 78. 
3428 Gjelten, ‘Professionalism’. 
3429 Bougarel, Bosnie, p. 125; Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 96 and 101. 
3430 Weiss, Interactions, pp. 120-121. 
3431 Almond, War, p. 398 n. 18. 
3432 ‘Tien procent van hulp bereikt burgers Bosnië’ (‘Only ten per cent of aid reaches Bosnian civilians’), NRC Handelsblad, 
08/12/93. 
3433 Cf. ‘Een akelig dilemma (1)’ (A distressing problem (1)), Trouw, 09/09/92; Charles Dobbie, ‘Humanitaire bijstand kan 
oorlog verlengen’ (Humanitarian aid can prolong war), NRC Handelsblad, 22/07/95; Rathfelder, Sarajevo, pp. 96-97 and 102. 
3434 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 121. 
3435 Theo Engelen, ‘VN stellen moslims verantwoordelijk voor dood VN-militairen’ (UN holds Muslims responsible for 
death of UN soldiers), NRC Handelsblad, 10/09/92. 
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that they had been forced by the Muslims to leave their homes in Srebrenica. The convoy had to return 
to Sarajevo, mission unaccomplished.3436

Meanwhile gloomy assessments were heard of the number of people in Bosnia who would die 
from hunger and cold in the approaching winter. Figures ranged from 400,000 to a million.

 

3437

3. Bosnia-Hercegovina Command in Sarajevo 

 The 
UNHCR and UNPROFOR decided that aid should be focused on the areas where large concentrations 
of Muslims still lived. Apart from Sarajevo, these were Bihac, Banja Luka, Mostar and Tuzla. To avoid 
exclusive dependence on air transport, the port of Split had to be put to use to convoy vital necessities 
by road. The infantry battalions promised by France, Great Britain, Canada and Spain would be 
deployed along with a transport battalion and a French engineers battalion. 

Resolution 776 of 14 September reinforced the humanitarian character of the UNPROFOR operation 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina even further. It gave UNPROFOR new tasks with regard to the carrying out 
and protection of humanitarian aid convoys and also the convoying of released prisoners to be 
evacuated by the Red Cross. At the same time the number of UN soldiers in Bosnia was increased from 
1500 to 7500. For this operation a special headquarters was to be set up in Bosnia-Hercegovina to be 
under the command of the UNPROFOR headquarters in Zagreb. The relation between the two 
headquarters would prove a difficult one.3438 The operation in Bosnia ended up being led by the French 
General Philippe Morillon, who up till then had been Nambiar’s Chief of Staff.3439

The headquarters (‘Main’) of UNPROFOR was called ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina Command’ and was 
established in the Dalmacija hotel in Kiseljak, about 25 kilometres West of Sarajevo at the crossroads 
leading to Mostar, Vitez and Tuzla. The hotel, built for the Winter Olympics of 1984, was more or less 
converted into a fortress, where 600 soldiers and civilians worked and slept in accommodation 
originally intended for a maximum of 200 hotel guests. The headquarters consisted in practice of the 
staff of the Northern Army Group (Northag) of the NATO, that in the context of troop reductions 
was about to be disbanded and was thus immediately available. The advantage of using this former 
NATO staff was the shared language (English) and familiar procedures. It initially consisted mainly of 
British, Belgian, Dutch and a few American officers. The Germans did not move to Kiseljak for 
political reasons.

 However, it was not 
until the end of October and the beginning of November that the headquarters of UNPROFOR in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina became operational. 

3440

Besides Headquarters Main there was ‘Headquarters Forward’, stationed in Sarajevo in the 
Delegates Club, the former residence of the president of the Communist Party of Bosnia. The location 
of Headquarters Forward was a tacit acknowledgment that the commander in chief in Bosnia was 
mainly concerned with political issues. The commander of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command was 
therefore usually resident in Headquarters Forward. 

 Later, the other troop-contributing nations also claimed their share of the staff. 
The headquarters was initially led by Morillon’s Chief of Staff, the British officer Rody Cordy-Simpson 
and later by Brigadier General Vere Hayes. 

Not only did the headquarters take a while to set up, the same was true of the deployment of 
the promised troops. High Commissioner for Refugees, Ogata, urged the contributing governments to 

                                                 

3436 ‘Servische vrouwen en kinderen werken VN-konvooi tegen’ (Serbian women and children block UN convoy), de 
Volkskrant, 22/09/92. 
3437 See LL. French report, Bosnia Hercegovina, contribution of Morillon’s chief of staff, enclosure 2 for letter no. NLO 
93/075/360, 24/11/93; Morillon, Croire, p. 99; Press Conference by the Delegation of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Hercegovina, Federal News Service, 16/10/92. 
3438 Cf. Gow, Triumph, p. 115. 
3439 For the setting up of the Bosnia-Hercegovina Command see Morillon, ‘Operations’. 
3440 See also Folkert Jensma, ‘Navo mag geen Navo heten’ (NATO is not allowed to be called NATO), NRC Handelsblad, 
09/10/92. 
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send them with dispatch, because she expected their arrival to have a restraining effect on the ethnic 
cleansing of the Serbs that was apparently still increasing especially round Banja Luka. The need for 
humanitarian aid in Central Bosnia was also becoming more pressing due to interruptions in air traffic 
in Sarajevo as a result of shelling and the lack of trucks.3441 The High Commissioner’s appeal received 
full backing from the Dutch government.3442

Eventually out of the units promised, the new French battalion was deployed in Bihac so that 
France now had two battalions in Bosnia-Hercegovina (Sarajevo and Bihac) and two in Croatia. In 
December a French battalion of engineers was to be stationed in Kakanj. The British battalion set up 
camp between Vitez and Tuzla, and a Spanish battalion was deployed in Mostar. The Canadian 
battalion was to be deployed in Banja Luka, something that the UNHCR had wanted for some time to 
avoid the criticism that the international community was only bringing aid and protection to Croatian 
and Muslim territories. However, the Bosnian Serb command was against any posting of foreign troops 
on Serbian soil. UNPROFOR therefore decided to station them in the vicinity of Kiseljak, where they 
could, if required, intervene in Sarajevo, or else in Tuzla.

 

3443

4. To shoot or not to shoot? 

 The position taken by the VRS meant that 
any deployment in North-West and East Bosnia was out of the question. This meant that ethnic 
cleansing and fighting could be carried on in these areas largely outside the gaze of world opinion, for 
instance around the Muslim enclaves of Srebrenica, Zepa en Gorazde. 

‘The UN might as well have deployed women and children.’3444

The British government was initially opposed to Resolution 770,

 

3445 because according to its estimates it 
would need a hundred thousand troops to carry out a policy that allowed for the use of force to ensure 
that food supplies reached their destination. If there was a switch to the use of firepower with any 
smaller force it could eventually only lead to UNPROFOR having to back down. The British 
government was of the opinion that a convoy should only be allowed to proceed after negotiating with 
the people who manned the roadblocks.3446

In order to ensure the peaceful character of humanitarian aid the British government had 
adopted the position that the operation to implement resolution 770 should take place under a UN 
umbrella and not under that of the CSCE, which might have led to NATO or the WEU getting 
involved. However, the British approach could not be implemented straightway because Boutros-Ghali 
preferred to ensure the free passage of goods by means of agreements with the warring parties. He did 
not want UN units to resort even to such force as was permitted in the words of Resolution 770 - ‘all 
measures necessary’.

 

3447 UNHCR, the organization primarily responsible for the humanitarian aid in the 
former Yugoslavia, backed by the governments of France and Great Britain, initially feared that any 
military protection of convoys would in fact attract violence.3448

                                                 

3441 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. Ogata to Van den Broek, 28/09/92. 
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Deputy Secretary General for peacekeeping operations Goulding was also of the opinion that if 
the use of force were permitted in escorting convoys, for instance by returning sniper fire, the 
UNPROFOR operation would cease to be a ‘peacekeeping’ operation and become a ‘peace-enforcing’ 
one.3449 To get Boutros-Ghali to relent and agree to a UN operation to implement Resolution 770, the 
option of resorting to force had therefore to be renounced.3450 The relations between the British 
government and Boutros-Ghali, that were strained in mid-July, were excellent a month later with 
respect to this issue. Together they stood as guarantors that no force would be employed to get the 
humanitarian convoys to their destination.3451

While a number of parties assumed that the phrase ‘all measures necessary’ included the use of 
force to get the emergency aid to its destination, in practice it was decided not to resort to this 
possibility. When aid convoys were stopped for long periods at roadblocks the troops must have felt 
enormously frustrated, but most of the politicians, diplomats and soldiers did not want to employ force 
to get through these blockades because they were opposed to any blurring of the boundaries between 
the two sorts of peacekeeping operations – ‘peacekeeping’ and ‘peace-enforcing’.

  

3452 The former was 
based on impartiality, while the latter meant that one side inevitably ended up in the role of enemy.3453

However, not every organization was against a shift from peacekeeping to peace-enforcing. In 
fact the French government had always assumed that there was a continuum between the two types of 
operation. This was also the reason why the French government had always opposed any intervention 
on the part of the General Assembly of the UN in peacekeeping operations. Exactly because they could 
end up as peace-enforcing operations it argued that the Security Council alone should be concerned 
with peacekeeping operations.

  

3454

In the new optimism about the potential role the United Nations could play after the Cold War 
was over, the chance increased that the gap between peacekeeping and peace-enforcing would be filled. 
Around New Year 1993 Boutros-Ghali wrote that the UN operation in Bosnia had opened up a new 
dimension with regard to the traditional peace operations, namely on the issue of the provision of 
humanitarian supplies and in particular that of the circumstances under which UN troops were 
permitted to open fire. He stressed that the instructions now permitted the use of force if armed 
persons prevented the execution of their mandate: ‘This license, used sparingly in the past, may be 
resorted to more frequently if the United Nations is to assert the Security Council’s authority over 
those who, for personal gain or war objectives, try to rob or destroy humanitarian supplies destined for 
suffering civilian populations.’

 

3455

While Boutros-Ghali appeared to make more room for the use of force with this statement, the 
British government remained absolutely against the use of every form of force in breaking through the 
roadblocks.

  

3456 The fact that the UNPROFOR escorts for convoys never resorted to firepower to get 
them past these blockades provoked a good deal of criticism in the press. What was the point of having 
troops escorting convoys? Convoys of religious groups or private aid organizations managed without 
military aid and still arrived at their destination.3457

                                                 

3449 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Van Schaik 758 to Van den Broek, 11/08/92. See also C. de Gruyter, ‘Wachten op een 
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‘The Force shall not use force…’ 

Another problem was that Resolution 776 did not provide any clarity about the use of force. While it 
was intended to supplement Resolution 770 that had made the use of force for the protection of the 
transporting and distribution of humanitarian aid possible, Resolution 776 unlike Resolution 770 did 
not make any reference to Chapter VII of the UN Charter. Even the clarification that the 
implementation of the resolution would be carried out with ‘all measures necessary’ as was stated in 
Resolution 770 was absent from Resolution 776.  

Resolution 776 stated that the rules for traditional peace operations about the use of force 
should apply. While this difference between the two resolutions might have provoked some 
astonishment in anyone not privy to the underlying motives of Boutros-Ghali and the British 
government, there was still more uncertainty about the use of force in Resolution 776. On the one 
hand it granted the UN observers an exceptional task in negotiating with the liaisons of the warring 
parties and local warlords to ensure that convoys reached their destination.3458 In other words, the 
principle of ‘words instead of bullets’was adopted. On the other hand the Security Council decided that 
UNPROFOR in carrying out its humanitarian task in Bosnia did not have to restrict itself to force in 
self-defence, but could also use it if UNPROFOR was prevented from carrying out its mandate. In 
Boutros-Ghali’s report that the Security Council accepted in passing Resolution 776 it was added that 
this interpretation was ‘particularly relevant’ given the tense situation in the territories in Bosnia in 
which UNPROFOR had to operate under the new mandate.3459 Shortly after the resolution was passed 
General Nambiar managed to muddy matters even further by stating that the rules concerning the use 
of force would be interpreted very strictly, but that a looser interpretation, more deterrence of 
aggression, was conceivable .3460 The French General, Morillon, who was in charge of the UN 
operation in Bosnia after MacKenzie’s departure made things plain as a pikestaff however: ‘we have 
absolutely no intention to force our way through blockades’.3461

The notion that self-defence also justified force against people trying to obstruct the execution 
of the UN mandate was not new. In 1964 the Secretary General of the UN had issued a memorandum 
on operational questions for the peacekeeping operation in Cyprus; it contained a detailed passage 
about the principles of self-defence. He upheld existing notions such as: peacekeeping troops should 
not take the initiative in using force; they should only resort to it in the last instance; and the force used 
should be restricted to a minimum. He also stipulated that peacekeepers were entitled to defend their 
positions and resist any attempt to disarm them; in general they were permitted to oppose any violent 
attempts to prevent the execution of the mandate of the peacekeeping force. Since then the following 
formula has been consistently used for peacekeeping operations: ‘The Force shall not use force except 
in self-defence. Self-defence would include resistance to attempts by forceful means to prevent it from 
discharging its duties under the mandate of the Security Council.’

 

3462 It was the norm for UN 
peacekeeping operations that ‘self-defence’ was also understood to include ‘mission defence’. This 
norm was also included in the setting up of UNPROFOR, the rules for the use of force by the 
peacekeeping forces – the ‘Rules of Engagement’.3463

Before examining the lack of clarity that arose in the Netherlands about this instruction on the 
use of force, it is worth taking a look at some later developments in the UNPROFOR operation on this 
issue. It was once more raised in February 1993 with regard to the extension of UNPROFOR I’s 
mandate in Croatia. At a meeting of troop-contributing nations held in London on 8 February, the 

  

                                                 

3458 See also ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. J.M. Baril, ‘Tasks of military observers for the implementation of Security Council, 
res. 776 of 14 Sept. 1992’, 15/10/92. 
3459 UN, S/24540; S/1995/444. 
3460 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Veiligheidsraad: meer militairen naar Bosnië’, NRC Handelsblad, 15/09/92. 
3461 Quoted in Moore, ‘Month’, p. 3. 
3462 Siekmann, ‘VN-vredesinstrumentarium’, p. 139. See also Harrison & Nishihara (eds.), UN Peacekeeping, p. 50. 
3463 See LL. Exh. S92/061/1380. Operation directive, no. 21 of the BLS, appendix F: UNPROFOR Force Commander 
Directive Nr. 1: Rules of Engagement, 24/03/92. 
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United Kingdom once more repeated its objections to fighting its way through with the aid convoys. 
The British were supported in their position by Goulding, who was present at this meeting. According 
to him this approach would call for a different mandate and different means. There could only be a 
question of an approach like this, if UNHCR had indicated that it could no longer carry out its 
activities.3464

However, four days later at a meeting in New York with representatives of troop-contributing 
nations to UNPROFOR, Goulding again stated explicitly that the UNPROFOR mandate did allow the 
use of force if it was prevented from carrying out its task. An obstacle here, however, was the standard 
equipment and lightly armed character of a UN battalion that the Secretary General normally asked for. 
With an appeal to the security of the peacekeeping forces, the French government had even announced 
that it could only agree to any extension of the mandate of UNPROFOR I if heavier arms were 
permitted than was normally the case with UN peacekeeping operations.

 

3465 On 12 February 1993 
Goulding informed the representatives of the troop-contributing nations that Boutros-Ghali had in the 
meantime responded positively to the wish of countries like France to increase their capacity for self-
defence.3466 In extending the mandate of UNPROFOR I on 30 March 1993, Resolution 815 also 
referred explicitly to Chapter VII to guarantee the security and freedom of movement of UNPROFOR. 
On this occasion China gave a motivation for its vote in which it pointed out that the reference to 
Chapter VII could only have a bearing on UNPROFOR I in Croatia and should not serve as a 
precedent for any other regions of the former Yugoslavia. Including Bosnia.3467

In July 1993 the Rules of Engagement for UNPROFOR II were altered due to the expansion of 
the mandate to include the protection of Safe Areas. In this new protocol the standard formulation for 
the use of force was virtually identical: ‘The UNPROFOR troops may use their weapons to resist 
attempts by forceful means to prevent the Force from discharging its duties.’

 

3468 This brief about the 
use in force did therefore in principle leave open the possibility for breaking through an armed 
roadblock using firepower. However, the governments of most countries backed the position that was 
also that taken by the Director of Legal Affairs of the Dutch Ministry of Defence, S.B. Ybema, namely 
that this definition of self-defence was ‘much too broad and thus undesirable’: ‘Self-defence is merely 
responding to force that is used against one’s own troops.’3469 Some critics were of the opinion that in 
Bosnia what was involved was not a UN Protection Force, but a UN Self-Protection Force.3470

5. The transport company and the Dutch image problem 

 

The question of the UNPROFOR briefing on the use of force also had implications for the Dutch 
government, because there was still an offer open to provide a transport unit. The actual realization had 
been delayed by the very question of the extent to which and the way in which this unit would receive 
protection. On 14 September, the day when resolution 776 was adopted, Defence Minister ter Beek, 
who had just returned from a visit to the Dutch marines in Cambodia, informed reporters of De 
Volkskrant that the West should not commit itself now to sending ten thousand troops to the former 
Yugoslavia: ‘The answer is no. And I’m also telling you that on the basis of my responsibility for the 
people I would send there.’3471

                                                 

3464 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. Kooijmans 011 to embassy in London , 09/02/93, Strictly confidential. 

 The minister felt that a clear political purpose was lacking, without 

3465 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. Wijnaendts to Kooijmans, 08/02/93; Kooijmans to PR New York, 18/02/93, celer 36. 
3466 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. Biegman 142 to Kooijmans, 12/02/93. 
3467 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. PR New York to Kooijmans, 29/03/93, nyv 3492. 
3468 Force Commander’s Policy Directive No. 13: Rules of Engagement, printed in Berkowitz, ‘Rules’, p. 637-646. See also 
Siekmann, ‘VN-vredesinstrumentarium’, p. 140. 
3469 BDL. BDL, no. 92027270/252, memorandum Ybema for the CDS, 06/05/92, no. JZN92/0279/IJB. See also Harrison 
& Nishihara (eds.), UN Peacekeeping, p. 50, 67 n. 47. 
3470 Weiss, Interactions, p. 113. 
3471 Wio Joustra & Jan Tromp, ‘Er bestaan geen militaire operaties zonder risico’s’ (‘There is no such thing as a military 
operation without risks’), de Volkskrant, 15/09/92. 
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which, in his view any military operation would end up literally and figuratively in a minefield. The 
minister also saw the prospect of a switch in public opinion: ‘The climate with regard to Yugoslavia is 
currently defined by TV images of atrocities. But it could soon be dominated by images of dead UN 
soldiers.’3472

While the Dutch Minister of Defence was primarily concerned with the safety of any Dutch 
troops (self-defence), the Dutch Foreign Office was above all unhappy about the obstacles that the 
warring parties in Bosnia might employ to block humanitarian convoys. Out of frustration about the 
UNHCR’s ‘roadblock by roadblock’ approach, the ministry and its diplomats even started to demur on 
the position of UNHCR as the leading agency in Bosnia-Hercegovina in favour of a stronger role for 
the Deputy Secretary General of the UN, Jan Eliasson, who was director of the Department of 
Humanitarian Affairs.

 Then too, as minister he would have to be able to answer for his choices. 

3473

After the Security Council passed Resolution 770 on 13 August and the United Kingdom and 
France had offered 1800 and 1100 soldiers respectively to carry out the resolution, the possibility arose 
that the Dutch transport unit would be deployed as an UNPROFOR unit for the benefit of UNHCR. 
With that, all the problems associated with the deployment of Dutch troops under the UNHCR flag 
ceased (see Chapter 6). The Dutch government contacted the British and French governments to fit in 
the Dutch offer of forty to fifty trucks with the undertaking of those countries to protect the 
convoys.

 But to no avail. 

3474

On 18 August Van den Broek instructed Wagenmakers, the Dutch Permanent Representative in 
Geneva, to inform UNHCR that the earlier offer of thirty trucks with a capacity of 250 tons and 120 
drivers could be raised to sixty with a potential load of 500 tons and 200 drivers.

 

3475 On 19 August he 
informed Van Schaik, the Permanent Representative in New York, that he hoped that consultations of 
the military experts of the UN, the United States, France and the United Kingdom would be 
productive, given the extremely limited progress in other international organs such as NATO and 
WEU with regard to the implementation of Resolution 770. The idea apparently fitted in with Van den 
Broek’s concept of forming if need be a coalition of the willing outside NATO and WEU (see Chapter 
6). With the Dutch offer of a transport unit in mind, the course of these discussions was of some 
weight for the Netherlands and the Rules of Engagement in particular were ‘of vital importance’ for the 
Dutch government.3476

After the Conference of London the Dutch government raised its offer of sixty trucks and 
about two hundred troops yet again. On 1 September the Permanent Representative in New York 
received instructions to inform the UN secretariat that the Dutch offer could if required amount to a 
hundred trucks with a staff of 250.

 

3477 Just over a week later, on 10 September, the Deputy Chief of 
Defence Staff, Lieutenant General H.G.B. van den Breemen, visited the UN, where he offered the 
military advisor to the UN, general M. Baril, an autonomous transport unit of about sixty vehicles with 
a total capacity of five hundred tons and three hundred personnel. In the long term the offer could 
even be raised to a hundred trucks (750 tons) and five hundred personnel. To the request of the UN 
for a signals unit for UNPROFOR II, Van den Breemen promised 75 personnel and twenty observers 
to supervise the heavy arms.3478

                                                 

3472 Wio Joustra & Jan Tromp, ‘Er bestaan geen militaire operaties zonder risico’s’, de Volkskrant, 15/09/92. 

 A short while later the Belgian government through its Chief of 
Defence Staff let it be known that it would gladly cover UNPROFOR II’s total transport requirements 
jointly with the Netherlands – seven hundred troops and a hundred trucks. They would be able to 

3473 PVNY. Bosnia-Hercegovina/emergency aid, May 1992 – August 1995, Van Schaik 604 to Van den Broek, 24/06/92; 
Van Schaik 607 to Van den Broek, 25/06/92; ABZ, DIO/2003/00062. Boddens Hosang 379 to Van den Broek, 03/06/92. 
3474 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study; PVNY. Bosnia-Hercegovina/emergency aid, May 1992 – August 1995, Van den Broek 209 to PR New York, 
19/08/92. 
3475 PVNY. Bosnia-Hercegovina/emergency aid, May 1992 – August 1995, Van den Broek 211 to PR Geneva, 18/08/92. 
3476 ABZ, Yugoslavia, Resolution 770 (1992), Van den Broek 209 to PR New York, 19/08/92. 
3477 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Van den Broek to PR New York, 01/09/92, celer 224. 
3478 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Biegman 839 to Van den Broek, 10/09/92. 
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supply a comparable but smaller unit than the Netherlands. The commander of the unit would be 
Dutch and his deputy a Belgian.3479 The Dutch government endorsed this proposal.3480

In a memorandum for Ter Beek, Waltmann, the Deputy Chief of Operations and Command 
and Information Systems, remarked with regard to the danger that personnel of the Dutch transport 
unit might run that: ‘There is always a risk of a mine or a sniper. But the danger is greater for the 
escorting personnel than for the driver of a truck.’

 The protection 
of the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion thus created would be the responsibility of the British 
battalion. 

3481 In the Ministerial Council meeting of 20 August 
1992 it was warned that the Netherlands would suffer from an image problem if the impression was 
raised that the Dutch government was willing to supply drivers, while letting the dirty work be done by 
the escort units of the United Kingdom and France. The Council also stated that due to the principle of 
voluntary participation for conscripts, the Netherlands was not in a position to supply any combat 
unit.3482

The risk of the Netherlands being saddled with an image problem could be seen for instance 
when Gomersall, the deputy head of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs of 
the British Foreign Office visited his counterparts in The Hague on 14 October. Gomersall rejected 
far-reaching military measures. The Directorate, however, thought that threatening the Serbs with 
reprisals would have a deterrence rather than an escalatory effect. It did not look very good that at the 
same time the Directorate had to urge the British infantry battalion to speed up its preparations for 
deployment in Bosnia, because the personnel of the Dutch transport unit depended on them for 
protection.

 Two days later this position was announced publicly in interviews with the Commander in 
Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Wilmink (see Chapter 6). 

3483 As the Dutch government made abundantly clear to the UN and UNHCR, they would 
not deploy the promised transport company until this protection was available.3484 Meanwhile on 1 
October the Dutch government had received a formal request from Boutros-Ghali to send extra Dutch 
troops to Bosnia-Hercegovina to contribute to the implementation of Security Council Resolution 
776.3485

New criticism of the other powers by the Dutch Parliament 

  

Prior to this a full debate was held on 16 September in the Dutch Parliament, characterized by 
frustration at the international community’s failure to make any progress with regard to the former 
Yugoslavia.3486 The Dutch Parliament’s criticism of the other powers was again fairly biting. ‘The 
impression slowly begins to dawn that the more diplomatic measures are taken with regard to the 
contending parties, the worse the fighting gets’, said Sipkes.3487 According to her the EC lacked any 
clear policy. ‘EC policy changes almost every day.’3488

                                                 

3479 BSG. Memorandum Defence Staff for Ter Beek, 18/09/92, no. S92/061/2881. 

 She thought that Foreign Secretary Van den 

3480 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Van den Broek to PR New York, 18/09/91, celer 246; ‘Nederland en België bundelen 
hulptransporten naar Sarajevo’ (Netherlands and Belgium provide joint relief transport to Sarajevo), de Volkskrant, 
26/09/92. 
3481 Guikje Roethof, ‘Krijgshaftig. Hoe wil Ter Beek eigenlijk aanvallen?’ (Warlike language, but how does Ter Beek intend 
to put it into practice?), De Groene Amsterdammer, 02/09/92. 
3482 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 20/08/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3483 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00581. Van den Broek 158 to the embassy in London, 15/10/92. 
3484 ABZ, DIO/2003/00063. Loudon 418 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 26/08/92; Van den Broek 252 to PR Geneva 
13/10/92; DPV/ARA/00154, Van den Broek 296 to PR New York, 12/10/92; head of DPV to PR New York, 13/10/92, 
DPV-1741/92; Biegman 1003 to Van den Broek, 13/10/92; note DIO/Yugoslavia – transport battalion/UNPROFOR II, 
23/10/92. 
3485 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00154. Boutros-Ghali to the Dutch Permanent Representative 01/10/92. 
3486 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings pp. 54-79. 
3487 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 54. 
3488 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 55. 



466 

 

Broek, whose criticism was mainly addressed to Serbia should be sharper about the absence of any 
coherence in the actions of the EC, NATO and WEU.3489 De Kok described the measures taken by the 
international community against Serbia as ‘unimpressive’.3490 Blaauw could not help thinking that the 
UN, ‘the last bulwark for the protection of individual rights and human rights’ was as spineless as its 
predecessor the League of Nations.3491 Van Traa felt that in the discussions with the international 
community the Dutch government should make it quite clear that the ships in the Adriatic Sea in 
charge of monitoring the UN embargo against Serbia and Montenegro, ‘were not sailing around just for 
fun’. If the international community did not apply the sanctions more seriously the Dutch government 
should recall their frigate.3492 He also thought that the entire Dutch Parliament was prepared to run the 
risk of Dutch soldiers being wounded or killed in Bosnia. According to him the question was not 
‘whether we are taking too big a risk, but whether the international community was prepared to take 
any risk at all’.3493

‘That was almost like an echo of the discussion of previous years about the 
Netherlands as a model country. This is of course not the case. We do indeed 
have the responsibility to participate vigorously in what is possible. But we are 
still dependent on the willingness of a credible coalition and this willingness 
does not add up to very much. (…) It is of course important that the 
government is undiplomatic enough to call a spade a spade. In a sense it might 
now be timely to sound the alarm in Europe. That is something you can only 
do once (…) You could wonder whether within the European Community it 
isn’t perhaps the smaller countries (…) that ought to try something.’

 According to PvdA (Labour) member Van Traa, it had sometimes looked in the 
preceding period as though only the Netherlands was capable of bringing peace to Bosnia. 

3494

Minister Van den Broek, who had been absent from the previous debate on 27 August because he was 
at the Conference of London, did however have an excellent grasp of the atmosphere that had 
prevailed over what was now three debates – on 12 and 27 August and now again on September 16. He 
told Parliament that the government did not blame Parliament for its ‘tone of frustration, impatience 
and a certain sense of impotence’. ‘In any case we think we have the right, within the political context, 
to interpret this in such a way that these cries of distress and encouragement are aimed over our heads 
at the international community as a whole’. According to him, ‘there really wasn’t very much difference 
of opinion between Parliament and the government’ throughout the three debates.

 

3495

Ter Beek also thought that the position of the government and parliament was the same. He 
thought that this was ‘also important when what is involved is discharging the responsibility for the 
dispatch of Dutch troops, which was primarily the task of the Minister of Defence, but also of the 
government and the members of Parliament that support the policy.’

  

3496 Once again he was confirmed 
in his opinion that the Dutch contribution to the peacekeeping operations of the UN, that he saw as a 
substantial one, enjoyed broad political and social support.3497

                                                 

3489 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 76. 

 And the government too was impatient 
about the tardiness of the international community in taking new measures against the aggressors in the 
former Yugoslavia, because as Van den Broek said, ‘we get the feeling that with every day that passes 

3490 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 56. 
3491 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 66. 
3492 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 79. 
3493 TK, 1991-1993, Proceedings p. 63. 
3494 TK, 1991-1993, Proceedings, p. 63. 
3495 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 67. 
3496 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 72. 
3497 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 73. 
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the politics of facts on the ground pursued by certain parties and particularly the Serbs in Bosnia-
Hercegovina becomes more entrenched’.3498

6. Confusion about the Rules of Engagement 

 

During the debate a number of the parties asked the minister for more clarity about the Rules of 
Engagement under Resolution 776. They wanted to know whether besides self-defence, the defence of 
tasks assigned to the peacekeeping force in its mandate was included and whether deterrent action was 
permitted if there was a threat of aggression.3499 Ter Beek had apparently been misinformed by Ybema, 
the head of Legal Affairs of his department who was of the opinion that the defence of the mandate as 
an element in self-defence was an innovation.3500 Furthermore, the Minister of Defence appeared not to 
be aware of the news that the Dutch Permanent Representative at the UN had sent to The Hague some 
days after the passage of Resolution 770 in which it appeared that Boutros-Ghali in fact rejected all 
forms of force except pure self-defence.3501

The minister therefore informed Parliament that the Secretary General of the UN had indicated 
that self-defence also implied defence of the mission. In his own interpretation the minister went to 
quite an extreme. First of all he thought that since self-defence was interpreted as meaning the defence 
of the mandate, one could speak of an expansion of the Rules of Engagement, which was certainly not 
the case; since Cyprus 1964 this definition of self-defence had been the norm. But he also believed that 
under this ‘expansion’, it was henceforth permitted to ‘disarm combatants who were clearly trying to 
prevent UNPROFOR by force from carrying out their tasks, or who had already done so. In such 
situations UN troops were permitted to use force, even if it had to be at the lowest viable level and 
proportionate’.

 Apparently the Defence Department also did not realize 
that the wording of Resolution 776 was so different from that of Resolution770 with regard to the use 
of force that a broad interpretation of the notion of ‘self-defence’ could not be taken for granted, let 
alone by the British infantry troops supposed to defend the Dutch transport unit. In his answers to the 
questions in Parliament, Ter Beek referred to the wording in the report of Boutros-Ghali on which 
Resolution 776 was based, which still operated on the basis of the ‘broad’ definition of self-defence. 

3502 The UN soldiers could then hand the disarmed combatants over ‘to the competent 
authorities’.3503 According to the minister deterrent force was also permitted.3504 When Sipkes remarked 
that in her opinion the moment had already come for the UN troops in Bosnia to use deterrent force, 
Ter Beek replied that it was not for him, but for the commander on the spot to judge that. He added 
that the rules were not being expanded so far as to amount to peace-enforcing,3505 as Van Middelkoop 
understood it.3506 The Rules of Engagement were merely ‘expanded’ to increase the safety of 
personnel.3507 Eisma thought that if it were true what the minister was saying – that the UN troops 
were entitled to make use of deterrent force – the chance of escalation was ‘enormous’.3508 The minister 
was not willing to go into specific instances – for instance the one raised by CDA (Christian 
Democrats) member De Kok as to what would happen if the UN headquarters in Bosnia came under 
fire. ‘Will nothing be done then either?’.3509

                                                 

3498 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 69. 

 This excessively broad interpretation of the concept of self-

3499 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 55 (Sipkes), p. 57 (De Kok), p. 60 (Eisma), p. 61 (Van Middelkoop), p. 66 (Van Dis). 
3500 DV. BDL, no. 92027270/252, memorandum from Ybema for the CDS, 06/05/92, no. JZN92/0279/IJB. 
3501 ABZ, Yugoslavia, resolution 770 (1992), D’Ansembourg 783 to Van den Broek, 19/08/92. 
3502 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 74. 
3503 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 75. 
3504 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 75. 
3505 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 75. 
3506 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , pp. 61 and 72. 
3507 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 75. 
3508 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 75. 
3509 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings , p. 74. 
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defence in the international political situation would inevitably lead in future to even more frustration 
among Dutch MPs when UNPROFOR failed to respond more vigorously in the case of road blocks. 

The lack of clarity about the use of force was not confined to Parliament. UNPROFOR troops 
in Bosnia also had difficulties with it. General J.W. Brinkman, the Commander of the Airmobile 
Brigade from April 1993 to September 1994 and then Chief of Staff of BH Command, later wrote: 

‘Is actively looking for and then eliminating a sniper covered by the right to 
self-defence or is one supposed to wait till the next person is killed? And what 
is supposed to be one’s response if a logistical convoy is at risk of being 
plundered? Does this fall under the right to self-defence and are the troops 
allowed to protect their own materiel and goods? In the civil war in Bosnia it 
was significant that the more experience a country had of this sort of operation 
the more loosely it interpreted the UN mandate, the usual result being that they 
were much tougher. Generally speaking the warring factions respected this.’3510

In the interpretation of the Rules of Engagement by the different national units in Bosnia the briefings 
they received from their national capitals also played a role. For instance, there was a considerable 
difference in the use of force of the French battalion in Bihac that was given plenty of freedom by Paris 
and the British contingent in Vitez, that had a strict interpretation imposed by London.

 

3511 Nonetheless 
the British battalion did not hesitate to fire back if they were first attacked. Between November 1993 
and May 1994 the British battalions escorting convoys answered fire from one of the warring factions 
67 times, using heavy 30 mm cannons for this purpose.3512

Confidential briefings of the Dutch Parliament 

 

Another interesting aspect of the debate of 16 September was that Eisma asked Ter Beek whether they 
could be kept informed, if need be confidentially, about the advice of the military regarding the risks 
attached to the operations that Dutch UN soldiers were engaged in.3513 It was an interesting request, on 
the one hand because it meant that a member of parliament was fishing for military expertise, different 
from anything he could get from the dailies and weeklies, so as to form his own opinion. On the other 
hand, there was the risk that Parliament in asking for the advice was coming dangerously close to being 
a partner in shaping policy. That desire was also implicit in the arguments Eisma employed: ‘Why, when 
it is our job to prepare a decision in partnership with the government and if need be give our consent 
to that decision, should we not have access to these reports?’3514

‘It may be disappointing for Mr Eisma but he’ll have to make do with me and 
not with the briefings of military experts, because it is on the basis of these 
briefings that I decide on a position. It is my task to give an account of this and 
Mr Eisma should say whether he agrees or not. But he can’t enter by way of me 
(…) into discussion with the military experts, because he is in discussion with 
me.’ ‘(…) After all, I don’t ask you how you have been briefed by your party 
staff before debating with you, do I ?’

 Whatever the case, Ter Beek showed 
little enthusiasm for this request : 

3515

                                                 

3510 J.W. Brinkman, ‘Plaats en betekenis van moraliteit in het maken van afwegingen. Een militaire invalshoek’, Interventie. 
Kernvraag (2000) 3, pp. 50-51. 

 

3511 Gow, Triumph, p. 112. 
3512 Gow, Triumph, pp. 128 and 180 n. 68. 
3513 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 59. 
3514 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 59. 
3515 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 59. 
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Constitutionally speaking Eisma called the comparison ‘not entirely appropriate’.3516 He stuck to his 
point that Parliament should be given a briefing ‘with all the information and all related military matters 
(…) We have had a briefing for less important matters.’3517 In the end Ter Beek declared that if the 
Permanent Committee asked him he would arrange for such a briefing ‘with conviction and 
pleasure’.3518

In a letter of 6 October 1992 Van den Broek and Ter Beek informed Parliament that they had 
replied to the request of Boutros-Ghali for Dutch troops to implement Resolution 776. The 
Netherlands would provide two transport companies with a total of about 385 men as a contribution to 
a combined Dutch and Belgian transport battalion, to be quartered in Vitez and Banja Luka; 95 signals 
personnel to supplement the 380 signals corps already there; twenty observers and forty officers and 
other personnel for the UNPROFOR headquarters that was being set up in Bosnia-Hercegovina.

 

3519 
With the dispatch of these 540 troops the total Dutch contribution to the UN force in the former 
Yugoslavia came to about 940. With the dispatch of still more troops the number would rise to 1100 at 
the beginning of 1993.3520 As the reason for this considerable effort the government gave ‘the grave 
injustice that has been and is being done to many people in Bosnia-Hercegovina’, the expectation that 
an expanded international force in Bosnia could have a deterrent effect on the violation of human 
rights and the possibility that an UNPROFOR force of some scope might contribute to a political 
solution to the problem.3521 It was the government’s idea that in supplying these troops what was 
involved were ‘responsible and acceptable risks.’ ‘Conclusive guarantees of safety’ were however 
impossible.3522 In its letter the government mentions that under the self-defence of UN forces, 
‘situations were also included in which persons attempted with force to prevent the UN forces from 
carrying out their mandate’.3523 The entire Ministerial Council, which a month earlier had authorized 
Prime Minister Lubbers, Deputy Prime Minister Kok and Ministers Ter Beek and Van den Broek to 
deploy the troops,3524 was only informed about the decision to do so on 9 October, three days after 
Parliament was informed. They gave their consent.3525

On 7 October 1992 the Standing Committee for Defence did indeed request and receive a 
confidential briefing from military experts of the Ministry of Defence.

 

3526 It was the first of a series of 
confidential briefings concerning operations in the former Yugoslavia. On 22 February 1994 the 
Committee would receive a briefing about the security and weaponry of Dutchbat. The Parliamentary 
Committees for Defence and Foreign Affairs jointly received a briefing on 18 October 1994 about the 
impossibility or otherwise of Dutchbat pulling out of Srebrenica3527

Ter Beek himself was not present at these briefings but wished to be informed by the Defence 
Staff about the meetings afterwards: ‘I was not so much interested in what the ministry briefers told the 
members of parliament – of course I knew about that – as I was in what the members of parliament 

 and on 31 May 1995 another 
confidential briefing followed. 
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3524 BSG, Besluitenlijsten Politiek Beraad (lists of decisions Political Consultations) 1992-1996. Besluitenlijst, 14/09/92. 
3525 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 09/10/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3526 Those present were: Achttienribbe-Buijs (PvdA), Blaauw (VVD), Van Dis (SGP), Eisma (D66), Van Heemskerck Pillis-
Duvekot (VVD), De Hoop Scheffer (CDA), De Kok (CDA), Frinking (CDA), Leerling (RPF), Sipkes (GL), Van Traa 
(PvdA), Valk (PvdA), Ter Veer (D66) and Van Vlijmen (CDA). During these and other confidential briefings there were no 
staff of Dutch Intelligence present. 
3527 Cf. Both, Indifference, p. 260. 
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thought of them. I hoped in this way to profit from them.’3528 Another way that the Defence 
Department might profit from the confidential briefings was that it meant that the Foreign Office, with 
which in other matters it acted jointly in Parliament, would not be able to keep an eye on it. The 
Foreign Office, however, was well aware of this risk - it was one reason why this ministry sent ‘a “spy”’ 
to the briefing.3529 On the other hand these confidential briefings and the absence of Ter Beek was 
advantageous for the members of parliament because the military men responsible were much more 
open about their hesitations in these private sessions. In public sessions of the committee they would 
have been less inclined to speak out.3530

During the briefing of 7 October 1992 Commander J. Waltmann of the Defence Staff and 
Brigadier General Bastiaans, Deputy Chief of Operations of the Royal Netherlands Army informed the 
members present about the political and military situation in the former Yugoslavia, the options with 
regard to the deployment of UN troops, UNPROFOR’s mandate, the activities of the different 
international organizations active in the region and the Dutch contribution to them. The information 
was generally known and the members’ interest was correspondent, according to an internal report of 
the Defence Department. The only time it really became exciting was when members of parliament had 
the opportunity to ask questions and make comments. Frinking, De Hoop Scheffer, De Kok and Van 
Traa requested information about the powers accorded to the new command structure in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. In Van Heemskerck’s opinion – mistakenly as we saw above – the Rules of Engagement 
went further than was normally the case with peacekeeping. She asked whether the light arms the force 
possessed were sufficient and whether the choice here was a political or a military one. 

 

In response Waltmann explained that UN troops were not permitted to intervene in the case of 
breaches of human rights – their mandate in Bosnia did not go as far as this. There was also no 
question of protection by air power, except for the removal of the wounded by transport helicopter. 
Bastiaans described the humanitarian aims as primary. Any military activity would have to remain 
modest, so that it would still be possible for neutral UN troops to provide aid ‘tomorrow and the day 
after’. According to the heads of the Defence department the result of the briefing was that the initially 
‘forceful language’ of a number of members of parliament made way for concern about the risks to 
Dutch troops.3531

During a full debate on 22 October 1992 the members of parliament with the exception of the 
member for the extreme right-wing party, Hans Janmaat, endorsed the decision of the government to 
send troops, something that was hardly surprising after their ‘great impatience in August’, as the PvdA 
member Van Traa described it.

 

3532

                                                 

3528 TCBU, interview A.L. ter Beek, 23/03/00, p. 15; see also TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p 104. 

 Apparently impressed by the confidential briefing held two weeks 
earlier, the members of parliament set great store during this debate by the personal safety of the Dutch 

3529 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00154. Memorandum from DPV for Van den Broek via DGPZ and S, 06/10/92, no. DPV-1689/92. 
3530 TCBU, interview D. Eisma, 06/04/00, p. 4. 
3531 According to the Bakker committee set up by Parliament that enquired into the decision-making process around the 
deployment of Dutch troops to peacekeeping operations, there is no report of this meeting. TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 104. 
The NIOD, however, found written reports of the two introductions both in the Ter Beek collection and in the archive of 
the Groen Links (Green Left) Parliamentary party: ‘Briefing Yugoslavia’, confidential and ‘Military situation in Bosnia-
Hercegovina’, confidential, both undated. In the first report a general survey is given of Yugoslavia and its history; of the 
political situation in the countries that formerly belonged to Yugoslavia and also of the situation in Kosovo and Vojvodina; 
of the strength and arms of the different parties to the conflict; the activities of international organizations with regard to 
the former Yugoslavia; and finally of the Dutch contribution. The second report gives a summary of the military situation in 
the different parts of Bosnia; the combat resources of the different parties, their attitude to UNPROFOR, UNPROFOR 
itself; the concept of operations of the Dutch/Belgian transport battalion; its deployment and the risks aid convoys incurred 
in Bosnia. The second report is also found in the Kreemers collection. The presentations were accompanied by slides. Also 
found was: NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek, confidential memorandum by Frans Princen, ‘Impressie van de vertrouwelijke briefing 
van de Vaste Commissie voor Defensie van de Tweede Kamer op 7 oktober 1992’ (Impression of the confidential briefing 
of the Permanent Committee for Defence on 7 October 1992), 08/10/92. 
3532 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 811. 
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troops.3533 However, they were persuaded by Ter Beek that through agreements with the warring 
factions, the command structure on the spot, the protection provided by British and Canadian infantry 
battalions, the location and the routes used by the convoys and the protective measures taken with 
regard to the equipment of trucks and drivers, everything had been done to keep risks to an acceptable 
level - acceptable that is in relation to the appalling situation of the population of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
On 1 March 1993, to emphasize the importance it attached to the safety of Dutch military personnel in 
the region, the government also attached the frigate Abraham Crijnssen to the British task group Ark 
Royal in the Adriatic Sea that would provide cover for UNPROFOR troops in the event of an 
evacuation.3534

During the debate on 22 October 1992 De Kok requested more clarity over the powers the 
Minister of Defence had with regard to the UNPROFOR command structure: ‘Does he have an insight 
into what is going on? Does he have an emergency brake for unexpected circumstances?’

 

3535 According 
to Ter Beek he did have such a brake on the grounds of the supreme authority of the Dutch 
government over the deployment of Dutch troops (article 98 of the constitution. See also Chapter 5). 
He was empowered if need be to recall the Dutch contingent, but he acknowledged straightway that it 
was not a decision he would take lightly. Decisions about the data and routes of convoys were the task 
of the UN commanders in consultation with the representatives of UNHCR. Ter Beek also pointed out 
that Dutch officers were present at virtually all the levels of the UNPROFOR command structure.3536

Lack of clarity in the Netherlands about how to deal with roadblocks 

 
With Parliamentary approval 160 quartermasters of the Dutch transport unit departed on 31 October, 
followed on 7 and 10 November by the main force.  

Despite the fact that, as early as August, the UN, UNHCR and Britain were adamantly opposed to the 
use of force when convoys were stopped at roadblocks, both the Dutch Parliament and Government 
continued to ask questions on this subject in August. On 19 August, the day after Van den Broek had 
instructed him to make the higher offer of sixty trucks and two hundred drivers to UNHCR, 
Wagenmakers, the Dutch Permanent Representative in Geneva, asked the High Commissioner what 
significance should be given to the words ‘all measures necessary’ in Resolution 770. UNHCR’s answer 
stressed that the only realistic way of ensuring that convoys could continue on their way consisted of 
frequently exhausting negotiations with the warring factions. For the sake of ongoing aid UNHCR 
thought it of the utmost importance that the parties saw the stance of the aid workers as impartial and 
neutral.3537

In the margins of the London Conference Van den Broek raised the issue of the military 
escorting of convoys with Ogata. She said that she would have no objection if UNHCR on the spot 
deemed it necessary; it would then need to be a ‘non-offensive use’ of troops. She continued to argue 
for lengthy and difficult negotiations if necessary to ensure that the convoys reached their destination. 
Her preference, she told Van den Broek, was therefore for civilian drivers.

 

3538

On 17 February 1993 CDA MP De Kok asked a question in Parliament about whether UN 
convoys were entitled to use force to reach their destination. Minister P.H. Kooijmans who succeeded 
Van den Broek as Minister of Foreign Affairs on 2 January 1993, replied that if a convoy protected by 
UNPROFOR was blocked, it was for the UNPROFOR commander to decide on the appropriate 

 

                                                 

3533 See also Hans Moleman, ‘VN-missie moet met creativiteit Kamer nachtmerries besparen’ (With creativity the UN can 
spare Parliament some nightmares), de Volkskrant, 23/10/92. 
3534 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 33. 
3535 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 806. 
3536 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 819. 
3537 PVNY. Wagenmakers 588 to Van den Broek, 19/08/92. See also ABZ, 2003/00063, Follow-up Committee on the 
Comprehensive Response to the Humanitarian Crisis in the Former Yugoslavia, Second Meeting, 04/09/92, Working 
Document. Advance copy, enclosure by PR Geneva to F. van Wulfften Palthe, 24/08/92, fax no. hum/gev-0579/92. 
3538 ABZ, DIO/2003/00063. Loudon 418 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 26/08/92. 
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action. Where possible he would consult the senior UNHCR official in the convoy. Up till now, the 
minister said, it had never proved necessary to use military means to force a passage, ‘in order to ensure 
the safety of UN staff and to see that the relief operations in general were not endangered.’3539

On 9 March 1993 Parliament passed Van Traa’s motion asking the government to find out 
whether measures were available if necessary to use force to ensure that UN convoys reached their 
destination.

  

3540 Minister Kooijmans had no objection to the motion, although he also did not see that it 
would achieve anything. In fact Resolutions 770 and 776 already offered the possibility of the use of 
greater force, he said. The troop-contributing nations proved unwilling to do so however. For that they 
needed to be more heavily armed and have a broader mandate.3541 Nonetheless the motion was passed 
a week later, with the PvdA, CDA, D66, Groen Links, GPV, RPF and SGP voting for it and the other 
parties against.3542

The Dutch Permanent Representative at the UN then informed Kooijmans that a contributing 
factor to the UNHCR position of negotiating instead of opening fire was that what was involved was 
usually not just one roadblock, but several on the same route. When force was resorted to at one road 
block, one would have to be prepared to engage in combat the whole length of that route. 
Furthermore, if that were to happen the road blocks further along the route would be reinforced in 
response. In fact, if a decision was taken to resort to force, a secure corridor would have to be 
achieved. The NATO and WEU plans for this situation of August 1992 had however concluded that to 
achieve this would require a force of a hundred thousand and no country envisaged the possibility of 
supplying or contributing to such a force.  

  

Finally in the rejection of the use of force the commanders of the UNPROFOR units 
protecting the convoys were well aware that a confrontation at one spot could well lead to reprisals 
against UN personnel at another, entirely different one.3543 On 5 April Kooijmans therefore informed 
Parliament with regard to Van Traa’s motion, that contacts with the UN Secretariat had indicated that 
UNHCR was opposed to the use of force to ensure that aid convoys reached their destination.3544 Prior 
to that answer to Parliament, some ministers had also expressed irritation during a Ministerial Council 
meeting about the non-violent response expected at these roadblocks.3545 Ter Beek said: ‘if they come 
up against an obstacle, let them drive around it’; a viewpoint that Prime Minister Lubbers in particular 
did not feel very happy about.3546

It was not just UN diplomats and cautious governments who were against the use of force in 
the framework of Resolutions 770 and 776. The experience of the troops involved indicated that they 
regarded negotiations at roadblocks as being far preferable to force. At the beginning of 1994 the 
Dutch Army attaché in London noted down at the presentation of the commander of the British 
battalion for the period from May to November 1993 about his experience that riding in a Warrior (a 
heavy armoured vehicle) through a roadblock meant that the convoy could proceed straightway but 
that afterwards this might mean that they were denied the use of the road for days on end. A few hours 
delay as a result of negotiations was therefore preferable.

  

3547

                                                 

3539 TK, 1992-1993, Appendix to Proceedings, no. 390.  

 Opening fire would have even more 
serious consequences than just riding through. As Sergio Vieira de Mello, the highest civilian UN 

3540 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 37. 
3541 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3874. 
3542 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3394 (16/03/93). 
3543 ABZ, Yugoslavia Resolution 770 (1992), D’Ansemborg 264 to Kooijmans, 22/03/93. 
3544 TK, session 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 44. 
3545 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings on 26/03/93 and 02/04/93, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
3546 Interview R.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
3547 CRST. Colonel G.C.W. Soetermeer, Dutch Army attaché, a DOKL OZ, attn. H Sitcen, 28/02/94 no. 2602/1827, with 
supplement: ‘Aantekening naar aanleiding van presentatie Britse BC over ervaring UK(VN-)bataljon in periode mei-
november 1993’ (Notes on the presentation of British commander about experience of a British UN battalion in period 
from May to November 1993). 
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administrator in Sarajevo from the end of 1993, once wrote: ‘Shooting your way through only works 
once. After that you’re at war, and for all practical purposes the humanitarian effort is over.’3548

An international enquiry of 1996 of UNPROFOR officers who had served in Bosnia showed 
that about eighty percent of them concurred with the attitude that patience was the best way of 
ensuring that humanitarian convoys reached their destination.

 

3549 There were some officers who felt 
that at any rate threatening with force could do no harm. For instance, the Swedish Commander of the 
Norwegian battalion, Hendrikson said that if a convoy was stopped at a roadblock, ‘I tell them they let 
me through or I’ll blow their fucking heads off. Sure, sometimes they don’t, and I have to go back, but 
it doesn’t hurt to try it. You have to in the Balkans. You act the tough guy or they piss all over you.’3550 
How cautiously UNPROFOR acted in reality can be seen from the fact that it was not until the 
beginning of November that UNPROFOR troops first resorted to the right to self-defence, after an aid 
convoy escorted by British troops came under heavy fire thirty kilometres south of Tuzla.3551

7. The No-Fly Zones 

 

In London the no-fly zone over Bosnia was proposed as one of the confidence-building measures. 
After the Conference of London the Dutch authorities were strong advocates of a Security Council 
resolution to set up a ‘no-fly zone’ over Bosnia. During an EPS lunch in New York on 22 September 
with the temporary Secretary of State, Eagleburger, Van den Broek spoke out for the deployment of 
flying radar stations, the ‘AWACS’, to record outlawed movements of aircraft. Later he recalled that 
almost all his colleagues were theoretically in favour of a no-fly-zone, but that there were many practical 
problems involved in making it stick. Once more Douglas Hurd took the lead in playing ‘a discouraging 
role’.3552

At the beginning of October an American draft resolution was finally presented to the Security 
Council for enforcing a no-fly zone over Bosnia. The American government had been brought round 
after realizing that any interruption of humanitarian relief flights to Sarajevo would mean the deaths of 
many thousands of Muslims in the coming winter.

 

3553 Since the Bosnian Muslims and Croats had very 
few if any planes, the prohibition was mainly directed at the Serbs who despite the agreements of 
London still bombarded residential and industrial areas in Bosnia repeatedly. Van den Broek was 
pleased with the explicit allusion to Chapter VII of the UN Charter and with the mention of 
enforcement in this draft resolution. He was also enthusiastic about the role assigned to NATO; he saw 
it as the only organization with the means and infrastructure to supervise and enforce a compliance 
with the resolution in the short run.3554

The allusion to Chapter VII proved unacceptable however to Russia and China, both 
permanent members of the Security Council. The British chairman of the Security Council aimed 
therefore for a two-stage approach.

 

3555

                                                 

3548 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 169. 

 UNPROFOR was asked to devise a ‘suitable mechanism’ to 

3549 Biermann & Vadset, 2nd Workshop, p. 30. 
3550 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 169. 
3551 MID. MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav Federation, 83/92, 08/11/92. 
3552 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Biegman 886 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 23/09/92. See also ABZ, 
DEU/ARA/05244. Biegman 884 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 22/09/92; PVNY. Van den Broek to Permanent 
Representative New York, 30/09/92, celer 263; J. Groen, ‘V-raad studeert op meer stappen tegen Servië’ (Security Council 
studying more measures against Serbia), de Volkskrant, 24/09/92. 
3553 John M. Goshko, ‘A Reluctant Expansion of Policy. Bosnia “No-Fly” Zone Needed to Protect Aid, Eagleburger Says’, 
The Washington Post, 11/10/92. See also ‘Vliegverbod boven Bosnië’ (‘No fly-zone over Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 
03/10/92. 
3554 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Van den Broek 275 to PR New York, 05/10/92. 
3555 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Memorandum DGPZ to Van den Broek, 07/10/92, no. 161/92; ABZ,999.241 Yugoslavia, 
No Fly Zone. Confidential memorandum of DAV to Van den Broek, 06/10/92, no. MS-183/92. 
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supervise compliance. Enforcement of the no-fly zone would only become possible after violations had 
occurred and this required a new resolution. 

This caution was prompted not merely by the position adopted by Russia and China, but mainly 
by the British and French governments that feared an escalation of the conflict if force were used 
straightway. They shared Boutros-Ghali’s anxiety about the safety of UN personnel on the ground if 
the no-fly zone were enforced.3556

The no-fly zone was instituted at once. Monitoring would be carried out by observers on 
thirteen airfields in Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia and Montenegro and by the NATO AWACS that were 
already present in the region to assist in the recording of violations of the embargo at sea over the 
Adriatic. From the beginning of November AWACS aircraft would also be stationed in Hungary, 
NATO’s first out-of-area-operation. The stationing of observers at the airfields was made possible by 
its endorsement of the Yugoslav and Croatian Presidents, Cosic and Tudjman on 30 September in a 
joint statement in the presence of the mediators Owen and Vance.

 This approach resulted in Resolution 781, passed on 9 October, 
which proclaimed the prohibition without mentioning sanctions. It, for that matter, also referred to 
Resolution 770 and thus indirectly to Chapter VII.  

3557 Some weeks later Van den Broek 
spoke in noticeably sharper terms than presented in the resolution. He argued for selective military 
action in the form of vigorous enforcement of the arms embargo and the no-fly zone.3558

According to many insiders an enforcement of the no-fly zone would in fact have scarcely any 
effect on the war on the ground. After the resolution there were hardly any more bombing raids by the 
Bosnian Serbs.

 

3559 The VRS did continue on a modest scale to make use of helicopters for transporting 
troops and supplies.3560 If these had been fired on, the lightly-armed UN troops on the ground would 
have been an easy target for reprisals. Finally enforcement would have jeopardized the neutrality the 
UN aimed to preserve with a view to negotiations. Bart Tromp wrote therefore that a resolution 
enforcing the no-fly zone was ‘at best a gesture and at worst a military move that was politically 
stupid.’3561

Without sanctions however the no-fly zone did not mean very much. A fleet of AWACS 
reconnaissance planes of the NATO recorded repeated violations.

 

3562

On 10 November the Security Council finally passed Resolution 786, making enforcement 
possible. Verification could now be carried out not just by the AWACS but also by stationing observers 
from the European monitors mission in three airports in Croatia and by UNPROFOR in Zagreb, 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, Serbia and Montenegro. Yet, thereafter the Serbs and – to a lesser degree the 
Croatians – continued to violate the no-fly zone and the Bosnian government refused to allow 
observers onto the airfield of Tuzla, where according to British sources Iranian planes flew in 
considerable quantities of weapons.

 The follow-up resolution 
proposed in this case remained a distant prospect because the French and British governments did not 
want the Security Council to pass it until UNPROFOR II was fully operative in the region. With regard 
to violations of the no-fly zone then a minimalist approach emerged, with the international community 
turning a blind eye.  

3563 The failure of enforcement to materialize was exacerbated by 
consecutive elections in the United States, Russia, and Serbia in November and December 1992.3564

                                                 

3556 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, pp. 99-100; Favier & Martin-Rolland, Décennie, p. 306. 

 

3557 For the text of the statement see Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 456-458. 
3558 Leonard Ornstein, ‘Minister Van den Broek: Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg’ (Van den Broek: ‘I’d 
say, let’s start with a shot across the bows’), Vrij Nederland, 31/10/92, pp. 9-10. 
3559 United Nations Department of Public Information, The United Nations, p. 10. 
3560 Gow, Triumph, pp. 132-133. 
3561 Tromp, Verraad, p. 49 (30/09/92). 
3562 See for example DPV/ARA/01806. Biegman 1001 to Van den Broek, 14/10/92; Van den Broek to PR New York, 
30/10/92, celer 360. 
3563 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Biegman 1344 to Van den Broek, 04/12/92. See also appendix Intelligence, Chapter 4. 
3564 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Biegman 1143 to Van den Broek, 03/11/92; Biegman 1396 to Van den Broek, 16/12/92; 
Jacobovits 2005 to Van den Broek, 18/12/92. 
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One practical problem was that the troop-contributing nations had only provided 29 of the required 79 
observers by the beginning of December.3565 It is a question though how much the UN really insisted 
on it. Boutros-Ghali had very little enthusiasm for the no-fly zone.3566

Both the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and N.H. (Niek) Biegman, appointed Dutch Permanent 
Representative at the United Nations in September 1992, expressed great frustration about the inaction 
over violations of the no-fly zone on the part of the United States, France and the United Kingdom.

  

3567 
Biegman: ‘They don’t know nor do they want to know.’3568 During a CoPo-meeting Van Walsum 
remarked ‘that we shouldn’t allow ourselves to be totally hypnotized by the risks that would arise for 
UNPROFOR I and II if force were resorted to in implementing the ‘no-fly zone’. After all 
UNPROFOR I had done little more than consolidate the Serbian occupation of a third of Croatia, and 
the task of UNPROFOR II could be substituted through air supplies, even though weather conditions 
for flights over Bosnia were ‘far from ideal’.3569

8. En route to the Tribunal 

 

From the beginning of October 1991 the EC and CVSE had adopted the position that those 
responsible for the violence in Yugoslavia should be made to answer for their deeds under international 
law.3570

While war prevailed in at any rate part of the soil of the former Yugoslavia and the international 
community was not prepared to enforce peace, the resolution made for an awkward situation. It was 
not inconceivable that among those with whom the West would have to deal to solve the conflict there 
would be people who might be considered for such a trial. After Resolution 771 was passed Western 
negotiators therefore ran the risk of incurring the odium of having sat down and talked with people 
seen internationally as war criminals. Potential suspects would gain nothing from cooperating in their 
own extradition or that of any of their accomplices who might compromise them. Their readiness to 
contribute to achieving peace in their own territories might even be reduced, because to do so might 
facilitate their own extradition or arrest. 

 Resolution 771 of 13 August 1992 had called on all the countries and relevant international 
humanitarian organizations to provide the Security Council with information about serious human 
rights violations in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Explicit mention was made of serious 
violations of the Geneva Conventions. At the same time the Security Council asked Boutros-Ghali to 
come up with proposals about what should be done afterwards on the basis of the information 
provided. The prospect thus emerged of bringing perpetrators of war crimes to trial.  

Nonetheless the Netherlands spoke out within both the EC and the UN for gathering evidence 
about war crimes and setting up a UN tribunal for trying war criminals in the former Yugoslavia 
following the model of the tribunals of Nuremberg and Tokyo at the end of the Second World War.3571

                                                 

3565 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. PR New York to Van den Broek, 10/12/92 nyv-10221. 

 

3566 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. D’Ansembourg 1418 to Van den Broek, 22/12/92. 
3567 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Van den Broek 404 to PR New York, 18/11/92; Biegman 1344 to Van den Broek, 04/12/92. 
3568 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Biegman 1143 to Van den Broek, 03/11/92. 
3569 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Memorandum DGPZ for Van den Broek, 09/12/92, no. 195/92. 
3570 See for instance Frits Schaling, ‘Ultimatum EG aan strijdende Joegoslaven’ (EC ultimatum to conflicting parties in 
Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 07/10/91; Steven L. Burg, ‘Negotiating a Settlement: Lessons of the Diplomtic Process’, in: 
Blank (ed.), Wars, p. 41. 
3571 See for instance ABZ, DEU/ARA/03286. Van den Broek to PR Geneva, 25/09/92, celer 238; coreu Den Haag, 
01/10/92, cpe/hag 584; 00001, memorandum from P. Peters for head of DIO/Joegoslavië, 30/09/92, no. 653/92; Van den 
Broek, 268 to PR New York, 01/10/92 508363, Van den Broek 141 to embassy London, 28/09/92; COREU Den Haag, 
02/10/92, cpe/hag 594; Van den Broek 031 to PR Strasbourg, 19/10/92; 00085, COREU Den Haag, 17/09/92, cpe/hag 
547; Meesman 896 to Van den Broek, 02/10/92; 0755, Van den Broek 142 to embassy London, 28/09/92; COREU Den 
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oorlogsmisdaden’ (Netherlands calls for international war crimes tribunal), de Volkskrant, 26/08/92. 
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In September 1992 the Netherlands made the first concrete proposals within the EC for an 
investigation into war crimes and the possible trial of the perpetrators. At the same time the American 
government declared itself in favour of instituting a UN commission for war crimes perpetrated in the 
former Yugoslavia. In October Washington was however not yet in favour of a tribunal. The American 
government feared that a UN tribunal for war crimes would have the effect of creating a precedent and 
therefore argued that war criminals should be tried by their own national courts.3572 In the former 
Yugoslavia that might of course only happen once the political climate there had changed. According to 
the American approach the UN commission should initiate enquiries itself and draw up a report stating 
the responsibility of both public authorities and individuals. This would provide a basis for prosecution. 
The Assistant Legal Advisor of the State Department, Edward Cummings, informed Meesman, the 
Dutch ambassador in Washington, that reports such as these could ‘also have a deterrent effect’.3573 On 
Van Walsum’s advice, a coordination of the Dutch and American initiatives was attempted.3574

Cummings also told Meesman that UN negotiator Vance was no supporter of a UN 
commission for war crimes, ‘because he wanted to keep the possibility of an amnesty if that would 
improve the chances of a final solution to the conflict’.

  

3575 David Owen too wanted to keep open the 
possibility of a general amnesty – ‘with a few exceptions’, as he said in a briefing for the EC ministers 
on 13 October.3576

On 5 October a declaration was signed by the Twelve in Luxembourg supporting the Dutch 
proposal for a fact-gathering operation on war crimes. The next day, 6 October, the Security Council 
passed Resolution 780 that set up a committee of experts to report back to the Secretary-General of the 
UN about serious violations of the Geneva conventions and other violations of international 
humanitarian law. The chairperson of the committee of five was the Dutch emeritus professor of 
international humanitarian law, Professor Frits Kalshoven.

 The former Polish Prime Minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, who had been appointed 
special reporter for the former Yugoslavia by the UN Commission for Human Rights in the middle of 
August to report on violations of human rights and war crimes, on the other hand, argued in favour of 
the institution of a commission for war crimes. 

3577

9. The continuation on the debate on intervention in the Netherlands 

 

From the beginning of September the debate on intervention that had raged so fiercely in Dutch dailies 
and weeklies in August had more or less died down apart from a few brief flare-ups.3578

In general the Dutch press judged the operations of the international community in Bosnia after 
the Conference of London to be powerless.

 In the reports 
about Bosnia the emphasis was now on the events themselves (still mainly in Sarajevo) and the 
international debate. 

3579

                                                 

3572 For Eagleburger’s reluctance over an international tribunal see also Cigar, Genocide, p. 116. 

 Commentator J.H. Sampiemon thought that it should 

3573 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Meesman 896 to Van den Broek, 02/10/92. Also found in ABZ, 508363; ABZ, 
DVN/2007/0001. Memorandum from J.G. Lammers (plv. JURA) for Van den Broek, 02/10/92, no. 48/92. 
3574 ABZ, DPV/ARA/02054. Memorandum from plv. JURA for Van den Broek via S and DGPZ, 02/10/92, no. 48/92, 
marginal note by Van Walsum. 
3575 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Meesman 896 to Van den Broek, 02/10/92. 
3576 ABZ, DVN/2007/0001. Briefing Lord Owen: suggestion of amnesty in the context of a political solution, undated. 
3577 For how his appointment took place see ABZ, DPV/ARA/02054. Van den Broek 282 to PR New York, 08/10/92. 
3578 See for instance Major General L.P. van Oppen, retired. ‘Aarzeling om in te grijpen in voormalig Joegoslavië is terecht’ 
(Hesitation about intervening in former Yugoslavia is right), Algemeen Dagblad, 01/09/92; J. Emck, ‘Een keus uit twee 
kwaden. Militaire interventie of werkeloos toezien bij volkerenmoord? (A choice of two evils. Military intervention or 
standing by and doing nothing to stop genocide?)’, Trouw, 02/09/92; J.-P. Chevènement, ‘De enige oplossing is een 
confederaal Joegoslavië’ (The only solution is a Yugoslav confederation), de Volkskrant, 05/09/92. 
3579 See for example ‘Ultimatum’, NRC Handelsblad, 08/09/92; W. Offenberg, ‘VN kunnen geen vuist maken’ (UN is 
powerless) and Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Soldaten voelen zich schietschijf’ (Troops feel like target), NRC Handelsblad, 
10/09/92; J. Cammelbeeck, ‘Uitsluiten van Belgrado toont machteloosheid’ (The exclusion of Belgrade shows 
powerlessness), de Volkskrant, 26/09/92. 
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choose between winning the conflict in Bosnia or leaving, but in any case it could not just continue 
muddling along as it had done up till then.3580 At the end of October he declared his personal choice: ‘It 
has transpired that the rather popular demand for intervention, which in any case should be under the 
UN flag and with the consent of the parties concerned has considerably limited the chance of success. 
The experience being gained at present with interference from outside in conflict areas such as 
Yugoslavia (…) suggests great caution.’3581

In the Volkskrant Koen Koch detected a steep decline in concern for Yugoslavia and a lack of 
decisiveness. He explained it by pointing to the absence of any local Dutch self-interest in what 
happened in the former Yugoslavia. Henceforth in his opinion journalists should present any politician 
in favour of intervention with the crucial question of how many dead Dutch soldiers he thought 
acceptable.

 

3582 Voorhoeve and Van den Doel came up with suggestions for replacing the existing 
‘package of stopgaps’: the enforcement of a total no-fly zone for the Yugoslav air force; the handing 
over of heavy weapons to the UN followed by their de-activation; the setting up of a demilitarized zone 
for refugees where the UN would also have a headquarters; embarking on a psychological war against 
Serbia and Montenegro to impress upon the populations there that it was in their own interest to bring 
the war to an end. Finally permanent observers should be stationed in Kosovo and Vojvodina.3583

Another member of the Clingendael Institute, the East European expert, Martin van den 
Heuvel thought by contrast that there was nothing left that the West could do. The Serbs had control 
of the territory they wanted. They would not just give it up. If the West still wanted to resort to military 
intervention, it would have to be prepared to accept hostage-taking in Serbian territory and terrorist 
attacks in their own cities.

  

3584 Anet Bleich, on the contrary, thought that the new plea by Voorhoeve 
and Van den Doel perfectly reflected her own feelings on the matter. Only a ‘disciplined superior force’ 
probably containing ‘considerably more than a hundred thousand troops’ (...) ‘will still have a chance of 
bringing the conflicting parties to their senses – in the first place the Serbs, but not only them – drunk 
as they were on their blood and soil philosophy’.3585

The reports of Theo Engelen and Raymond van den Boogaard in NRC Handelsblad displayed an 
increasingly critical tone towards Izetbegovic and the Bosnian Muslims. Engelen reported on the great 
indignation in the UN about the incident in which the Bosnian government army fired on a convoy 
transporting food, water and petrol for the peacekeeping force in Sarajevo, with two French soldiers 
being killed.

 

3586 Raymond van den Boogaard wrote amongst other things about the power of the 
‘Muslim king of the underworld’ Jusuf Prazina over the black market in the Bosnian capital3587

                                                 

3580 J.H. Sampiemon, ‘Winnen of iets anders’ (Winning or something else), NRC Handelsblad, 01/10/92. 

 and 
about the terror that the Muslims were increasingly inflicting there on the Croats and Serbs. ‘Notions of 
a “holy war”, that initially did not appear to play any role among the moderate Muslims of Bosnia were 

3581 J.H. Sampiemon, ‘De illusie van de nieuwe wereldorde’(The illusion of a new world order), NRC Handelsblad, 29/10/92. 
3582 K. Koch, ‘De schaamte voorbij’ (Beyond shame), de Volkskrant, 11/09/92. 
3583 J.J.C. Voorhoeve & M. van den Doel, ‘Is het doek voor Bosnië gevallen?’(Is it curtains for Bosnia?), de Volkskrant, 
16/09/92. 
3584 Martin van den Heuvel, ‘Vanuit Belgrado bezien is het Westen een tandeloze terriër’ (Belgrade sees West as a dog that’s 
all bark and no bite), de Volkskrant, 19/09/92. 
3585 Anet Bleich, ‘Lethargisch en benepen’ (Lethargic and faint-hearted), de Volkskrant, 19/09/92. See also Anet Bleich, 
‘Andere tijden’ (Other times) , de Volkskrant, 03/10/92. 
3586 Theo Engelen, ‘VN stellen moslims verantwoordelijk voor dood VN-militairen’ (UN holds Muslims responsible for 
dead UN troops), NRC Handelsblad, 10/09/92. 
3587 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Soldaten voelen zich schietschijf’, NRC Handelsblad, 10/09/92; idem, ‘Na elk 
Joegoslavisch akkoord meer strijd’ (Conflict breaks out again after every pact in Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 22/10/92. 
See also Theo Engelen, ‘Aan oorlog is Bosnië wordt veel verdiend’ (Plenty of profit made in war in Bosnia), NRC 
Handelsblad, 23/10/92. 
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now clearly winning terrain under the pressure of their hopeless situation.’3588 De Volkskrant too 
reported on the war profiteers from the Sarajevo underworld.3589

10. Conclusion 

 

If it was already plain during the Conference of London that all the international commotion 
about the situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina from mid-July to well into August had had little effect on 
the measures the West was prepared to take against Serbian aggression, the way the agreements of 
London were implemented made the conclusion inevitable that for the time being the VRS and the 
Bosnian Serb leadership had little to fear from the West. Barely two months after the images of 
Trnopolje were broadcast Bart Tromp complained: 

‘The war in Yugoslavia has by now disappeared from the front pages. You get 
used to anything, everything becomes normal and what is normal is no longer 
newsworthy. Two months ago the recent reports about the systematic murder 
of three thousand Bosnians would have been newsworthy enough for leading 
articles. Now they don’t even get reported on the TV news. Gradually a process 
of total indifference is setting in.’3590

That may have been true of the international community as a whole, but it was not the case with the 
Dutch government and parliament. There at least passions were kept alight. The Dutch government 
chose the hard line for every possible measure against Serbia and the Bosnian Serb leadership without 
the members of Parliament urging any restraint. As was acknowledged in the privacy of the 
government, the government was increasingly suffering from an image problem, because it had not 
itself supplied any combat unit to be deployed in Bosnia. It is striking how many conditions the Dutch 
government attached to the deployment of a transport unit as part of a UN operation in comparison 
with the complete absence of any conditions later on in making the Airmobile Brigade available. One 
cannot help thinking that the latter stance may be explained by the former. 

 

Meanwhile the war in Bosnia continued. Not only did the West do little to prevent the war, but 
some of its measures even fostered the conflict – such as the fact that a very considerable part of the 
humanitarian aid fell into the hands of the warring factions. In any case, at no point did the actions of 
the international community after the Conference of London give any unambiguous message that the 
Serb and Bosnian Serb leadership would be advised to seek a solution to the conflict by way of the 
negotiation table. 

 

                                                 

3588 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Overleg begint met een schone lei’ (Discussions begin with a clean slate), NRC 
Handelsblad, 18/09/92. 
3589 ‘Militaire” patjepeeërs vullen Sarajevo’s machtsvacuüm’ (‘Military’ bullyboys fill power vacuum in Sarajevo), de 
Volkskrant, 22/09/92. 
3590 Tromp, Verraad, p. 46 (30/09/92). 
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Chapter 8 
Safe Areas as spin-offs from humanitarian 
action, November – December 1992 

1. Apathy 

Execution of the UN Security Council’s resolution 776, passed on 14 September 1992, met with great 
problems. The Spanish and French presence – both countries had promised to provide a battalion in 
the framework of the resolution – proved to be less than expected. The main force from the Dutch B 
transport company arrived in Zagreb in early November. However, it took more than a month and a 
half to deploy it fully because the Bosnian Serb authorities did not allow the Dutch company and the 
Canadian battalion assigned to protect it access to Banja Luka, with the exception of 70 Canadian and 
25 Dutch soldiers. Other UNPROFOR II units experienced similar problems. The Dutch A company 
and the accompanying staff and back-up company were not stationed in the same base as the British 
battalion assigned to protect them, as had been the original intention, but in Busovaca. Only this British 
battalion, the Dutch A company and the Belgian company in Pancevo were able to deploy themselves 
fully in November and make a start with aid convoys.3591

Thus, the already fairly meagre action the international community had decided to undertake 
was largely thwarted by the Bosnian Serb authorities. International consultation in November about 
how to handle the problem of Yugoslavia was thus understandably marked by a certain apathy, and the 
parties to the consultation hardly bothered to hide this from one another. During an informal session 
following a meeting of the Comité Politique on 3 November, that had been largely devoted to the 
Yugoslav question, the directors of Political Affairs of the twelve foreign ministries aired their personal 
opinion that no single European country – including France and Great Britain who had so far been 
playing the major role – was yet prepared to fight a war on the ground in the former Yugoslavia. This 
meant that the international community was doing nothing more than ‘a glorified humanitarian 
operation, aimed at limiting human suffering while accepting the inevitable’, i.e. the creation of a 
Greater Serbia.

 Finally, the UN decided at the end of 
December that the Dutch B transport company should be deployed in the small town of Santici near 
Vitez. 

3592 The Dutch Director-General of Political Affairs Van Walsum and his German 
counterpart Chrobog found it difficult, however, to accept the fait accompli of ethnic cleansing passively. 
Non-recognition of the Serb territorial gains, ‘indefinitely, if necessary’ was ‘the only weapon left in our 
hands’, according to Van Walsum.3593 The Dutch report of a subsequent meeting of the Comité Politique 
devoted to a discussion of the former Yugoslavia also spoke of ‘dossier fatigue and a feeling of 
frustration’.3594

                                                 

3591 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209. Van den Broek 477 to PR New York, 15/12/99; DAV/MS-228/92, memo deputy DAV to 
DGPZ, 16/12/92. See also Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Bosnië-gangers de bergen in over rul zandpad’ (Route to Bosnian 
destinations runs over sandy mountain paths) and ‘“De meesten zijn positief ingesteld”’ (Most have a positive attitude), 
NRC Handelsblad, 16/11/92; ‘Eerste Nederlands konvooi in Bosnië verloopt soepel’ (First Dutch convoy in Bosnia 
experiences no difficulties), de Volkskrant, 25/11/92. 

  

3592 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. London to BZ, 05/11/92, 07:32, Hoekman 601. 
3593 Ibid. 
3594 ABZ, DDI-DAV/999.241/DAV/MS/Joegoslavië/NAVO/Coördinatie/No Fly Zone/Joegoslavië/Operation Deny 
Flight/Sept-Dec 1992. Van den Broek 093 to PR EC Brussels, 18/11/92. 



480 

 

2. The idea of safe regions 

Despite the sluggishness in international consultation arising from the frustration caused by the lack of 
progress after the London conference, the idea of creating safe regions for the Muslims in Bosnia came 
increasingly under discussion in the conference rooms of the international organizations. These regions 
were known under various different names, such as Safe Areas, safe havens and safe zones. The 
supporters of the idea often used the terms interchangeably, apparently without any clear understanding 
of the legal distinction between them.  

In addition, the various plans came from different stables. As mentioned in Chapter 6, the idea 
of safe regions first achieved a really prominent place on the international agenda during the UNHCR 
conference on 29 and 30 July 1992. The Austrian government had however, as temporary member of 
the UN Security Council and within the framework of the CSCE, been propagating the idea of 
internationally protected zones for the Muslim population of Sarajevo and other Bosnian cities since 
mid-April 1992. According to Vienna, the international community could provide civilians within these 
zones with the necessities of life, and facilitate proper functioning of the Bosnian government.3595 
There was initially little international sympathy for this idea of the Austrian government. One 
important reason why the authorities in Vienna kept on propagating this initiative forcefully was their 
growing fear of a flood of refugees from Bosnia. They hoped that the creation of safe regions might 
even facilitate the repatriation of refugees.3596

The growing flood of refugees also led other countries to study the idea more seriously; this 
explains why it was greeted so enthusiastically during the UNHCR conference at the end of July. The 
CSCE Steering Group on the Yugoslav crisis also had ‘a substantive discussion’ on 26 August to clarify 
the concept of ‘safe havens’, but they reached no concrete conclusions because of the complexity of the 
subject matter.

  

3597

The CSCE Committee of Senior Civil Servants did however give its full support in early 
November to the creation of safe zones in Bosnia, especially in the regions where most Displaced 
Persons were living, ‘in order to facilitate the safe return of refugees’.

 

3598

The French government had also been thinking seriously since July about the concrete 
realization of the idea of safe zones (zones sûres). At the end of October, they launched the idea of 
building villages for refugees that would come under the protection of the French UNPROFOR 
battalion in Bihac. One of the advantages of this approach was that, according to the French 
government, it would not require a new mandate from the Security Council. The German government, 
which had no troops in Bosnia-Hercegovina itself, was prepared to take care of the accommodation 
and infrastructure for such a zone.

  

3599 Various other Western governments remained chary of the idea 
of safe regions, because they could be seen as supporting the ethnic cleansing desired by the Bosnian 
Serb authorities. However, the Bosnian Minister of Foreign Affairs Silajdzic stated during a visit to the 
government in Bonn in mid-November that he was also in favour of the establishment of safe 
regions.3600

                                                 

3595 Mock (ed.), Balkan-Dossier, p. 96 and 107. 

  

3596 ABZ, 999.0 VN/Operaties/UNPROFOR/Joegoslavië/Oct-Dec 1992. ‘Erklärung des österreichischen Vertreters im 
Konsulatausschuss des Konfliktverhütungszentrums’ (Statement by the Austrian representative in the Consular Committee 
of the Conflict Prevention Centre), 23/11/92. 
3597 CSCE Vienna, 07 34.4, I Bosnia Hercegovina April–August 92, Chairman’s summary of the meeting of the CSCE 
Steering Group on the Yugoslav Crisis, 26/08/92. 
3598 ABZ, 999.0 VN/Operaties/UNPROFOR/Joegoslavië/okt-dec 1992. ‘Erklärung des österreichischen Vertreters im 
Konsultatiausschuss des Konfliktverhütungszentrums’, 23/11/92. 
3599 ABZ, 999.241/Joegoslavië/No Fly Zone/sept-dec 1992. PV New York to Foreign Affairs, 16/11/92, No. nyv/9360; 
MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 
79/92, 29/10/92. 
3600 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 86/92, 16/11/92. 
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One of the main advocates of safe havens for Displaced Persons in the autumn of 1992 was the 
Polish special reporter on human rights for Yugoslavia, Tadeusz Mazowiecki. In a report he had 
prepared, which appeared on 16 November 1992, he named ethnic cleansing as the main cause of the 
serious violations of human rights occurring in Bosnia-Hercegovina, such as attacks on civilian targets, 
arrests, ill-treatment and torture, rape, mass deportation and arbitrary summary execution.3601 
Mazowiecki spoke out in favour of safe havens in his report to the Commission on Human Rights of 
the UN General Assembly and in the introduction he gave during a special meeting of the Commission 
held on 24 November that was devoted to discussion of the report. He went so far as to say that if the 
Commission did nothing to further the creation of the safe havens, the whole meeting would be 
‘pointless’.3602

The International Red Cross, that had spoken out against the establishment of safe regions as 
late as the end of July because this would attract more refugees and thus simply increase the number of 
Displaced Persons requiring help and protection, came out in favour of the creation of protected zones 
at the end of October when its chairman Cornelio Sommarugua spoke to a meeting of senior diplomats 
in Geneva. He considered the agreement of the three parties involved to be of crucial importance in 
this connection. The Austrian Foreign Minister Alois Mock quickly adopted his idea – but without the 
essential condition that the parties concerned should give their agreement – and submitted to the 
Security Council (of which Austria was still a temporary member) the concept of safe havens protected 
by a new contingent of UN troops in the former Yugoslavia with a special mandate for this purpose, 
UNPROFOR III. In particular the permanent members of the Council showed little enthusiasm for the 
idea in this form, however. They were afraid that a very large force would be required to monitor the 
zones and enforce their safety.

  

3603 The argument that the international community would be supporting 
ethnic cleansing by creating safe regions was also repeated, while in addition some countries feared that 
such regions would lead to ghettoization as was known to have happened in the Palestinian refugee 
camps in the Gaza strip. Mock did manage, however, to gain the support of a number of non-aligned 
countries such as Morocco and Venezuela. By way of compromise, on 16 November the Security 
Council passed Resolution 787, which invited Boutros-Ghali and Ogata to study the scope and 
requirements for the establishment of Safe Areas.3604 The International Red Cross was also involved in 
this study.3605 On 25 November, a conference of Balkan states, convened at the invitation of Turkey, 
likewise expressed its support for the establishments of safe regions.3606

The mediators Owen and Vance had let it be known in the meantime that they were ‘very 
strongly opposed’ to the concept of Safe Areas, which according to Owen was suddenly the flavour of 
the day with all those who thought that ‘something’ should be done in Bosnia.

 

3607 Owen and Vance also 
believed that establishing such Safe Areas would lead to further ethnic cleansing, and would encourage 
the Serbs to commit further acts of aggression:3608 the Bosnian Serbs would go on driving the Muslims 
into smaller and smaller enclaves, which UNPROFOR would then have to defend and administer.3609

                                                 

3601 UN, A/47/666; S/24809. 

  

3602 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00585. Biegman 1286 to Kooijmans, 24/11/92. 
3603 See e.g. the reservations of the British government in this connection, ABZ, DDI-DAV/999.241/DAV/MS/ 
JoegoslaviëNAVO/Coördinatie/No Fly Zone/Joegoslavië/Operation Deny Flight/Sept-Dec 1992. Van den Broek 093 to 
PR EC Brussels, 18/11/92. 
3604ABZ, 999.241/Joegoslavië/No Fly Zone/sept-dec 1992. PV New York to Foreign Affairs, 16/11/92, nyv/9360. 
3605 The Austrian Foreign Minister again advocated Safe Areas to the chairman of the Security Council on 21 December 
1992, ABZ, DDI-DAV/999.241/DAV/MS/Joegoslavië/NAVO/Coördinatie/No Fly Zone/Joegoslavië/Operation Deny 
Flight/Sept-Dec 1992. D’Ansembourg 1418 to Van den Broek, 22/12/92. 
3606 UN, A47/742; S/24869; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 91/92, 27/11/92. 
3607 Owen CD-ROM. Owen’s Private Secretary to UK, EC Presidency, 26/11/92 re Visit of Lord Owen to Madrid, 
25/11/92, 26/11/92. 
3608 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00585. Boddens Hosang 797 to Van den Broek, 27/11/92. 
3609 Owen CD-ROM. Owen’s Private Secretary to UK, EC Presidency, 26/11/92 re Visit of Lord Owen to Madrid, 
25/11/92, 26/11/92. 
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The UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako Ogata, also had serious reservations about 
the idea of Safe Areas. She therefore insisted that the question of these areas should be dealt with 
within the framework of the conference on Yugoslavia by the working group for humanitarian issues 
chaired by herself, and not by the working group on human rights. In this way Ogata, in her dual 
capacity as High Commissioner for Refugees and as chair of the working group on humanitarian issues, 
ensured that she would have a firm grasp on the formulation of the standpoint in Geneva about the 
establishment of Safe Areas. The working group she chaired proved to share the concerns of those 
who expected that the Safe Areas would give rise to great military and political problems, such as the 
tendency to attract even more refugees and the moral dilemma of cooperating with ethnic cleansing. 
Moreover, the Safe Areas would lead to an increase in the number of people that were dependent on 
humanitarian aid. However, the main concern felt by the Yugoslavia conference was the fear that once 
the Safe Areas were established, the parties to the conflict in Bosnia might be less strongly motivated to 
seek a political solution. The working group therefore adopted the standpoint that safety should be 
brought to the population, and not vice versa.3610

At the beginning of December, the International Red Cross and the UNHCR still disagreed 
strongly about the desirability of safe zones. The former took the view that the most important thing 
was to mitigate the humanitarian plight of the population in the most effective way. The organization 
therefore appealed to the international community in late October, and again in early December, to 
establish safe havens, in view among other things of the reluctance of Western governments to offer a 
new home to refugees.

  

3611 Ogata’s UNHCR was afraid, however, that such action would help to 
consolidate the results of ethnic cleansing.3612 And Owen and Vance warned Sommaruga (the chairman 
of the International Red Cross) that if the Security Council did embrace his idea it was to be expected 
that the parties to the conflict would not agree with the establishment of the Safe Areas, and would not 
demilitarize them.3613

‘A false feeling of security’  

 

The concept of Safe Areas was under discussion in the Netherlands too. In particular the MP Valk 
from the PvdA (Labour) had been advocating this for some time, but the (Christian Democrat) CDA 
fraction also thought it was not a bad idea while Green Left characterized it as an attractive option, 
comparable with the measures used to deal with the plight of the Kurds in Northern Iraq. Prof. J.J.C 
Voorhoeve (director of the Netherlands Institute of International Relations - generally known as the 
Clingendael Institute from its location in Clingendael Park in The Hague - and later Minister of 
Defence) and M. Van den Doel (staff member of the Clingendael Institute, on temporary secondment 
from the Army) had already put the idea forward in August 1992, in their contributions to the debate 
on the possibility of intervention in the former Yugoslavia (see Chapter 6). Apparently encouraged by 
Security Council resolution 787, Voorhoeve (sometimes in cooperation with Van den Doel) returned to 
this issue repeatedly in the media. For example, the day after the resolution had been passed he said 
that he was in favour of deploying fifty to a hundred thousand well armed troops to establish at least 
two Safe Areas in Bosnia and to achieve a few more aims such as freeing prisoners from the camps by 
means of a hit-and-run operation.3614

                                                 

3610 Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 1403-1404. 

 A few days later, he and Van den Doel argued for the 
establishment of one large demilitarized zone in central Bosnia that could serve as a base for the 

3611 Owen, Odyssey, pp. 69-70; Ingrid Harms and Ursula den Tex, ‘Kan de hulpverlening nog hulp verlenen?’ (Can the aid 
organizations still supply aid?), Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 25. 
3612 Newland, ‘Conflict’, p. 101. 
3613 Owen, Odyssey, p. 70. 
3614 H. Goudriaan, ‘Toekijken werkt als boemerang’ (Observation has boomerang effect), Trouw, 17/11/92. 
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transport of supplies to towns and for housing refugees.3615 According to Van den Doel, air strikes 
might force the Serbs to cooperate. During the operations, the UN peacekeeping forces in Bosnia 
would have to be concentrated to reduce the risk of hostage-taking and humanitarian aid would have to 
be temporarily suspended.3616

These calls to action by Voorhoeve and Van den Doel elicited a furious response from De Kok 
(from the CDA fraction in Parliament). In May of the same year, he and Oostlander (also from the 
CDA) had advocated surgical military intervention with precision bombardments of Serb lines of 
supply and artillery emplacements, which in their view would have made sense at the time. Van den 
Doel had responded then, however, that intervention was impossible (see Chapter 5). And now that the 
situation had been made even more chaotic by the attempts by the Bosnian Muslims to provoke UN 
intervention and the three parties to the conflict were fighting one another with the aid of foreign 
mercenaries, Van den Doel’s director Voorhoeve had suddenly (according to De Kok) become an 
advocate of military intervention. De Kok does not seem to have been aware of the numerous 
contributions to the debate made by both Voorhoeve and Van den Doel since July, in which they 
revealed themselves to be the warmest possible advocates of intervention. In any case, he decided to 
refrain from being a forerunner in the call for military intervention in the future: 

 

‘Is it possible to win such an unconventional war? This is surely the first 
question a general – but above all also a politician – must ask himself. Which 
Western general is capable of drawing up a feasible plan for military 
intervention on the basis of this complicated situation? What should the aims of 
a Western intervention force be? Moreover, the risk that such intervention 
would ignite the whole Balkan powder-keg is greater now than it has ever been. 
And the resulting damage in humanitarian terms could well be even greater than 
it is now. ‘3617

In De Kok’s opinion, ‘giving a display of impotence is not part of a politician’s job description’.

  

3618

                                                 

3615 J.J.C. Voorhoeve and M. van den Doel, ‘Zonder VS geen oplossing voor conflicten in ex-Joegoslavië’ (No resolution of 
conflicts in former Yugoslavia without US), NRC Handelsblad, 21/11/92. 

 
Nevertheless, impotence was very largely the feeling reflected in many comments on the situation made 
in the Netherlands in the autumn of 1992, including those coming from other members of De Kok’s 
own CDA fraction. This was due to the fact that the Dutch government actually agreed with the views 
on intervention aired in Parliament, though other governments did not. Maarten van Traa, a member of 
the PvdA fraction in Parliament, therefore suggested that the Dutch government, together with e.g. 
Germany and Belgium, should try to persuade France and England of the need for military 
intervention. Blaauw would also like to see Van den Broek take action on the international scene, to 
persuade the Netherlands’ partners in the international community to force through the flight embargo, 
naval blockade, elimination of heavy weapons, liberation of the prisoners being held in camps and 
creation of safe havens in Bosnia itself to offer refuge to the Displaced Persons. Van Middelkoop 
presented similar views in a debate in Parliament, because if no action was taken ‘we won’t know where 
to hide our faces when the winter has gone by ... we will smother in our feelings of guilt’. The D66 
(Democrats) and GroenLinks (Green Left) fractions had reservations, however. Eisma (D66) thought 
that military intervention in pursuance of humanitarian aims was ‘politically not feasible: why try it, 
when you know it isn’t going to work? You need to opt for the most effective ways and means. Our 

3616 Huib Goudriaan, ‘Schets voor ingrijpen met hoofdrol voor luchtmacht’ (Sketch for intervention with main role for air 
force), Trouw, 08/12/92. 
3617 T. de Kok, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Militaire interventie is nu te laat’ (Former Yugoslavia. Military intervention is already 
too late), CD/Actueel, 12/12/92, p. 8. 
3618 ‘Westerse politici mede schuldig aan drama Bosnië’ (Western politicians bear the blame for the Bosnian drama), Utrechts 
Nieuwsblad, 19/11/92. 
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choice is limited objectives, for whose realization ample resources are available.’ Sipkes (Green Left) 
feared that military action on the ground in order to free the prisoners from the camps or to establish 
safe zones would cost more lives than it would save.3619

The Dutch Chief of Defence Staff, General A.K. van der Vlis, was on the side of those who 
urged caution. Appearing in the TV programme Het Capitool on 22 November, he summed up the many 
arguments against the establishment of safe havens for Displaced Persons. This step would take the 
international community across the boundary between peacekeeping and peace enforcement, he 
claimed, since maintaining a safe haven means protecting people from one party against those from 
another party, if necessary by force. About a hundred thousand soldiers would be needed to ensure 
this. Effective logistic support would have to be arranged for them in a region where a guerrilla-type 
conflict was raging. Since a strong political will would be required to deal with such a complicated 
situation, leadership would have to come from the big countries. General Van der Vlis wondered 
whether such an operation would be possible without American participation. And finally, there was 
the moral objection that the establishment of safe havens could be seen as support for the Serb ethnic 
cleansing policy.

 

3620 Arguments very similar to those presented by General Van der Vlis were also found 
repeatedly in analyses of the situation prepared by the Dutch military intelligence service MID.3621

While Van den Broek had expressed some reservations about the idea of safe zones as late as 
August 1992 (see Chapter 6), the Dutch government argued during the EC summit held in Birmingham 
on 16 October 1992 that if the Serb prison camps in Bosnia were cleared up, the prisoners released 
should be cared for in the immediate vicinity of UNPROFOR concentrations.

 

3622 This solution was 
doubtless chosen for want of a better one, in view of the fact that the Western governments did not 
appear willing to absorb substantial numbers of ex-prisoners themselves. The Dutch proposal elicited 
no response at all from other EC member states, however.3623

A report issued shortly after that by the chairman of the International Red Cross, Sommaruga, 
showed the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs clearly just how big the problem was becoming: 
according to Red Cross estimates, there would soon be a hundred thousand Displaced Persons in 
Bosnia requiring aid. The Dutch ambassador-at-large C.R.J. Kröner stated during a meeting of the 
Comité Politique held mid-November that the only appropriate way of ensuring that these Displaced 
Persons did not present themselves on the doorsteps of potential European host nations was the 
establishment of safe havens – which would naturally require military protection. The only support he 
got was from the director-general for political affairs of the German Foreign ministry Chrobog, who 
said that the plight of the Bosnian Displaced Persons must be the ‘imperative humanitarian priority’ for 
the international community. 

  

3624 In fact, the Netherlands quite often found support for its far-reaching 
stance on the Yugoslav question from Germany; this had already appeared e.g. during the London 
conference. However, attempts by the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs to gain support from its 
counterpart in Bonn for its proposal to establish safe havens failed because the German ministry of 
Foreign Affairs felt unable to recommend peace enforcement while Germany was not contributing any 
troops itself. 3625

                                                 

3619 ‘Westerse politici mede schuldig aan drama Bosnië’, Utrechts Nieuwsblad, 19/11/92. 

 

3620 TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Het Capitool, 22/11/92, 12 noon: ‘Stafchef waarschuwt voor ingrijpen Balkan’ (Chief of Defence 
Staff warns against intervention in Balkans), Trouw, 23/11/92; ‘Generaal huiverig voor veiligheidszones Bosnië’ (General 
unhappy about idea of Safe Areas in Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 23/11/92; ‘Van der Vlis: Pas op met veiligheidszones’ (General 
Van der Vlis says, ‘Take care with Safe Areas’), Defensiekrant, 26/11/92. 
3621 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 79/92, 29/10/92; 80/92, 02/11/92; MID. MID, 
Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 87/92, 18/11/92; MID/CO. MID-CO, ‘Opties inzet VN’ 
(Options for UN intervention), 30/11/92. 
3622 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 812 (22/10/92). 
3623 ABZ, 910 Joegoslavië/algemeen correspondentie/deel 4, July 1992-Feb 1993. Zendbrief DEU-82852, 10/11/92 
3624ABZ, DDI-DAV/999.241/DAV/MS/Joegoslavië/NAVO/Coördinatie/No Fly Zone/Joegoslavië/Operation Deny 
Flight/Sept-Dec 1992. Van den Broek 093 to PV EC Brussels, 18/11/93. 
3625 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Smit 538 to Van den Broek, 04/12/92. 
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The Dutch Ministers of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek and Defence Ter Beek also made a plea 
for the establishment of safe havens during the WEU meeting in Rome on 20 November. 3626 Earlier in 
the same month, the Secretary-General of the WEU, Van Eekelen, had also advocated the 
establishment of Safe Areas in Bosnia by analogy with the situation of the Kurds in Iraq. 3627

In the meantime, Harm Hazewinkel, the head of the Eastern Europe office of the Dutch 
ministry of Foreign Affairs, had also initiated a study of the scope for the establishment of safe havens 
in the wake of the passing of Resolution 787. He thought that it might be possible to establish these 
safe havens on the basis of negotiation and according to him they should not last longer than six 
months, and should be linked either to the coast or to Zagreb via a humanitarian corridor and an 
escape route. If it proved impossible to reach agreement in the negotiation process within a fortnight – 
the onset of winter was already imminent – UNPROFOR might set up the safe havens itself. This 
option would require expansion both of UNPROFOR’s mandate and of the number of troops at its 
disposal. A third possibility was to make use of areas which were in the hands of the Bosnian Muslims 
or the Croats, to designate these as safe havens and to protect them by means of a UN peacekeeping 
force. Hazewinkel mentioned Mostar and Srebrenica as possible candidates. According to him, a 
display of force might provide an effective defence of these enclaves. If necessary, this could be backed 
up by the threat of Western air strikes in response to heavier offensives. Hazewinkel was well aware 
that such safe havens might attract an increasing number of refugees and also recognized the risk that 
they might reinforce the process of ethnic segregation in Bosnia-Hercegovina, but he claimed that there 
was no alternative. One could try to limit their scope by declaring them to be ‘temporary emergency 
measures’ intended to help one hundred thousand Displaced Persons through the winter. 

 In 
response to this, the WEU Council of Ministers invited the WEU Contingency Planning Group (CPG) 
to study the possibilities of Safe Areas. It was hoped that this study might provide a basis for UN 
decision-making in this field.  

3628

When it appeared that the French government was thinking about establishing a zone sûre in 
Bihac with German assistance, the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs considered that this might 
provide a precedent for it to realise its own ideas about safe zones. Working along the same lines as the 
Franco-German joint venture, the ministry’s Directorate for International Organizations (DIO) entered 
into consultation with the British Overseas Development Administration about the possibilities of 
setting up a big winter camp in Vitez which would provide room for about twenty thousand Displaced 
Persons, ‘under the smoke of the UNPROFOR units’. 

  

3629

The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs was however not without its doubts about the Franco-
German approach. This appears from the report of a discussion Van Walsum had on 24 November 
with his French counterpart Dejammet about the interpretation of the concept of zones sûres. According 
to Dejammet, the French zone sûre was identical with the English ‘Safe Area’. It was fundamentally 
different from a safe haven, which was supposed to be protected by a stationary military force with a 
special mandate from the Security Council. Zones sûres, on the other hand, were set up in the lee of an 
existing concentration of UNPROFOR II troops. Van Walsum asked Dejammet how safe such a zone 
sûre really was, since in the case of an attack on it the UNPROFOR troops in the vicinity would have 
neither the mandate nor the equipment to defend it effectively. Dejammet conceded this, but tried to 
reassure Van Walsum by stating that the relations between the various parties in the Balkans were all 
based on intimidation. He claimed that Karadzic would never dare to attack a zone sûre. Van Walsum 

  

                                                 

3626 Statement by Prime Minister Lubbers on TV, Nederland 3, Nova, 20/11/92, 11 pm. 
3627 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 80/92, 02/11/92. 
3628 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Memorandum from head of DEU (drafted by head of DEU/OE) to DGPZ, 24/11/92, No. 
286/92; underlined in original. 
3629 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Memorandum from head of DEU to DGPZ, 24/11/92, No. 286/92; memorandum from 
DIO/Joegoslavië to M, 27/11/92, No. 847/92; ABZ, 2001/00023, memorandum from DEU to AP and others., 16/11/92, 
No. 278/92; memorandum from DEU to AP and others, 18/11/92, No. 283/92; memorandum from wnd. DEU to AP 
and others, 30/11/92, No. 290/92. 
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was not so sure about this. According to him, the very meek and mild stance adopted by the 
international community so far had reduced the deterrent effect of its forces almost to zero. Dejammet 
had to agree that if the Bosnian Serb forces did attack and start carrying out ethnic cleansing, the 
UNPROFOR units would have no mandate to intervene. This led Van Walsum to advise Foreign 
Minister Van den Broek to be cautious about following the Franco-German example: ‘In my opinion, 
we must not get involved in an operation that creates a false feeling of security.’ Since the Dutch 
UNPROFOR troops were unarmed, The Hague would have to find out whether the British were 
prepared to defend such a zone ‘beyond the rules of engagement of UNPROFOR II’. Van Walsum 
therefore advised the minister to keep on aiming for real safe havens. 3630

It soon became clear that the British plans for safeguarding the population in the vicinity of 
Travnik, Vitez and Zenica were unlikely to give this region the status of a zone sûre. Unlike Bihac, the 
region was not an enclave. The British were therefore ultimately more in favour of protecting the 
population in Central Bosnia by means of patrols. As long as uncertainty remained about the extent of 
the protection offered by the British, the DIO was not in favour of British-Dutch cooperation on the 
zones sûres, especially because the planned joint British-Dutch mission assigned to investigate the 
possibilities of such an operation would have to drive from Sarajevo to central Bosnia through the Serb 
front lines. ‘This involves great security risks’, according to a memo from DIO’s department of Legal 
and Social Affairs, ‘to which officials of this department should not be exposed.’ 

  

3631 This was not an 
argument that Foreign Minister Van den Broek wished to consider, however. 3632

The DIO agreed with Van Walsum, moreover, that one drawback of the zones sûres was the lack 
of any real guarantee that the Displaced Persons seeking refuge there would not be subjected to 
external aggression. If one wished to avoid both this unsafe situation and a mass exodus of refugees 
from Bosnia, then according to the DIO the only solution was to establish safe havens, special zones 
under solid military protection. As the DIO put it, ‘Safe havens are inevitable in this situation, and we 
would do well to make the necessary preparations for them as soon as possible.’ The DIO was fully 
aware that the establishment of safe havens would lead to a need for peace enforcement, as would the 
humanitarian corridors required to maintain supplies to the safe havens. It concluded that both 
UNPROFOR’s mandate and the number of troops at its disposal would have to be enlarged to meet 
these needs. 

 

3633 The very same day on which Van Walsum advised Van den Broek to aim at the 
establishment of real safe havens, 24 November, The Hague sent a COREU message advocating such 
‘genuine “safe havens”, protected by UNPROFOR forces, mandated by a new Security Council 
resolution and equipped accordingly’. The Hague proposed that these questions should be discussed 
not only under the aegis of the EC, but also in the UN, NATO and WEU. 3634

Two days later, on 26 November, the Netherlands made a plea in favour of safe havens in the 
EPC’s ad hoc group on Yugoslavia. 

  

3635 It was stated in this connection that ‘[th]e choice was between 
offering a very large number of refugees the hospitality of our own country or ensuring that adequate 
facilities were in place to take care of them in Bosnia.’ However, after the British diplomat Greenstock, 
speaking on behalf of his country which was currently chairing the EC, argued that the establishment of 
safe havens would lead to ‘all out military intervention’, the representatives of the other EC countries 
were very reserved in their response to the Dutch proposal. It was nevertheless decided to keep the 
matter under discussion. 3636

                                                 

3630 PVNY. Memorandum from DGPZ to Van den Broek, 24/11/92, No. 184/92, Appendix to DGPZ to PR New York, 
personal, 24/11/92. 

 The American government was not enthusiastic about safe havens or 
anything of that ilk either, arguing that they would support ethnic cleansing and that they would make 

3631 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Memorandum from DIO/Joegoslavië to Van den Broek, 03/12/92, No. 857/92. 
3632 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Memorandum from Van Walsum to DAV, 07/12/92, No. 194/92. 
3633 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Memorandum from DIO/Joegoslavië to M, 25/11/92, No. 842/1992. 
3634 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00755. COREU message from The Hague, 24/11/92, cpe/hag 735. 
3635 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102. COREU message from EPC secretariat, 27/11/92, cpe/sec 1120. 
3636 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00755. Van den Broek to London embassy, 27/11/92, celer 179. 
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the Bosnian Muslims completely dependent on the international community. 3637 When the Russian 
Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Churkin visited The Hague at the end of November, however, Van 
Walsum managed to get him to promise that the Russian government would support a Security Council 
resolution giving UNPROFOR a mandate for the establishment of safe havens. Churkin stated that the 
Russians would be prepared to cooperate in the light of the humanitarian emergency in Bosnia. 3638 
However, the Western permanent members of the Security Council remained opposed to the 
establishments of safe havens because of the risks of contributing to ethnic cleansing and of 
ghettoization, the need to increase the scale of military involvement and the switch from peacekeeping 
to peace enforcement. 3639

Van den Broek had apparently – despite the public words of warning uttered by the Dutch 
Chief of Defence Staff - got his teeth into the idea of safe regions as the new panacea for the problems 
in Bosnia, and was not prepared to let go. The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs was disappointed that, 
despite Dutch support, the Commission on Human Rights of the UN Economic and Social Council 
was not prepared to include the idea of safe regions in a draft resolution after discussion of the 
Mazowiecki report. Van den Broek ordered the Dutch Permanent Representative to the UN in Geneva, 
J.F. Boddens Hosang, to do all in his power to push through acceptance of this idea. 

 

3640 Boddens 
Hosang initially had little success with this initiative. UNPROFOR and the troop-contributing nations 
for the operations in the Balkans could not see where the extra troops needed to protect the Safe Areas 
would come from. Hence, the Netherlands failed to find support for practically every suggestion in this 
direction, even from the representatives of Austria which was generally regarded as ‘the father of the 
safe-area idea’. 3641

Boddens Hosang therefore turned to The Hague for further instructions. Should he remain out 
of step with all Western countries and the co-chairmen of the Yugoslavia conference? Or should he, in 
pursuance of the aim to get the Safe Areas included in the resolution, join forces with a number of 
Islamic countries under the leadership of Bosnia, Bangladesh, Iran, Jemen, Jordan, Pakistan and 
Tunisia? Boddens Hosang suggested that the latter position would show the world ‘very clearly’ that the 
Dutch view of Safe Areas differed from – and was more positive than – that of the other Western 
countries. 

  

3642 During the weekend of 28 and 29 November Turkey and the United States, who had 
shared the initiative to call the meeting, finally decided after urging from the Bosnian government 
among others that a passage about the need for relief corridors, Safe Areas and security zones should 
be included in the resolution. The Netherlands was the first of the EC member states to co-sponsor the 
new draft text put forward by Turkey and the USA. 3643 The Turkish-American draft resolution was 
finally passed with 45 votes in favour. Only Little Yugoslavia voted against, while Cuba abstained. 
Boddens Hosang was full of praise for ‘the unexpected change of course’ by the USA, ‘which we 
warmly welcomed’, and no less for the performance of his own country: ‘The Dutch intervention gave 
clear expression to our country’s stance, fully in line with the overall voting picture and contrasting 
sharply with the flat, uninspiring attitude manifested by the rest of the Twelve.’ 3644

                                                 

3637 ABZ, 910 Joegoslaivë/algemeen correspondentie/deel 4, July 1992-Feb 1993. Meesman 990 to Van den Broek, 
24/11/92. 

 The Commission on 
Human Rights also passed a resolution making states responsible for human rights violations 
committed by their citizens. It urged that persons who could be held responsible for crimes against 
humanity and serious human rights violations should be brought to trial. The Commission gave the 
Serbs the main responsibility for the conflict in Bosnia and put up the question in the resolution 

3638 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Van den Broek to PR New York, 27/11/92, celer 438. 
3639 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Biegman 1323 to Van den Broek, 30/11/92. 
3640 ABZ, DEU/2000/00585. Van den Broek 281 to PR Geneva, 26/11/92. 
3641 ABZ, DEU/2000/00585. Boddens Hosang 797 to Van den Broek, 27/11/92. 
3642 ABZ, DEU/2000/00585. Boddens Hosang 799 to Van den Broek, 28/11/92. 
3643 ABZ, DEU/2000/00585. Boddens Hosang 806 to Van den Broek, 01/12/92. 
3644 ABZ, DEU/2000/00585. Boddens Hosang 812 to Van den Broek, 03/12/92. 
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whether genocide had been committed in this region. On 18 December, the General Assembly of the 
UN went on to brand ethnic cleansing as genocide in resolution 47/121, and requested Boutros-Ghali 
to set up a tribunal for war crimes committed in Yugoslavia. 

In the meantime, the WEU Central Planning Group had made a distinction between three types 
of safe regions: 
– Safe havens, i.e. demilitarized zones 25 kilometres in circumference, in which the population could be 

protected against both internal and external violence and intimidation. This variant would require 
100 to 300,000 troops, air support and a preparation time of about four months. 

– Safe Areas: regions, which should preferably be substantially free of conflict beforehand, where 
refugees could be offered ‘a reasonable degree of security’ by a brigade of peacekeeping troops; and 

– Relief zones: regions containing an existing UN battalion, which would only come into action in 
response to external violence aimed at the civilian population to be protected. In this variant, the 
UNPROFOR troops could not expect air support. The limited expansion of UNPROFOR II 
forces required for this variant could be achieved on the ground in about a month. 3645

 
 

On 3 December, the WEU ad hoc group on political and military affairs in the former Yugoslavia 
rejected the safe haven option as unrealistic. 3646

This decision worried Van Walsum, who was deeply concerned about the outcome of any 
scenario not involving safe havens. In his view, the West was still in the ‘appeasement’ phase in its 
dealings with Milosevic and Mladic, whom he saw as implacably continuing ‘their march towards a 
Greater Serbia’. As long as the West was not prepared ‘to cross the Rubicon between the 
“appeasement” phase and the “enforcement” phase’, Van Walsum claimed, ‘we are playing with fire in 
our experiments with half-hearted security zones’. Van Walsum was deeply troubled by the whole 
situation, since the WEU studies were seen as the result of a Dutch request while the two remaining 
options which the WEU intended to subject to further study were ‘so risky’ that Van Walsum 
wondered whether the Netherlands could ‘take the responsibility for them’. 

  

3647

Van Walsum started by discussing the matter with his British counterpart Appleyard, since the 
idea of a British-Dutch Safe Area in the region around Vitez was still under consideration. Appleyard 
told Van Walsum that it was not possible at that moment to get a guarantee from the British ministry 
of Defence that British UNPROFOR units would defend a Safe Area. On the other hand, Appleyard 
stated that he could not imagine that the British would fail to defend a Safe Area if the need arose. Van 
den Broek shared this conviction, and therefore wished the possibility of cooperation with the British 
to be subjected to ‘intensive’ further study. 

  

3648 The fact that Van Walsum had stood completely alone at 
the meeting of the Comité Politique on 2 December with his ideas on new steps in Bosnia did not seem 
to discourage Van den Broek at all. He is reported to have spread the message in the corridors of 
Parliament at this time: ‘We’ll just try, try, try again and you’ll see, we’ll get there one day’. 3649

The Directorate for General Policy of the Dutch ministry of Defence (Dutch abbreviation 
DAB) and General A.K. van der Vlis, Chief of the Dutch Defence Staff, drew up a sort of interim 
balance sheet of the situation in the former Yugoslavia in a memorandum dated 8 December 1992, to 
provide background information for Dutch representatives at a number of international meetings 

 

                                                 

3645 NIOD, Ter Beek Collection, ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’ 
(Memorandum about possible expansion of military operations in former Yugoslavia), appendix to memo Barth to Ter Beek 
et al., 08/12/92, D92/555; ABZ, DPV/ARA/00585. Memorandum from Van Walsum to DAV, 07/12/92, No. 192/92; 
Wio Joustra, ‘WEU acht spoed met safe havens ondoenlijk’ (WIO thinks it is impossible to set up safe havens quickly), de 
Volkskrant, 09/12/92. 
3646 NIOD, Ter Beek Collection, ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
appendix to memo Barth to Ter Beek et al., 08/12/92, D92/555. 
3647 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00585. Memorandum from Van Walsum to DAV, 07/12/92, No. 192/92. 
3648 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00585. Memorandum from Van Walsum to DAV, 07/12/92, No. 194/92. 
3649 Rob Meines, ‘Den Haag zoekt steun voor ingreep in Bosnië’ (The Hague seeks support for intervention in Bosnia) , 
NRC Handelsblad, 04/12/92. 
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planned for the coming days. In the first instance, it was intended as briefing material for Prime 
Minister Lubbers and Minister of Foreign Affairs Van den Broek, who would be attending the EC 
Council of Ministers meeting in Edinburgh on 11 and 12 December. 3650 According to the authors of 
this memorandum, the situation in the whole region was ‘dramatically bad’ and unstable. 3651 In Croatia, 
President Tudjman was threatening not to renew the mandate of UNPROFOR, which was due to 
expire in March. In Bosnia-Hercegovina, there was the risk of ‘a human tragedy of enormous extent’: 
according to UNHCR, hundreds of thousands of people could perish during the coming months due 
to ethnic cleansing, military conflict and the winter. In the meantime, US President Bush, who had been 
defeated by Clinton in the presidential elections and was in charge of a caretaker government in the 
period leading up to Clinton’s inauguration, had decided to contribute twenty to thirty thousand US 
troops to the UN force in Somalia. This was a deliberate choice on the part of the American 
administration, who believed that action in Somalia posed fewer risks to American military personnel 
than in the former Yugoslavia. 3652

The authors of the memorandum did not regard peace enforcement as a feasible option, in view 
of the large number of troops it required and the lack of international consensus on the political 
objectives. They also thought that the scope of the operations involved in the Safe Areas option 
according to the WEU proposal led to a high risk of escalation of the conflict if this option was 
pursued. They therefore concluded that the Dutch government should think provisionally in terms of 
the use of ‘relief zones’, which could be set up quickly and with the aid of limited resources, before the 
winter started to take its toll. However, even relief zones, ‘by far the most realistic option’, would 
confront the decision-makers with difficult questions such as whether the international community 
would be able to provide the protection in the long term, what action should be taken in response to 
bombardment with heavy weapons and whether a relief zone should be completely demilitarized. 

 According to the Directorate for General Policy and General Van 
der Vlis, this increased the pressure on the European states to do something in the former Yugoslavia. 
European intervention was also necessary to prevent Islamic countries from offering Bosnia-
Hercegovina military support. 

If the international community were to opt for the Safe Areas variant, the Royal Netherlands 
Army could do little more than supply supporting units as long as the Airmobile Brigade was not yet 
operational. An armoured infantry unit could not be sent, in view of the voluntary basis on which 
Dutch soldiers doing their National Service were deployed, and the marines were not available because 
they were already in Cambodia. The Dutch Air Force could supply a fighter squadron, and guided 
missiles if required, for air support of Safe Areas. As mentioned above, the WEU did indeed opt for 
the Safe Areas variant on 15 December. 3653

The Directorate for General Policy and General Van der Vlis felt that there were serious 
objections to the idea of enforcing a no-fly zone – a plan which received strong support in particular 
from the American government. 

 

3654

                                                 

3650 BSG. Besluitenlijsten politiek beraad (List of decisions taken during political consultation of Dutch Parliament) 1992-
1993, besluitenlijst (list of decisions), 07/12/92. 

 This would lead to peace enforcement, and could have 
consequences for the UN personnel on the ground. Nevertheless, particularly in view of the 

3651 NIOD, Ter Beek Collection. ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
appendix to memo Barth to Ter Beek et al., 08/12/92, D92/555. 
3652 A. Elshout, ‘VS tonen zich kieskeurige supermogendheid’ (US proves to be selective superpower), Het Parool, 03/12/92; 
M. Huygen, ‘Geen Amerikaan waagt het ingrijpen Somalië te hekelen’ (No American dares to criticize intervention in 
Somalia), NRC Handelsblad, 09/12/92; Tom Kuijt, ‘Amerikanen meten met twee maten’ (Americans apply double 
standards), Het Parool, 09/12/92; Paul Brill, ‘Een alibi om in Bosnië niets te doen’ (An alibi for inaction in Bosnia), de 
Volkskrant, 05/12/92; Patrick Glynn, ‘Why Africa? Anywhere but Bosnia’, The New Republic, 28/1/92; Tim Zimmermann, 
‘The Crisis that’s too tough to tackle. Saving Somalia is easier than stopping Serbia’, U.S. News & World Report, 21/12/92; 
Strobel, Policy, pp. 138-139. 
3653 NIOD, Ter Beek Collection. ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
appendix to memo Barth to Ter Beek et al., 08/12/92, D92/555. 
3654 See e.g. ‘UN chiefs urge no intervention in Bosnia’, Press Association Newsfile, 16/12/92. 
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psychological threat emanating from jet fighters, the Netherlands could make an F-16 squadron 
available.3655

Officials from Foreign Affairs made a number of critical comments on some of the ideas 
contained in this White Paper on Defence.

 

3656

On the same day that the Directorate for General Policy and the Chief of Defence Staff 
presented their memorandum to Minister of Defence Ter Beek, the head of the Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs Van Eenennaam also submitted a new policy review to Foreign 
Minister Van den Broek. 

 Relief zones were considered to be escalation-sensitive; 
only real safe havens would not be subject to this risk. Foreign Affairs did not think that the presence 
of international jet fighters would have much of a deterrent effect if the Serbs got to know their rules of 
engagement. Enforcement of the no-fly zone would have to be coupled with either air-lifts of the 
necessary supplies or better armouring for the convoys on the ground. 

3657 The Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs was in 
favour of giving the Serbs a strong signal – somewhere in between the current situation and large-scale 
military intervention. Van Eenennaam pointed out once again that a proposal to deal with the Serb 
heavy weapons had been made several months before. According to that proposal, if these heavy 
weapons had not been concentrated at a specified location by a specified date, they would be taken out 
by air strikes. This would reduce the level of violence. Seen from this point of view, a no-fly zone was 
the ‘next best’ option. Van Eenennaam noted further that while the Netherlands was a front-runner in 
the efforts to boost Western effectiveness in Bosnia, its words were not very credible as long as the 
Dutch ministry of Defence could only offer to supply a few F16s. If the Netherlands really wanted to 
play a credible spearhead role, there were three options open to it according to Van Eenennaam: 
annulling the voluntary basis for the deployment of National Service troops, formation of an armoured 
infantry battalion in the short term or withdrawing the marines from Cambodia so that they could be 
deployed in the former Yugoslavia. The best option at the moment would seem to be for the Dutch Air 
Force to contribute to enforcement of the no-fly zone and for a start to be made with the creation of 
relief zones. Van Eenennaam thought that Van den Broek should put pressure on Defence Minister 
Ter Beek to make a contribution to this last-mentioned effort. 3658

Subsequent interdepartmental consultation showed officials from Foreign Affairs clearly that 
the only option considered really safe by Van Walsum, that of the safe haven, was seen as unrealistic by 
their colleagues from Defence because of the lack of political will at an international level, because it 
would be impossible to put together a military force of the require size and because even if this did 
prove possible the troops would take too long to deploy. It was decided that it would be best to employ 
a step-by-step approach, starting with relief zones and making use of the UNPROFOR II battalions 
already present. While Van Walsum was not at all happy with the step-by-step approach, Van 
Eenennaam had in fact already betted on relief zones even before the start of the interdepartmental 
consultation. Another point revealed during this consultation, in response to questions from Foreign 
Affairs, was that the ministry of Defence would be unable to supply an operational unit (e.g. an 
armoured infantry battalion) in the short term. The head of the Directorate for Political UN Affairs J.T. 
(Jan) Hoekema commented that there was ‘a real problem (…)’ here, ‘if we are unable to deploy more 
forces in Yugoslavia to meet internationally agreed commitments’. 

 

3659

While officials at Foreign Affairs and Defence were subjecting the possibilities of establishing 
some form of safe regions to a joint review, UK Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd wrote a letter to Van 

 

                                                 

3655 NIOD, Ter Beek Collection. ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
appendix to memo Barth to Ter Beek et al., 08/12/92, D92/555. 
3656 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Copy of ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
08/12/92, provided with marginal comments. 
3657 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Memo from head DAV to minister, 08/12/92, No. 92/1590. 
3658 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Copy of ‘Notitie over mogelijke uitbreiding van militaire operaties in voormalig Joegoslavië’, 
08/12/92, provided with marginal comments. 
3659 ABZ, DDI-DOA, 00463. Memorandum from head DPV to Van Walsum, 10/12/92, No. DPV-2225/92. 
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den Broek to inform him that the British government had decided against a joint British-Dutch Safe 
Area. Hurd mentioned the facts that the proposed Safe Area would in his opinion need a new UN 
mandate, and would also require a larger military force, as reasons for the decision. Moreover, the 
creation of a Safe Area could put UN neutrality at risk. According to Hurd, the presence of 
UNPROFOR II alone would be enough to make an area safe without the need for special measures. In 
fact, the region in central Bosnia where British and Dutch troops were currently operating had already 
become a ‘relief area’. 3660

While the British government thus rejected the idea of a British-Dutch Safe Area, the WEU ad 
hoc group on political and military affairs in the former Yugoslavia gave the WEU Central Planning 
Group a mandate a few days later, on 15 December, to study the scope for Safe Areas at locations 
where UNPROFOR troops were already present. Italy, then chairing the WEU, would also contact the 
UN concerning this matter. 

 

3661 The WEU concentrated its study mainly on the idea of a Safe Area in or 
near Sarajevo. This was considered to need about 15,000 extra military personnel. 3662 On 18 December, 
the EPC ad hoc group on Yugoslavia also unanimously confirmed the need for ‘the creation of Safe 
Areas (not safe havens)’. 3663 On 1 February 1993, the WEU submitted a report on the possibility of a 
Sarajevo Safe Area to Boutros-Ghali, who forwarded it to UNPROFOR Force Commander Nambiar 
for advice. 3664

In the meantime, on 17 December 1992, Sadako Ogata had sent Boutros-Ghali the UNHCR 
standpoint on Safe Areas, as requested in resolution 787. According to her, Safe Areas should only be 
created as a last resort. It would be much better to try to create a secure climate for all minority groups 
throughout Bosnia-Hercegovina. It should be borne in mind that the parties to the conflict were either 
opposed to Safe Areas or wanted to use them to realize their own military objectives. Not only did the 
creation of Safe Areas consolidate lines of confrontation; at the same time, the various parties to the 
conflict would probably resist this process so that attacks both on and from the enclaves could not be 
excluded. The establishment of such Safe Areas would force UN troops into a peace-enforcement role, 
and could limit the freedom of movement of people in these areas and possibly also their right to 
asylum. Ogata wrote that the UNHCR standpoint had been arrived at after consultation with the 
International Red Cross, which had in the meantime set its sights lower as regards Safe Areas. 

 

3665 The 
meeting of the Follow-Up Committee of the Conference on the former Yugoslavia the day before had 
shown little sign of the latter, however. At this meeting, the International Red Cross had supported a 
solution in which towns where an ethnic minority was still present, such as Mostar or Zenica, would be 
declared Safe Areas. UN troops would be stationed there, and these towns would also offer shelter to 
people who had had to flee their homes and who had been unable to find refuge anywhere else. These 
Safe Areas should only be regarded as an emergency measure. The International Red Cross explicitly 
excluded the possibility that towns that were under siege could be declared Safe Areas. Other solutions 
(such as a ceasefire) would have to be found there. 3666

                                                 

3660 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Message from the Foreign Secretary to Mr Van den Broek, appendix to R.P. Flower to De 
Gooijer, 10/12/92. 

 At the same meeting, Cyrus Vance repeated his 
warning against the establishment of Safe Areas. He pointed out the confusion that had arisen between 
terms like safe havens and security zones. He and Owen still feared that Safe Areas would only 
contribute to the process of ethnic cleansing. Vance claimed that the best safe haven was a general 

3661 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 161; ABZ, 999.241. Embassy London to Van den Broek, fax No. 1023. WEU-restricted, 
16/12/92. 
3662 Van Eekelen, Security, p. 161. 
3663 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00755. Van den Broek, 21/12/92, celer circ 849. 
3664 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Italian chair of WEU to all WEU embassies, 03/12/92, weu/rom 404; Italian chair of WEU 
to all WEU members, 14/01/93, weu/rom 14; Italian chair of WEU to all WEU members, 11/02/94, weu/rom 24. See also 
DCBC, 2691. ‘Safe Areas. Minutes of the meetings regarding study of Safe Areas for humanitarian purposes’. 
3665 UNHCR, Fund 19, Sub-fund 6, File: Safe Areas, Ogata to Boutros-Ghali, 17/12/92; Mercier, Crimes, pp. 211-213. 
3666 Mercier, Crimes, pp. 125-126 and 209-210; Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 231-232. 
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ceasefire. 3667 Three days later, on 19 December, Vance again rejected the idea of Safe Areas in a speech 
to the Security Council because, he said, they meant cooperation with ethnic cleansing.3668

3. A month of meetings 

 

Foreign Minister Van den Broek continued to adopt the active stance in the international arena also 
required of him by the Dutch Parliament not only with regard to Safe Areas but also more generally. 
During the meeting of the WEU Council of Ministers on 20 November in Rome, Van den Broek 
responded at length to a remark by the British Secretary of State Hamilton that the international 
community was doing more in Bosnia than some participants at the meeting seemed to be suggesting. 
Van den Broek appeared to take this remark personally, and said that he had never suggested this and 
in fact never could have suggested it as the representative of a country like the Netherlands that has 
made a (very) substantial contribution right from the start and at present has more than 1000 troops in 
the region, but that in the light of the massive human tragedy unfolding there, ‘action should prevail 
rather than satisfaction’. We can all be grateful for all contributions made, but it is our duty to point out 
what still has to be done. 

Van den Broek went on to say that at a given point the use of force might help to attain 
peacemaking objectives. His argument was supported by his Turkish and Portuguese counterparts.3669

The month of December was full of meetings at international level where the topic of the 
former Yugoslavia was discussed. The Defence Planning Committee, the half-yearly meeting of the 
Ministers of Defence and the Chiefs of Defence Staff of the NATO member states, was planned for 10 
and 11 December in Brussels, followed by the meeting of the EC Council of Ministers in Edinburgh on 
11 and 12 December, the meeting of the CSCE Council of Ministers in Stockholm on 14 and 15 
December, the WEU ad hoc group on the former Yugoslavia on 15 December, a ministerial 
conference on Yugoslavia in Geneva on 16 December as a follow-up to the conference on Yugoslavia 
held in London in August and the half-yearly meeting of the NATO Council of Ministers in Brussels 
on 17 December. This plethora of meetings offered the Dutch government an opportunity to try to get 
some momentum again into the Yugoslavia dossier.  

 It 
was clear that the moment when he would be prepared to countenance the use of force was no longer 
far off.  

First of all, however, the Organisation of Islamic States met on 1 December, with the position 
of Muslims in Bosnia-Hercegovina as the main item on the agenda. There was great dissatisfaction 
within the Organisation about the Security Council’s rejection in mid-November of their request for 
lifting of the arms embargo on Bosnia-Hercegovina. The Organisation passed a resolution repeating its 
demand for this embargo to be lifted and requesting that the UN should take military action against the 
Serbs, the concrete effects of which should start to be noticeable by 15 January 1993. In the absence of 
such action, the Organisation would take its own steps. 3670

                                                 

3667 Ramcharan, Conference, p. 213. 

 The Organisation of Islamic States, founded 
in 1971, was not considered however to be of much practical significance: its main value was as a 
platform for the expression of Muslim views. The only direct consequence of the above-mentioned 
resolution was that the UN General Assembly asked the Security Council on 18 December to lift the 
arms embargo on Bosnia-Hercegovina. The MID correctly characterized the position of the 
Organisation of Islamic States and the Arab League as follows some six months later:  

3668 Honig & Both, Srebrenica, p. 150. 
3669 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01803. Hoekman 635 to Foreign Affairs, 23/11/92. 
3670 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, deel V-VI (Yugoslavia. Political relationships and parties, 
part V-VI), May 1992–April 1993; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 88/92, 20/11/92 
and 93/92, 04/12/92. 
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‘Despite all the verbal support for the Bosnian Muslims, there is hardly any sign 
of independent military action by Islamic states (i.e. action not sanctioned by 
the Security Council) in favour of the Bosnian Muslims. On the other hand, 
these states will doubtless do their best to extract political and propagandistic 
advantage out of what they see as the lack of effective action by the West. ‘3671

In the meantime, the attacks on Sarajevo actually intensified, 

 

3672 which led the UN Commander for 
Sarajevo, the Egyptian Brigadier General Hussein Ali Abel Razek, to harden his stance. He commented 
openly in early December that the UN operation so far had been a failure. According to him, Western 
military intervention was the only way to protect the Muslims against Serb aggression. 3673 Phillipe 
Morillon, Commander of the UN Forces in Bosnia, who had been opposed to military action against 
the VRS up to this time, seems to have changed his mind after the attacks on Sarajevo. 3674 The French 
Chief of Defence Staff J. Lanxade supported Morillon’s standpoint after a visit to Bosnia. Lanxade 
characterized UNPROFOR’s mandate as practically inoperable, the command structures as 
malfunctioning and the discipline of some national contingents as below par, and concluded: ‘ou on 
emploie la force ou on se retire’ (either we use force, or we withdraw). 3675

Dutch opinions 

 

In the meantime, there was great disappointment in Dutch political circles about the stance of the 
British government (which had succeeded the Netherlands as chair of the EC) concerning the Yugoslav 
question. In an internal memo of the PvdA fraction in Parliament written in mid-November, Maarten 
Van Traa urged that Yugoslavia should be returned to the top of the Twelve’s agenda after the British 
chairmanship had expired. According to him, the international community’s lack of willingness to do 
anything about this issue was starting to assume ‘criminal traits.’ 3676 He thought that the Dutch 
government should use ‘undiplomatic means’, possibly in cooperation with the Belgian and German 
governments, in order to put an end to the ‘sit-on-the-fence’ attitude of France and the UK. Prime 
Minister Lubbers and Van den Broek might, for example, be able to achieve this by appearing on 
French and British TV. 3677 During the debate on the budget for Foreign Affairs at the end of 
November in Parliament, the mood of the MPs about the former Yugoslavia was ‘practically 
uncontrollable’, according to Van Walsum. 3678

                                                 

3671 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, deel VII, May 1993-March 1994; MID. MID, 
Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 43/93, 29/06/93; cf. 56/93, 16/09/93. Cf. Calic, Krieg, p. 
227.For previous involvement of this Organisation with the conflict in Bosnia see Moore, ‘Aspects’, p. 41; interview W. 
Claes, 12/03/01. 

 On the other hand, the top figures in Foreign Affairs 
were not too unhappy about this trend since, as Van Walsum commented in retrospect, the Dutch 
ministry of Foreign Affairs, under the leadership of Van den Broek, had to fight very hard against the 

3672 See e.g. ‘Serviërs beginnen offensief in diverse delen van Bosnië’ (Serbs start offensive in various parts of Bosnia), NRC 
Handelsblad, 02/12/92. 
3673 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 189; ‘“Vredesmissie van VN in Bosnië is mislukt”’ (UN peace mission in Bosnia fails), de 
Volkskrant, 07/12/92. 
3674 JF, ‘Croatian leader urges western action against Serbs’, New York Times News Service, 12/12/92, 1821EST. 
3675 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. Wijnaendts 486 to Van den Broek, 10/12/92; Marie-Claude Smouts, ‘Political aspects of 
peace-keeping operations’, in Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p. 20. 
3676 NIOD, PvdA Collection. Memo Maarten van Traa to PvdA committee on Foreign Affairs re committee meetings 
19/11/92, 16/11/92, No. BUZA/029.92. 
3677 NIOD, PvdA Collection. Memo Maarten van Traa to members of PvdA fraction, for purposes of policy discussions 
within the fraction 24/11/92, 20/11/92, No. F/111. 
3678 Interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. Cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III (Starting point III), deposition by A.P. van Walsum, 
22/05/00, p. 11. See also ‘Machteloos Nederland wil van alles in Joegoslavië’ (Impotent Holland has wide range of wishes in 
Yugoslavia), Trouw, 26/11/92; ‘Nederland staat nog alleen met plan voor Bosnië’ (Holland stands alone with plan for 
Bosnia) and Rob Meines, ‘Den Haag zoekt steun voor ingreep in Bosnië’ (The Hague seeks support for intervention in 
Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 04/12/92. 
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Dutch ministry of Defence – and in fact against just about all other European ministries of Defence – 
to gain any understanding of the need for military intervention. 3679

After the relaxed mood that held sway in September and October 1992, a few voices were once 
again raised in the printed media in favour of intervention. Two elements played a role here: firstly, 
reports of the continuing humanitarian need of the population of Bosnia against the background of the 
problems faced by aid convoys in getting to their destinations

 

3680

The main mood reflected in the printed media was outrage at the lethargy shown by the EC, 
NATO and UN in taking further steps against Serbia, while people in Bosnia were starving to death 
and being subjected to murderous attacks and torture. After the UN Security Council had voted in 
favour of tighter sanctions on 16 November, for example, a leader in NRC Handelsblad commented, 
‘Maybe now we will see some, albeit slow, change. Of course, this all comes too late for the thousands 
who have already suffered death and maltreatment and for the countless victims who have been 
terrorized into leaving their homes and losing all their possessions. Nothing can be done to change that 
situation.’ 

 and secondly, the worries the 
international community was starting to feel about the possible spread of the conflict to Kosovo and 
Macedonia. The latter topic will be dealt with in greater detail in Chapter 9. It will only be discussed 
here insofar as this threat provided new fuel for the debate about intervention. 

3681

‘The question arises again and again what Western political civilization thinks it 
can allow itself to permit, what must be vigorously rejected in theory while it 
can be tolerated in practice – even when the proofs of wide-scale criminality are 
delivered to our homes daily by the media.’ 

 The main voice raised in the NRC Handelsblad against Western inaction was that of the 
columnist H.J.A. Hofland. In one article entitled ‘Grenzen aan het gedogen’ (The limits of tolerance) he 
wrote, for example, 

3682

He called the toleration of the ‘incredible crimes’ that had been committed in the former Yugoslavia 
during the past year and a half, not only by politicians but also by intellectuals and artists,  

 

‘The bankruptcy of Europe. While its consequences may be less severe than 
those of the Depression of the ‘thirties (though that remains to be seen), its 
content is actually even more depressing – if only because European 
pretensions have become so much grander in the intervening period. This 
bankruptcy is perhaps reflected most clearly by the feeling of futility, the vague 
suspicion that it is starting to get pathetic, even somewhat ridiculous, every time 
one prepares to write yet another of the long series of comments on 
Yugoslavia.’3683

He knew the arguments against military intervention, but ‘How long can we allow ourselves to keep on 
hesitating?’ The international community had showed its good intentions by increasing the severity of 
the blockade one year after it had first been instituted. 

 

‘Would it not be wise, humane and in accord with European political 
civilization if even more of these ‘intentions’ were formulated? ... Who knows, 

                                                 

3679 Interview A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00. 
3680 Cf. Anet Bleich, ‘Safe havens in Bosnië: een zinnig voorstel’ (Safe havens in Bosnia: a sensible suggestion), de Volkskrant, 
24/11/92. 
3681 ‘Kalmpjes aan’ (More haste, less speed), NRC Handelsblad, 18/11/92. 
3682 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Grenzen aan het gedogen’ (The limits of tolerance), NRC Handelsblad, 02/12/92. 
3683 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Grenzen aan het gedogen’, NRC Handelsblad, 02/12/92. 
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that might even lead to European honour being saved before the last house in 
Sarajevo is shot to rubble.’3684

If even television viewers could see where the Serb gun emplacements round Sarajevo were located, it 
should not be beyond the ability of the Western military forces to put them out of action, Hofland 
argued. 

 

3685 He started to feel a bit more hopeful when in December Western awareness began to grow 
of a possible conflict in Kosovo that could form the seed of a Balkan war. This would make 
intervention in the former Yugoslavia not just a humanitarian action but a form of national self-interest. 
According to Hofland, the West was ‘now in the first phase of self-defence’. 3686 And that had the 
advantage that since the countries of Western Europe, according to the columnist, were unable either 
to undertake any significant intervention or even to defend themselves, the American government 
would have to step in. 3687

André Roelofs similarly commented in De Volkskrant that the lack of military action by Western 
countries was due to the idea that the situation in the former Yugoslavia did not affect any of their 
essential interests. According to him, however, peace, security, stability and human rights in Europe 
were indivisible. In his view, intervention was inevitable ‘for the sake of the victims, but also in our 
own interests.’ 

 

3688

Mient Jan Faber, also writing in De Volkskrant, pointed out the risks of conflicts in Kosovo and 
Macedonia. According to him, this meant that the West would have to make large parts of the Balkans 
a protectorate and use military force to set up safe havens where Displaced Persons could be taken care 
of. Peace enforcement was the only means available to the West to avoid being confronted with a series 
of ethnic wars. 

 

3689 This elicited a response from within his own camp, from Erik Hummels and Jan 
Smit, members of the Quakers’ segment of the Interchurch Peace Conference. They argued that the 
peaceful means for resolving the conflict in the former Yugoslavia had not yet been exhausted. 
According to them, peace enforcement would only lead to war enforcement because the Yugoslavs, 
who had long been accustomed to assume an independent stance in international politics, would see 
members of a UN military force as intruders. They believed, moreover, that the idea that the West 
could restore order in the Balkans had its source in a Western sense of superiority: ‘The objective is not 
to salve our conscience, or to blow new life into the Dutch peace movement: those are all forms of 
Western ethnocentricity.’ 3690 The staff member of the Eastern Europe Institute at the University of 
Amsterdam Nevenka Tromp-Vrkic believed, however, that the establishment of a UN protectorate 
over large areas of the former Yugoslavia was probably the only possible solution. 3691

Yet another contributor to De Volkskrant, Anet Bleich, commented on the choice between ‘to 
intervene or not to intervene’ facing the European Community in a bantering, almost demagogic tone: 

 

‘Peace, democracy, economic growth, free trade, learning to live in a unified 
Europe, in old or new multi-ethnic and multicultural relationships? That’s not 
really what we realists are bothered about, is it? Oilseeds and white wine, how 

                                                 

3684 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Grenzen aan het gedogen’, NRC Handelsblad, 02/12/92. 
3685 ‘Een Saigon voor de VN’ (A Saigon for the UN), NRC Handelsblad, 09/12/92. 
3686 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Meer dan humanitair’ (More than humanitarian), NRC Handelsblad, 23/12/92. 
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to stay friends with the farmer and keep refugees out of our own back yard – 
that is the question.’3692

Nor was she much impressed by the arguments against safe havens put forward by General Van der 
Vlis. According to her, if the Allies had used the same arguments in 1944 they would never have 
undertaken the Normandy landings. 

 

3693 She regarded the stance of ‘our pacifist-minded generals’ as 
‘pernicious’ 3694 and thought that the Dutch Parliament should ‘rise out of the swamp of largely self-
induced impotence’. It should start by stating that it wanted to make a contribution to the safe havens 
option itself and should then send its Foreign Minister and Defence Minister, Van den Broek and Ter 
Beek, off to seek support for such an initiative from Washington, Paris, London and other capitals. 3695 
Alman Metten, a member of the socialist fraction of the European Parliament, wrote in De Volkskrant 
on the same day that, having regard to the war in the former Yugoslavia among other things, ‘the 
Netherlands [should] drop its modest attitude of ‘we’re only a small country’, play an activist role (if 
possible in a Benelux framework) and not be afraid of bold initiatives’. 3696 A.M. Oostlander, member of 
the CDA fraction in the European Parliament, also tried to urge the Dutch Parliament to stop dragging 
its heels behind the lead given by the government, as it had been doing since August according to him. 
‘Members are actually advocating a neutral course, which is incompatible with the Christian Democrat 
tradition of dealing with National Socialists.’ In fact, Oostlander had noticed that the Dutch Parliament 
had already adopted a more active stance, but it needed to go further and put other governments under 
pressure with the aid of public opinion in the countries concerned. In this context, it would be a good 
thing to ‘have Great Britain’s wretched Yugoslavia policy subjected to solemn condemnation’. 3697

The leader article in the Protestant daily Trouw on Christmas Eve argued that military 
intervention in Bosnia was needed ‘without delay. The use of military force to create a no-fly zone 
above Bosnia can be no more than an initial move, especially in view of the fact that aeroplanes and 
helicopters play little or no part in the battles taking place in Bosnia-Hercegovina.’ 

 

3698

While the voice of interventionists was not heard as loudly on the opinion pages as it had been 
in August, the opposition was even less noticeable. Hardly any arguments against intervention could be 
found in Trouw and De Volkskrant, while J.L. Heldring continued his lonely battle against 
interventionism in the columns of NRC Handelsblad. ‘Criticizing humanitarian missions is a thankless 
task’, he wrote. ‘You run the risk of being pigeonholed as an inhumanist.’ But he still did his best to do 
so. In his opinion, no operation should be started in the former Yugoslavia as long as its outcome is 
completely uncertain. Even if tens of thousands of troops did manage to create safe havens, the West 
had no guarantee that the population would not start butchering one another again when these safe 
havens were removed years later, ‘so such an intervention, though undertaken with the noblest of 
motives, could well turn out to be completely ineffective in the long run’. 

 

3699

EC summit in Edinburgh 

 

The idea of Safe Areas, or safe havens, represented a concrete objective for the Dutch government, but 
it was making very little progress in persuading others of its feasibility. In the meantime, winter was 
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approaching and it was feared that many tens or hundreds of thousands in Bosnia would not survive it. 
Van Walsum commented at the meeting of the Comité Politique held on 2 December that by this time he 
knew all the arguments against any proposal leading to harder action against Serbia by heart, but the 
overall result was that the Twelve were showing themselves to the rest of the world as passively 
accepting the use of force as a means of territorial expansion and ethnic cleansing. His French and 
British counterparts, on the other hand, argued that the international community had only two choices 
in dealing with the former Yugoslavia: either limiting itself to the protection of humanitarian aid, or 
waging all-out war. 3700

Officials in Foreign Affairs’ Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs (Dutch 
abbreviation DAV) were of the opinion that international policy-making with regard to Bosnia-
Hercegovina had got stuck fast because EC governments were only able to think about the options 
available in such black and white terms: it was either peacekeeping or all out war. 

 

3701

The Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs considered this operation to be 
‘feasible, because the Serbs are unlikely to attack regions under such international protection.’ The 
directorate realized that great powers of persuasion would be needed to convince decision-makers not 
only internationally but also at home – especially the Dutch Chief of Defence Staff - of the merits of 
this idea. It did not expect any support at all from within the EC. It was therefore suggested that Van 
den Broek should launch the plan in a newspaper like the International Herald Tribune or the Financial 
Times, so that he could appeal over the heads of his European counterparts to European political 
opinion, the Clinton government in spe and the Arab and/or Islamic states. 

 The Directorate 
for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs tried to break this impasse by proposing what they called 
a ‘passive enforcement operation’. While it was doubtless impossible at that moment to convince the 
West to undo all the Serb territorial gains in Bosnia-Hercegovina the Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs suggested to Foreign Minister Van den Broek that it might well be 
possible to halt further Serb advances and at the same time to deal effectively with the humanitarian 
emergency in the regions that had not yet been conquered by the Serbs. Such an operation might be 
expected to lead to ‘a sort of Cyprus situation’ which would, it is true, doubtless call for a large body of 
troops to be stationed in the conflict zone for many years, but where a certain level of peace could also 
be restored.  

3702

Within this framework of creative thinking, Van Walsum wanted to make an attempt even 
before the EC summit to be held in Edinburgh on 11 and 12 December ‘to breach (...) the solid front 
of those who believe that further action [in Bosnia] will inevitably lead to all out war’. 

 The Directorate for 
Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs had apparently already forgotten how irritated Foreign 
Affairs itself had been the year before when independent voices, in particular from Bonn, had been 
raised during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC. 

3703 His eye fell on 
Srebrenica in this connection. On 22 November, General Morillon had demanded that aid convoys 
should be granted access within a week to Srebrenica and Gorazde, the two town in Eastern Bosnia 
that had been held under siege for months by the Bosnian Serbs and that had so far proved to be 
inaccessible for humanitarian aid convoys (see Chapter 7). If this demand was not met, the Security 
Council would have to make more troops available according to Morillon. 3704 UNHCR even threatened 
to stop aid to Serbian towns in Eastern Bosnia until supplies were allowed to reach Srebrenica and 
Gorazde. 3705

                                                 

3700 ABZ, Communications archives. Bot 415 to Van den Broek, 02/12/92. 

 Talks between Morillon and Mladic yielded the concession that aid supplies would be 

3701 See also Rob Meines, ‘Den Haag zoekt steun voor ingreep in Bosnië’, NRC Handelsblad, 04/12/92. 
3702 ABZ, 999.0 VN/Operaties/UNPROFOR/Joegoslavië/okt-dec 1992. Memo DAV (DAV/MS/RM AHG) to M, 
03/12/92, No. DAV/MS-218/92. 
3703 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Memorandum DGPZ to DEU, DAV, DPV and JURA, 03/12/92, No. 189/92. 
3704 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 89/92, 23/11/92. 
3705 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01803. ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië - spreekpunt UNPROFOR II inzet transportbataljon’ (Former 
Yugoslavia – agenda item UNPROFOR II deployment transport battalion), memo DIO/Joegoslavië for WEU Council of 
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allowed to get through to Srebrenica; however, the convoy from Belgrade bringing these supplies was 
held up at the Bosnian-Serb border by a mob of Serbs. 3706 The convoy was finally allowed to complete 
its journey to Srebrenica on 28 November, where UNHCR found the population starving and without 
medical supplies. 3707 The next convoy was also stopped on the way to Srebrenica, but finally reached its 
destination on 5 December. Van Walsum therefore ordered a study to be carried out of the possibility 
of air-lifting supplies to the hospital in Srebrenica. 3708 The preliminary conclusion was that this idea was 
not feasible because of concerns about the safety of the aircraft used for the transport. 3709 Besides, the 
next convoy reached Srebrenica a few days later, on 10 December. 3710

The Military Liaison office of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs sent 
Van Walsum a memorandum shortly after that, stating that air-lifting supplies ‘could not be whole-
heartedly recommended’. The fact that even flights carrying aid supplies to Sarajevo, which had been 
agreed on by all parties, were nevertheless shot at made it clear that the air space above Bosnia was 
definitely not safe; in addition, the mountainous terrain round the Muslim enclaves made it difficult for 
the crew to determine the right approach path and to drop the supplies accurately, the VRS would 
probably object to military flights over strategic territory, and finally air-lifts were expensive and only 
delivered a limited capacity. The only remaining possibility, according to the Military Liaison office, was 
‘more robust’ support for the convoys travelling by road. 

 

3711

Foreign Affairs was not alone in its feverish search for ways of pulling international policy on 
Yugoslavia off the sandbanks. Dutch Prime Minister Lubbers had also been convinced since early 
December that the international community had not been doing enough about the region. He summed 
up the situation as follows: Milosevic’s regime had not been sufficiently isolated; the sanctions had not 
been enforced strictly enough; the no-fly zone had not been imposed; and aid convoys still experienced 
great difficulties in reaching their destinations. 

 As mentioned in Chapter 7, however, this 
was not an acceptable option either.  

3712 Both the ministry of Foreign Affairs and the premier 
knew that the majority of Dutch public opinion shared their irritation and will to action. Just as had 
been the case a year before, at the end of 1992 sixty-six percent of those surveyed by the NIPO polling 
organization on 20 and 21 December no longer believed that the Yugoslav crisis could be solved by 
negotiation. The same percentage believed that the UN should undertake military intervention and that 
Dutch troops should take part in this action, even at the expense of a certain number of casualties. 3713

                                                                                                                                                                  

Ministers, Rome, 20/11/92–VDT, 19/11/92; ‘VN binden hulp aan Serviërs aan voorwaarden’ (UN sets conditions on aid 
to Serbs), NRC Handelsblad, 24/11/92; ‘VN ‘pokeren’ met hulp aan Moslims’ (UN turns aid to Muslims into a poker game), 
de Volkskrant, 25/11/92; ‘Konvooien van UNHCR naar Moslim-steden Bosnië fiasco’ (Fiasco of UNHCR convoys to 
Muslim cities in Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 26/11/92. 

 
Even Hans Van Mierlo, the leader of the Social Democrat D66 fraction in Parliament, who together 
with Eisma and Ter Veer (also from D66) often did his best to temper the mood of the Dutch 
government and Parliament when they got too heated in their pursuit of a solution to the problems of 
Yugoslavia, stated during D66’s annual congress held at the end of November 1992 that the 
Netherlands must continue to keep in step with the international community ‘even though we are 
disappointed at the size of the steps they are agreed on taking’ but must at the same time ‘stubbornly go 

3706 ‘Gorazde wel, Srebrenica nog niet geholpen’ (Gorazde has already received aid, but Srebrenica has not yet), NRC 
Handelsblad, 27/11/92. 
3707 ‘Belegerde stad in Bosnië krijgt VN-hulp’ (Besieged Bosnian town receives UN aid), de Volkskrant, 30/11/92. 
3708 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Memorandum DGPZ to DEU, DAV, DPV and JURA, 03/12/92, No. 189/92. 
3709 Ibid., memorandum DAV to DGPZ, 03/12/92, No. DAV/MS-220/92. 
3710 See also ibid., memo deputy DAV to DGPZ, 16/12/92, No. DAV/MS-228/92. 
3711 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Memorandum deputy DAV for DGPZ, 16/12/92, No. DAV/MS-228/92. 
3712 Nederland 3, Nova, 04/12/92, 10.30 pm. 
3713 J. van der Meulen, ‘Veiligheid hier en daar’ (Security here and there), Maatschappij & Krijgsmacht, 16 (1994) 1, p. 2; De 
Boode & Everts, Ontwikkelingen, p. 188. 
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on advocating the taking of greater steps (…) even though this involves us in heavier military 
responsibilities. We can’t go on as we are now.’ 3714

The question was however what the Dutch government could achieve abroad. Why, for 
example did a country like Belgium not take as active a stance as the Netherlands? This question seems 
to underlie an interview the Dutch journalist Verbakel had with the Belgian Foreign Minister Claes in 
the political talk show Het Capitool on Dutch TV on the afternoon of Sunday 6 December, on the eve 
of the EC summit in Edinburgh. Verbakel asked the Belgian Foreign Minister the following question: 
‘Our Dutch Foreign Minister claims that the moment is approaching when we can no longer avoid 
taking forceful action. What do you think?’ Claes’s lengthy answer is worth citing in extenso, as he seems 
to be holding up a mirror in which his Dutch counterpart and the Dutch premier Ruud Lubbers could 
view themselves. 

 

Claes: ‘I believe we have to be very careful. It is not my job to interpret the 
attitude of my Dutch colleague. I completely agree with him when he says that 
we are making ourselves ridiculous, to the extent that the decisions we take are 
not respected and are not even carried out. (…) Whether the conclusion to be 
drawn from that is that you have to start developing a military scenario - a 
‘peace making’ scenario in present-day parlance - is another matter altogether. I 
am not a specialist. But I know what the specialists from the Pentagon, the 
British General Staff and the French General Staff tell me. And also what 
certain Belgian generals tell me. Firstly, intervention in Bosnia is not guaranteed 
to yield success in the short term. Secondly, you are practically certain to suffer 
considerable losses among the troops you deploy. And thirdly, civilian losses 
will be high. The most important consideration, however, is the risk of sinking 
into a bottomless swamp as happened in Lebanon.’ 

‘Verbakel: Isn’t it strange that Mr. Van den Broek doesn’t recognize that?’’  

‘Claes: I can’t really comment on that.’ 

‘Verbakel: Lubbers appears to expect that a large number of countries will 
follow the Dutch lead at the European summit in Edinburgh?’ 

‘Claes: I wouldn’t like to make a prediction about that. However, I would sound 
a warning about excessive optimism with respect to the Security Council. It 
seems to me you can’t simply say, ‘We’re off to war, hurrah! Long live violence’, 
without legal backing from UNO and the Security Council.’ 

‘Verbakel: You call yourself a socialist. They are much more cautious, much 
more detached than our Christian Democrat Minister of Foreign Affairs, aren’t 
they? 

‘Claes: I don’t know if caution is the right word. I would prefer to speak of 
realism.’ 3715

A few hours later, Dutch KRO television broadcast a special issue of the current affairs programme 
Brandpunt, entitled ‘Joegoslavië exit – ingrijpen ja of nee’ [Exit Yugoslavia – do we intervene or don’t we?] 
and lasting 2½ hours. Authorities like Van den Broek, Van Eekelen and Owen appeared on the 

 

                                                 

3714 D66, party management documents, speech by Hans Van Mierlo at D66 annual congress in Nijmegen, 28/11/92. 
3715 Dutch TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Het Capitool, 06/12/92, noon. 
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programme, alongside prominent commentators and experts. They were accompanied by a wide range 
of well known Dutch personalities such as the actress and singer of Croatian origin Tatjana Simic, chess 
player Hans Böhm, cabaret artiste and TV presenter Jos Brink and programme-maker and author 
Boudewijn Büch. The programme could not be characterized as the acme of balanced TV debate. It 
was stated that the main theme of the evening was ‘how is it possible that the history of torture and 
deportation we went through fifty years ago seems to be being repeated today?’3716

The programme showed many images of both Croatia and Bosnia, while refugees told their 
stories of ethnic cleansing, torture and executions. Some of the facts presented were distorted, 
however. For example, fragments from Radio Television Novi Sad of murders committed on Serbs by 
Croats and Muslims were used during the programme, while the accompanying commentary 
characterized the images as evidence of Serb crimes against Muslims. One viewer who phoned the 
broadcasting company to correct this was told that the programme makers were not interested. 

 Viewers could 
phone up and say whether they were for or against military intervention in Yugoslavia or to put 
questions to experts like Dick Verkijk, a Dutch journalist with a good knowledge of Eastern Europe. 
The balance between yes and no votes was displayed on a barometer during the broadcast. At the start 
of the programme, 88 percent were for intervention and 12 percent against. At the end, 91 percent of 
the callers were for and nine percent against. Presenter Fons de Poel rounded off with the words, 
‘Intervention or not? Let’s hope we never have to say, “Wir haben es nicht gewusst. [‘We never knew what 
was going on’ – a reference to the claims of innocence by the general German population in response 
to the revelations of genocide after the Second World War]”.’ 

3717 The 
Serb Information and Cultural Centre in the Netherlands later submitted a complaint about the 
programme to the Dutch Council for Journalism, claiming that the makers showed anti-Serb bias and 
failed to take due care that the commentary matched the images (for example, the commentary on 
pictures of a woman complaining about atrocities stated that she was Muslim while she was in fact 
Serbian). The Council stated in its ruling that the discrepancy between pictures and commentary did 
amount to the giving of false information. It concluded that the editors of Brandpunt had not done all 
they could to avoid errors, but regarded the errors committed as of minor importance. The Council 
found further that the editors could have made more effort to present the standpoint of the Bosnian 
Serbs, but concluded on balance that the limits of social acceptability had not been transgressed. The 
complaint was therefore rejected. 3718

This broadcast illustrated the increasingly activist mood of the Dutch public after a quiet 
interlude of more than three months. Many of the voices raised came from Church circles. For 
example, the Netherlands Council of Churches sent a letter to Foreign Minister Van den Broek early in 
December, urging military intervention to support the establishment of protected zones for civilians in 
Bosnia. The synods of the hervormde, gereformeerde and Lutheran churches supported this call in a letter to 
their congregations. The Ecumenical Action section of the Netherlands Council of Churches started 
collecting signatures for a petition requesting the government to raise its voice in favour of more 
European action on the former Yugoslavia. The IKV (Interchurch Peace Council) started a postcard 
campaign as part of an international campaign organized by the Helsinki Citizens Assembly for peace and 
human rights: pre-printed postcards were sent both to the Dutch government and to the joint UN/EC 
Peace Conference on the former Yugoslavia, urging the establishment of ‘safe havens’ and ‘open 
borders’ for the refugees in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

  

The Dutch Joint Aid Organizations announced that they were going to hold a collection 
campaign for the former Yugoslavia, with the aid of the Luxembourg broadcasting channel RTL4 and 

                                                 

3716 Ingrid Harms and Ursula den Tex, ‘Kan de hulpverlening nog hulp verlenen?’, Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 24. 
3717 DPPN, archives of D66 party secretariat. Incoming correspondence on Europe (Oost-Europa 1989-1993), M.K.-S. to 
D66 secretariat, 15/12/92, 192.3536. 
3718 ‘Het Servisch Informatie- en Cultuurcentrum tegen de redactie van KRO-Brandpunt’ (Complaint brought by Serbian 
Information and Cultural Centre against the editors of the KRO programme Brandpunt), De Journalist, 05/11/93, p. 36. See 
also Anstadt, Servië, p. 161. 
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the Dutch public broadcasting companies, in the second week of December They also called for 
military intervention, since they feared that their aid would not reach its destination without this 
intervention. 3719 The Red Cross, one of the participating joint aid organizations, had already made a 
plea in November for the establishment of safe havens under military protection. 3720 The Roman 
Catholic, gereformeerde and hervormde churches in the Dutch province of Noord-Brabant announced that 
they were going to ring the church bells for five minutes at seven o’clock on the evening of Thursday 
10 December in protest against the events in Bosnia. 3721

Against this background, Prime Minister Lubbers and Foreign Minister Van den Broek made 
their intended stance during the coming EC summit in Edinburgh perfectly clear. Van den Broek, who 
had also appeared in the Brandpunt programme about Yugoslavia on 6 December, stated during a 
meeting of EC ministers held the following day that ‘some form of military intervention seems almost 
inevitable’. He was thinking in this connection about the use of force to create a no-fly zone above 
Bosnia, and the establishment of Safe Areas for refugees. According to him, ‘a period of laissez-faire, 
broken promises and statements not backed up by force’ had to be brought to an end. 

 

3722

In the second week of December, the Dutch weekly Vrij Nederland summed up the debate 
about intervention in Yugoslavia that had been going on during the past year and a half as follows:  

  

‘Things can’t go on like this any longer. There has to be some form of 
intervention. It will take some time, however, before the powers that be make 
up their minds about how or where the action should be taken and by whom, 
whether it should be small- or large-scale and whether it should involve the use 
of land, sea or air forces. Only after all these decisions have been taken can the 
actual intervention start. And even then, it is uncertain whether such action will 
really bring peace and security.’3723

According to the authors, however, only one option was discussed to ease the lot of those suffering 
persecution and forced displacement in Bosnia: 

  

‘Relocation of refugees in protected zones in their own country. This appears to 
be a realistic option, at least from a political viewpoint. Opinions are strongly 
divided about whether it will prove to be feasible in practice. Is it really still 
possible to create safe havens now that winter has started and the war is 
continuing unabated? How do you get the troops there? Which troops are we 
talking about anyway? And how will they defend themselves? It is not clear 
whether the establishment of protected zones would not be the start of much 
more far-reaching military involvement.’ 3724

But on the other hand, ‘Do we have to wait until all the pros and cons have been neatly debated to 
everyone’s satisfaction? By that time, it will be too late.’ 

 

3725

                                                 

3719 ‘Militair ingrijpen moet: Kerken luiden noodklok over Bosnië-Herzegovina’ (Military intervention necessary; Church 
bells ring alarm on Bosnia-Hercegovina), Trouw, 04/12/92; ‘Ingrijpen in Bosnië. Hulporganisaties: Hulp komt anders niet ter 
plekke’ (Intervention in Bosnia. Aid organizations say it’s the only way to ensure aid reaches destination), Trouw, 08/12/92. 

 

3720 ‘Rode Kruis smeekt om actie’ (Red Cross begs for action), Trouw, 19/11/92. 
3721 ‘Militair ingrijpen moet: Kerken luiden noodklok over Bosnië-Herzegovina’, Trouw, 04/12/92. 
3722 ‘Navo waarschuwt Servië’ (NATO warns Serbia), Trouw, 08/12/92. See also Jos Klaassen, ‘“EG moet actie in Joegoslavië 
overwegen”’ (EC must consider action in Yugoslavia), de Volkskrant, 08/12/92; P. Lewis, ‘U.N. Security Council closer to 
military action against advancing Serbs’, New York Times News Service 09/12/92, 2026EST. 
3723 Ingrid Harms & Ursula den Tex, ‘Kan de hulpverlening nog hulp verlenen?’, Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 24. 
3724 Ingrid Harms & Ursula den Tex, ‘Kan de hulpverlening nog hulp verlenen?’, Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 25. 
3725 Ibid. 
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Prime Minister Lubbers seems to have been in a similar mood. The day before the European 
summit in Edinburgh, he explained the role the Dutch government intended to play during the summit 
in extremely strong – or, as De Volkskrant put it, ‘distinctly un-Lubberian’ 3726

‘So I think we have to step up the discussion. Of course, we have to take care 
not to make it too personal. And I am really not convinced that the 
Netherlands is on the defensive here. I am sure that people throughout Europe 
are starting to think more and more that we don’t need to be ashamed about 
being too impractical or anything like that. That is not so.’ 

 – terms during the debate 
on this topic in Parliament. He wanted to see firmer action to ensure adequate food supplies, and 
referred once again to his own experiences during the ‘hunger winter’ of 1944/45 in the Netherlands at 
the end of the Second World War.  

It appears, thus, that Lubbers also wanted to appeal to the population of the EC member states over 
the heads of their governments. According to him, people had been feeling ill at ease for a long time 
about the uncertainty as to who should take the lead in dealing with the problems of the former 
Yugoslavia: the EC, the WEU or the UN Security Council. ‘Honestly speaking’, said Lubbers, ‘and to 
put it in very plain language, I don’t give a damn. It is scandalous to have wasted so much time on this 
matter.’ 3727 In response to comments about the emotional tone of his speech, Lubbers responded that 
that was how he was built. 3728

Minister of Defence Ter Beek tried to slow things down, as cited in Vrij Nederland. General Van 
der Vlis had convinced him of the risks of measures that went further than pure humanitarian aid. He 
did not exclude a study on safe havens and a no-fly zone. ‘But we shouldn’t talk about these things too 
lightly.’  

 

‘The Netherlands tends to speak in strong terms at international meetings, but 
we get hardly any support from other countries. The Germans point to their 
constitution, which does not allow them to deploy troops beyond their own 
borders. The English are even less prepared to go along with us. We are saddled 
with two big brothers who don’t want to take the lead. That can be irritating. 
But I don’t see the Netherlands marching into Yugoslavia on its own.’ 3729

Seen from the Dutch viewpoint, it looked as if Yugoslavia was the only point on the agenda at the 
European summit. In fact, however, the topics discussed in Edinburgh were mainly concerned with the 
financing of the European Community and the Danish question. The Danes had rejected the 
Maastricht Treaty in a referendum held on 2 June 1992. This was in principle a threat to the planned 
implementation of the Treaty on 1 November 1993, since this implementation required the consent of 
all EC member states. The result of this referendum was however overturned on 18 May 1993, when 
the Danes voted in a new referendum to accept the Treaty on condition that Denmark did not 
introduce the euro. The problem of caring for Displaced Persons from the former Yugoslavia was also 

 

                                                 

3726 ‘Lubbers roept EG in harde termen op tot ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (Lubbers issues forceful call to EC to intervene in 
Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 11/12/92. 
3727 Nederland 3, Nova, 10/12/92, 10.30 pm. Cf. Martijn Delaere, ‘Eensgezind ten strijde’ (United into battle), Het Binnenhof, 
19/12/92; Pascal Barollier, ‘Le Premier ministre néerlandais pour une intervention militaire en Bosnie’ (Dutch prime 
minister supports intervention in Bosnia), Agence France Presse, 10/12/92; ‘Nach dem Scheitern der Friedensbemühungen 
NATO erörtert Militärintervention in Jugoslawien’ (NATO considers military intervention in Yugoslavia after peace efforts 
fail), Süddeutsche Zeitung, 11/12/92. 
3728 Radio 1, NOS, Met het oog op morgen (With an eye on tomorrow), 18/12/92, 11.07 pm. 
3729 Leonard Ornstein & Max van Weezel, ‘Het warme bad en de koude douche van Relus ter Beek’ (A hot bath and a cold 
shower for Defence Minister Relus ter Beek), Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 11. 



503 

 

placed on the agenda of the Edinburgh summit at the request of the Dutch government,3730

The creation of a no-fly zone above Bosnia-Hercegovina announced by the UN was once more 
confirmed at the summit. It was also agreed that the EC would urge the United Nations to enforce this 
no-fly zone. The participants at the summit further confirmed that there could be no question of 
partitioning Bosnia; the acquisition of territory by force would not be recognized. The Dutch proposal 
to create safe regions was greeted with ‘extreme reserve’ by the Belgian Foreign Minister Claes, whose 
views were particularly important because Belgium was a temporary member of the Security Council at 
the time. Claes motivated his stance by mentioning his fear that Iranian manipulation could lead to 
formation of an Islamic republic in the southern part of the former Yugoslavia. 

 but this 
was certainly not the main topic of interest for the other European ministers. 

3731

It followed in his opinion that the best thing was to do nothing. 
 

3732 It appears from the minutes 
of a Dutch government meeting held about this time that the United Kingdom was still not ready for 
military intervention because the British believed that this could only lead to escalation. They could 
expect Claes to back them up, since he expected more results from diplomatic activity. The French 
standpoint lay somewhere between that of the UK and Belgium on the one hand and the Netherlands 
on the other. A further problem in this connection was that France was not prepared to take part in a 
NATO operation. In brief, there was not enough support internationally for the Dutch standpoint that 
inaction was the worst conceivable option. 3733

Applause for Defence Minister Ter Beek 

 

Vice-premier Wim Kok thus had little good news about the Edinburgh summit to report to his party 
members during the PvdA party congress held in Amsterdam on Saturday 12 December:  

‘They will be asking us later where we were, where the whole Western 
community was. We have all seen what has been going on, as we watched the 
TV images in our own living rooms. Don’t expect any easy answer from me. I 
don’t find it easy to deal with the whole issue either. We will go on advocating 
action against events that we cannot allow to happen. ‘3734

The European summit in Edinburgh had however decided to urge the UN to enforce the no-fly zone. 
Defence Minister Ter Beek therefore stated at the PvdA congress that he was prepared to send Dutch 
F16 fighters if the Security Council did give a mandate for this operation: ‘If they don’t listen to our 
words, they will have to feel the consequences of our action. That seems to be the only language they 
understand.’ 

 

3735 By taking a decision of this kind, the Dutch government passed in principle the 
boundary between peacekeeping and peace enforcement. As one retired Dutch general put it, as soon 
as one Serb plane was brought down, that meant war. 3736

                                                 

3730 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 13/11/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 

 It was no coincidence, however, that Ter 
Beek, who had stated in the issue of Vrij Nederland appearing that very week that one should not speak 
lightly of the enforcement of a no-fly zone, felt obliged to make a gesture at the party congress by 

3731 Claes had already said this on Nederland 3, NOS, Het Capitool, 06/12/92, noon. See also Eisermann, Weg, p. 142. 
3732 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 14, 15 and 18/12/92, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
3733 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 15/12/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3734 ‘F 16’s mogen van Ter Beek’ (Ter Beek OKs sending of F 16s), Trouw, 14/12/92. See also the statements made by Vice-
premier Wim Kok in the TV programme Het Capitool the day after, where he called the results of the Edinburgh summit as 
regards Yugoslavia ‘meagre’ (Nederland 3, Het Capitool, 13/12/92, 12.00 noon). 
3735 ‘F 16’s mogen van Ter Beek’, Trouw, 14/12/92. 
3736 Wio Joustra, ‘Van den Broek vecht tegen eerste natuurwet’ (Van den Broek fights against the first law of nature), de 
Volkskrant, 10/12/92. 
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announcing the Dutch government’s willingness to make a contribution to this initiative. Two years 
before, the PvdA congress had not been able to summon up much enthusiasm for participation in the 
Gulf War and Ter Beek, who had passed a difficult couple of hours on that occasion, had not 
forgotten.  

The PvdA’s attitude towards the former Yugoslavia was quite different, however. ‘We have 
continually argued that more active steps should be taken than were ultimately taken by the 
international community’, wrote the PvdA fraction in Parliament in its policy report for the years 1990-
1992. 3737 The question of Yugoslavia has been one of ‘intense’ concern to the fraction. 3738 They found 
it difficult to deal with the fact that the Netherlands, as member of the EC and of the UN, shared the 
responsibility for the decisions taken by these bodies which, in the eyes of the PvdA fraction, were 
inadequate. They were also ashamed of the half-hearted implementation of the decisions that had been 
taken. The PvdA congress passed a resolution on 12 December 1992, regretting that the attitude taken 
by the Netherlands with respect to the former Yugoslavia ‘has so far not been widely copied within the 
European Community’3739 and giving expression to the party’s serious concern about ‘the lack of an 
effective reaction from the international community’. The congress made a plea for, among other 
things, the use of military resources to enable humanitarian convoys to reach their destinations, the 
establishments of safe regions for refugees and ‘the reception of more Bosnian refugees by the member 
states of the European Community. With the Netherlands in the lead.’ 3740

Defence Minister Ter Beek recalled later that he was able to speak openly at this congress about 
his readiness to do something for Bosnia. ‘They applauded me at that congress. I have subsequently 
sometimes spoken bitterly about the different reception I got at the congress a couple of years before, 
when the Gulf War was under discussion. It was jeers then, and cheers now.’ 

 

3741

Not everyone welcomed the offer Ter Beek made at the congress. The press reported that 
Foreign Affairs would have preferred the more mediagenic deployment of ground troops, e.g. marines. 
Ter Beek did not want to recall them from Cambodia, however. 

 In fact, the PvdA was 
not the only Dutch political party advocating far-reaching measures in connection with the former 
Yugoslavia that weekend. The (Liberal) VVD party also held its congress during the same weekend, in 
Bussum, where the party leader Frits Bolkestein made a plea for precision operations to liberate those 
imprisoned in concentration camps, and the creation of safe havens. 

3742 The Dutch military in the former 
Yugoslavia were not very happy about Defence Minister Ter Beek’s premature announcement. The 
Dutch Commander of the UNMOs, Colonel J.H.L. Benda, told Junior Minister Baron B.J.M. van 
Voorst tot Voorst, when the latter visited Croatia and Bosnia two weeks later, that there was a 
noticeable hardening of the attitude of the Serbs towards the Dutch observers the day after Ter Beek 
announced his decision at the PvdA congress. 3743

Serious unrest also arose among the troops in the Dutch communications and transport 
battalion when they noted a more aggressive attitude among the VRS soldiers at roadblocks. 

  

3744 And 
the former Commander of the Dutch UNPROFOR communications battalion, Lieutenant Colonel H. 
Vermaas, issued a warning in the Dutch press that enforcement of the no-fly zone could lead to 
hostage-taking of Dutch troops. 3745

                                                 

3737 Beleidsverslag PvdA (Policy report PvdA) 1990-1992, p. 149. 

 General H.A. Couzy, who had succeeded General Wilmink as 

3738 Ibid. 
3739 Beleidsverslag PvdA 1992-1994, p. 68. 
3740 Idem, p. 69. 
3741 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. See also Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 177. 
3742 Wio Joustra, ‘Buitenlandse Zaken wil mariniers terug’ (Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs wants to recall marines), de 
Volkskrant, 15/12/92. 
3743 ‘Nederlanders in Unprofor bezorgd over eventueel afdwingen vliegverbod (1)’ (Dutch UNPROFOR forces concerned 
about possible enforcement of no-fly zone), 29/12/92, ANP, 19.41. 
3744 G. den Elt, ‘Onrust in VN-bataljon’ (Unrest in UN battalion), Algemeen Dagblad, 30/12/92. 
3745 ‘Vrees voor gijzeling’ (Fear of hostage-taking) and T. Lagas and L. Meijer, ‘VN-commandant: Landmacht was niet 
voorbereid’ (UN commander claims ground troops were unprepared), Trouw, 29/12/92. 
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Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army on 10 September and who had accompanied 
Baron Van Voorst tot Voorst during his visit, said that if the Netherlands did actually send F 16s to 
Bosnia, the Dutch troops and observers would have to be withdrawn from certain regions there which 
would cause the whole operation on the ground to be shut down. 3746 The chairman of the Dutch 
Association of Officers (Dutch abbreviation NVO), Colonel Stuiver, also demanded that the Dutch 
troops should be withdrawn in such a case. He was not confident that the defence system would be 
able to continue to operate adequately under such circumstances. According to him, the Netherlands 
had embarked on this Yugoslav adventure ‘without a proper organization, and without having been 
able to build up a proper attitude’. Furthermore, he claimed that Defence Minister Ter Beek did not 
even have the courage to clear things up within his own ministry. 3747

On 9 December, the Security Council had announced in connection with the heavy fighting 
round Sarajevo that measures could be taken against those responsible if the fighting did not stop 
immediately. A few days later, Secretary-General Wörner of the NATO received a letter from Boutros-
Ghali in which the latter requested NATO support for the implementation of future UN resolutions 
concerning the former Yugoslavia, among other things by making plans for the establishment of safe 
havens. 

  

3748

On 14 December, the NATO Council decided to ask the NATO Military Committee to prepare 
plans for enforcement of the no-fly zone, for safe havens and for measures to prevent the conflict from 
spreading to Kosovo. 

 

3749

The NATO Council of Ministers met on 17 December. Among other things, the Council 
declared at that time that NATO could carry out peacekeeping operations directly for the United 
Nations as well as for the CSCE (see Chapter 6). The alliance would moreover in principle react 
positively to requests from Boutros-Ghali for contributions to operations in the former Yugoslavia. 

 

3750

During this meeting, Van den Broek confirmed the Dutch government’s readiness to contribute 
Dutch F-16s for enforcement of the no-fly zone above Bosnia-Hercegovina, on condition that other 
countries contributed ground troops for this operation. 

 

3751 The Dutch ministry of Defence gave further 
details of this offer to SHAPE (the NATO headquarters) in late 1992 or early 1993, stating that the 
Netherlands was prepared to provide six F-16 aircraft for reconnaissance purposes, and twelve for 
interception. 3752

The hard-line Dutch stance concerning the no-fly zone earned Van Walsum a reprimand from 
the Russian deputy minister of Foreign Affairs Churkin during a meeting of the Council for North-
Atlantic Cooperation, the joint body in which NATO could discuss matters with members of the 
former Warsaw Pact. This meeting also took place on 17 December. The Russian reaction was 
surprising, since they had seemed perfectly willing to accommodate the Dutch stance on Safe Areas not 
so long before. Churkin told Van Walsum that the Dutch ‘refusal to think about the consequences’ of 
enforcement of the no-fly zone was in sharp contrast to the careful approach of the mediators Owen 
and Vance. This led to a heated discussion. Van Walsum replied that the Netherlands thought more 
than some other countries about the consequences of a failure to find an answer to violent territorial 
expansion and ethnic cleansing. Churkin pointed out that while the flight restrictions had already been 
violated more than two hundred times, the flights observed were of no military significance. Van 
Walsum appeared not to be interested in such facts, and said that it must finally be made clear to ‘the 

 

                                                 

3746 Nederland 3, NOS, Journaal (News), 29/12/92, 8.00 pm; G.erard den Elt, ‘Onrust in VN-bataljon’, Algemeen Dagblad, 
30/12/92. 
3747 AVRO, Radiojournaal (News), 03/01/93, 12.07 pm. 
3748 Leurdijk, Nations 1994, p. 8. 
3749 ABZ, 999.241. Van den Broek 501 to PR NATO, 17/12/92, Strictly confidential. 
3750 Leurdijk, Nations 1994, p. 9. 
3751 ABZ, 999.241. Van den Broek circ 862, 30/12/92. 
3752 According to ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Vertrouwelijk memorandum van DAV aan Kooijmans (Confidential 
memorandum from DAV to Kooijmans), 07/01/93, No. MS-002/93, this occurred on 6 January 1993; according to ibid., 
memorandum from DAV to Kooijmans, 22/03/93, No. DAV/MS-93/063, it occurred on 30 December 1992. 
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Serbs’ that they had to take Security Council resolutions seriously. Churkin retorted that Russia would 
never tolerate action against Serbia. 3753

US Secretary of State Lawrence S. Eagleburger, on the other hand, informed his British, French 
and Dutch counterparts that the United States was prepared to make air force units available not only 
for enforcement of the no-fly zone but also to protect UN ground troops. 

  

3754 The French government, 
however, did not wish all enforcement to come from NATO. It had had bad experience with this 
approach during the Gulf War. France wanted any actions that were undertaken to be under the 
responsibility of the Secretary-General of the UN. 3755 The United States, in its turn, did not feel much 
for this idea, especially as it was known that Boutros-Ghali had strong reserves about enforcement with 
special reference to the consequences this could have for UN ground forces. 3756 Churkin’s remark to 
Van Walsum about Vance and Owen’s dislike of enforcement of a no-fly zone was correct. Vance had 
stated his complete opposition to the use of force, including the enforcement of the no-fly zone. Cosic, 
the President of the rump state of Yugoslavia, had threatened him with reprisals if the step to 
enforcement was taken. Another fact of equal importance was that Owen and Vance were nearly ready 
to go public with a peace plan for Bosnia-Hercegovina. Boutros-Ghali therefore asked the Security 
Council at the end of December to delay the passing of a resolution on enforcement of the no-fly zone 
‘for a reasonable period of time’. 3757

In the meantime, the Dutch ministry of Defence had also been shocked by the effect that mere 
talking about enforcement of the no-fly zone could have on the security of UN ground troops. 

 

3758 
Defence therefore urged Foreign Affairs to send a clear statement of the Dutch position on this matter 
to the relevant Dutch diplomatic missions, having regard among other things to the ‘importance 
Parliament is likely to place’ on the safety of UN ground troops. 3759 The Dutch ministry of Foreign 
Affairs therefore sent a circular to Dutch diplomatic representatives abroad, stressing that an operation 
aimed at enforcement of the no-fly zone would only be allowed to begin after adequate measures had 
been taken to protect the safety of UN ground forces. Even after such measures had been taken, 
‘serious consideration would have to be given’ to possible risks to UN ground personnel. 3760 The 
ministry of Defence issued similar instructions to Dutch NATO and UNPROFOR officers. 3761

Dutch isolation in Edinburgh 

 

Dutch Prime Minister Lubbers and Foreign Minister Van den Broek had in the meantime made hardly 
any progress in persuading their fellow participants at the Edinburgh summit to do something about 
Yugoslavia. ‘The will just isn’t there’, declared Van den Broek at the end of the summit. 3762

                                                 

3753 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Jacobovits 2004 to Van den Broek, 18/12/92. 

 Lubbers 

3754 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Jacobovits 2005 to Van den Broek, 18/12/92. 
3755 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Memorandum DGPZ to DPV, 22/12/92, nr. 202/92. 
3756 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. D’Ansembourg 1418 to Van den Broek, 22/12/92. For details of Boutros-Ghali’s reserves 
about enforcement, see also in this dossier, D’Ansembourg 1422 to Van den Broek, 23/12/92 and D’Ansembourg 1426 to 
Van den Broek, 24/12/92. 
3757 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Boutros-Ghali to Gharakan, 30/12/92, appendix to PR New York to DPV/PZ, 30/12/92, 
nyv 10815. 
3758 For the initially rather laconic position adopted by Dutch Defence staff see ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209, memorandum 
from head of DPV to DGPZ, 17/12/92, No. DPV-2272/92. 
3759 ABZ, 999.241/Joegoslavië/No Fly Zone/sept-dec 1992. Memorandum from deputy DAV to DGPZ, 23/12/92, RM-
63/92. 
3760 ABZ, 999.241. Van den Broek circ 862, 30/12/92. 
3761 DS. Van den Breemen to Lieutenant General Folmer, Brigadier General Stoffels and Colonel Kampman, 24/12/92, 
S/92/061/3823; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 107. 
3762 ‘EG en Navo weigeren ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (EC and NATO reject intervention in Bosnia), Trouw, 12/12/92. The next 
day, his assessment was somewhat more positive: Van den Broek spoke of ‘a number of concrete matters where progress 
was booked – though we would like to see it all happening faster’, Radio 1, AVRO, Radiojournaal (News), 13/12/93, 1.10 
pm. 
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told RTL4 TV reporters that he had felt like ‘one crying in the wilderness’ during his stay in the 
Scottish capital. 3763 He told the Dutch Parliament that he had been the only one who had really been 
urging that something should be done. It became clear to me once more that the Netherlands occupies 
a separate position as far as its degree of involvement is concerned. That doesn’t mean that other 
people are unconcerned about the business, but the balance they draw between what is politically 
desirable and what they consider feasible, their risk analysis, apparently leads to different results than 
ours. 3764

Lubbers was, as he put it himself, ‘traumatized’ by the international division on the subject of 
the former Yugoslavia; ‘everything the Netherlands argued for was only accepted six months later – and 
by that time the whole situation had changed (…) The Dutch foreign policy position can be 
characterized as eccentric.’ The Edinburgh summit was illustrative of the whole situation for Lubbers: 
‘There we were, making our plea for action as we had done so often before. And you could see from 
the expression on the faces of the other participants that they were thinking “There they are again, with 
that bee in their bonnet!” You felt completely isolated, regarded as someone with the remarkable 
conviction that the issue of the former Yugoslavia should be treated with priority at the conference. 
(…) Any argument you put forward was met with counter-arguments.’ 

  

3765

Van den Broek was not present at the government meeting of 15 December when the results of 
the Edinburgh meeting were evaluated. The mood there was also one of great disappointment about 
the results – or rather, lack of results – achieved at the EC summit as regards the former Yugoslavia. 
The Netherlands would not be able to take diplomatic initiatives in this field until the United States 
took the lead. It was expected that when this happened the UK, France and Belgium would shift their 
stance successively in the direction of military intervention. The only thing to be done at the moment, 
thus, was to wait for the USA. The government meeting feared, in the meantime, that the position 
adopted by the Twelve would have a demoralizing effect and would damage the credibility of the EC in 
the eyes of its own citizens. The current position of the European Community was compared with that 
of Europe in the 1930s. 

 

3766

One of the ministers made the suggestion during the government meeting that a military 
peacekeeping force should be stationed in Kosovo and Macedonia as a matter of priority in order to 
ensure that the violence in Bosnia-Hercegovina, which apparently could not be stopped, did not spread 
to these regions. It was felt, however, that it would be difficult to get support for this idea in the 
Netherlands, because the dominant mood was in favour of stopping the violence in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. The minister in question felt that this mood was particularly noticeable in Parliament. 

  

3767

While the results may have been disappointing in the eyes of the Dutch ministers, the stance 
taken by Lubbers and Van den Broek in Edinburgh did enjoy wide support from Dutch politicians in 
general. CDA spokesman Ton de Kok was ‘glad that our government in any case had the courage to 
say in Edinburgh what had to be done, even though they knew that the representatives of other 
countries would say nothing and apparently couldn’t care less.’ 

 
He seems to have forgotten what the government had said on this issue of its own accord during the 
preceding period. 

3768

                                                 

3763 TV, RTL4, Avondnieuws (Evening News), 11/12/92, 7.30 pm. 

 A few months later, De Kok would 
write that the Dutch ministers in Edinburgh ‘went to the limits of political acceptability. Had they gone 

3764 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings (16/12/92), cited in De Ruiter, Crisis, p. 379. 
3765 Max van Weezel and Leonard Ornstein, ‘Lubbers zit er niet om lellen uit te delen’ (Lubbers doesn’t mind giving 
everyone a clip round the ear), Vrij Nederland, 22/01/93. 
3766 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 15/12/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3767 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 15/12/92, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
3768 Martijn Delaere, ‘Eensgezind ten strijde’, Het Binnenhof, 19/12/92. For a further statement from the same author 
concerning the lack of progress in Edinburgh, see Dutch Radio 1, NCRV, Hier en Nu, 14/12/92, 7.07 am. 
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one step further, their behaviour would have looked suspiciously like political masochism.’ 3769 Maarten 
van Traa of the PvdA praised the Dutch attempt to put the topic on the agenda, and ‘the willingness to 
take risks which I was pleased to see them show. We can demonstrate this further by supplying aircraft, 
as Ter Beek rightly proposed.’ When the Dutch marines had completed their task in Cambodia, the 
Netherlands could according to him also offer to contribute combat troops for the operations in the 
Balkans. ‘Then we will have more than played our part, and will have shown enough readiness to share 
the risks involved to have a full say in all discussions.’ 3770 Brigadier General (retired) De Vogel - a self-
styled spokesman on Defence matters – also expressed his agreement with this approach: ‘This is 
important, because otherwise we run the risk of appearing to want to take a moral lead without daring 
to share the risks.’ 3771

Vice-premier Wim Kok did not regard the isolation that Lubbers and Van den Broek had 
experienced in Edinburgh as a reason to change course. A little more than a month after the summit, 
he said on Dutch radio: 

 

‘Of course, the Netherlands cannot determine what other people think – we are 
only a medium-sized country in an international context – but we do have the 
right to our own opinion. And the right to continue our protest. Of course, the 
Dutch government has done that very clearly on past occasions, but the more 
the situation there escalates the more important it is that the voice of the 
Netherlands continues to be heard on the international stage, stating our 
opinion that things can no longer be left to develop under their own 
momentum.’3772

While Lubbers and Kok learned nothing from the events of the Edinburgh summit, Van den Broek 
realized that the Netherlands was not really free to go on airing its opinion on the international stage, 
no matter what the reaction. He welcomed the growing awareness in Parliament that the Netherlands 
‘can no longer permit itself simply to raise an admonishing finger’. 

  

3773

4. Kooijmans takes over from Van den Broek  

 But by the time that Van den 
Broek aired this conclusion, in mid-January 1993, he was no longer a minister. 

His participation at the Edinburgh summit was the last important act of Hans van den Broek as Dutch 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. At that time – but that was ‘the best kept secret in The Hague for years’ -– 
his nomination as European Commissioner for foreign and security policy had already been confirmed. 
He was replaced as Foreign Minister on 2 January 1993 by Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans, professor of 
International Law at the University of Leiden and, like Van den Broek, member of the CDA. Since 
Lubbers’ government had no more than a year and a half to run before the next general election, 
Kooijmans was regarded as a stopgap appointment when he took office. 3774

                                                 

3769 T. de Kok, ‘Haagse politici valt over Bosnië geen passiviteit te verwijten’ (Dutch politicians cannot be accused of 
passivity about Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 25/03/93. 

 His combination of proven 

3770 Martijn Delaere, ‘Eensgezind ten strijde’, Het Binnenhof, 19/12/92. 
3771 Martijn Delaere, ‘Eensgezind ten strijde’, Het Binnenhof, 19/12/92. It may be mentioned that Brigadier General (retd) De 
Vogel had pointed out that military intervention was out of the question not long before that, at a meeting of the Atlantic 
Commission devoted to the Yugoslav conflict: ‘The terrain and the weather conditions, the multiplicity of parties involved 
… and the surfeit of weapons available to the warring factions make successful intervention impossible …. The same reaons 
which make military intervention a very tricky business also hamper the present peacekeeping operations …. There is little 
point to peacekeeping in this form ….’ As cited by Venema, Betrokkenheid, p. 9. 
3772 Radio 1, KRO, Echo, 12/01/93, 7.07 am. 
3773 J. Bron Dik, ‘De Hollanditis ligt gelukkig achter ons, er is weer internationaal respect (Thank goodness we are cured of 
Hollanditis and can once again enjoy international respect)’, CD/Actueel, 16/01/93, p. 4. 
3774 P. Baehr, ‘Pleitbezorger van de mensenrechten. Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)’ (Human rights advocate Pieter 
Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)), in Hellema et al. (eds.), Ministers, pp. 283 and 284. 
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expertise, independence of thought, ability to take quick decisions and the fact that he was not a ‘party 
baron’ predisposed many in his favour. 3775 ‘A minister has seldom enjoyed such a smooth honeymoon’, 
De Telegraaf commented three months after his appointment. He was praised by both left- and right-
wing commentators as ‘friendly, inspiring, well balanced, intelligent, courteous, almost charismatic’. 3776

His main field of expertise as professor was human rights – a subject about which he also had 
strong personal convictions. He already knew the ministry, and the workings of the civil service system, 
well from his time as junior minister for disarmament affairs in the ministry of Foreign Affairs during 
the life of the government led by Joop Den Uyl (1973-1977) when he (Kooijmans) had still been a 
member of the ARP (the Dutch ‘Anti-Revolutionary’ Party). He had wide international experience, e.g. 
as delegate to the General Assembly of the United Nations (1967, 1973-1976), chairman of the Dutch 
delegation to the UN Commission for Human Rights (1982-1986 and 1992), chairman of this 
Commission (1984-1985) and UN observer on torture (1985-1992).  

 

His ambitions as minister were initially modest, since he was well aware of the temporary nature 
of his appointment. 3777 The experience of being in government gave him a taste for more, but this was 
hindered by the fact that the CDA lost its place in the coalition after the general elections of 1994. 3778 
The regal distance Kooijmans kept between himself and the nitty-gritty of politics also applied to the 
relationship between his department and the ministry of General Affairs (roughly equivalent to the 
Cabinet Office in the UK), which had been troubled during Van den Broek’s time by the disagreement 
between the Foreign Minister and Prime Minister Lubbers about who had the last word on foreign 
policy. Kooijmans also had an appreciably better relationship with Minister Pronk of International 
Development than his predecessor. 3779

The department was happy with its new minister because he could listen to his civil servants 
better than Van den Broek and concentrated on the main lines of policy, leaving departmental staff 
more room for initiative. 

 

3780 Kooijmans took decisions on the basis of papers prepared by lower-level 
civil servants more often than his predecessor had. 3781 Parliament valued the interim minister’s 
thorough knowledge of his dossiers and his open style of consultation. 3782

Kooijmans tried to steer an intermediate course between the pro-Atlantic stance of his 
predecessor and one with greater stress on a Europe-oriented policy. He was well aware that relations 
with the USA would be mainly determined by the ability of the European countries to maintain a 
common policy. 

 

3783 Kooijmans’ policy would, however, above all bear the stamp of his specialization as 
a human rights expert. 3784

                                                 

3775 Interviews M. Hennis, 09/03/99 and J.M Vos, 24/06/99. 

 He had already shown as early as 1991 that he was prepared under certain 

3776 P. Nijman and E. Bode, ‘Tussenpaus denkt al aan verlenging. Hoogleraar Kooijmans heeft het naar zijn zin als minister 
van Buitenlandse Zaken’ (Stopgap minister is already thinking of prolongation. Professor Kooijmans likes his new job as 
minister of Foreign Affairs), De Telegraaf, 20/03/93. 
3777 Interview M. Hennis, 09/03/99. 
3778 P. Baehr, ‘Pleitbezorger van de mensenrechten. Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)’, in: Hellema et al. (eds.), 
Ministers, pp. 292; C. Janssen and T. Ruigrok, ‘Peter Kooijmans’, HP/De Tijd, 12/03/93, p. 16; P. Nijman and E. Bode, 
‘Tussenpaus denkt al aan verlenging. Hoogleraar Kooijmans heeft het naar zijn zin als minister van Buitenlandse Zaken’, De 
Telegraaf, 20/03/93. 
3779 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99; Casper Janssen & Thomas Ruigrok, ‘Peter Kooijmans’, HP/De Tijd, 12/03/93, p. 
16; O. van Boetzelaer, ‘Het is niet zinnig premier grotere rol op buitenlands terrein te ontzeggen’ (It is not a good idea to 
deny Prime Minister bigger foreign policy role), CD/Actueel, 28/08/93, p. 14. 
3780 Interviews P. de Gooijer, 01/07/99; J.L. Sandee, 12/06/00; R. Swartbol, 24/02/99; and J.M. Vos, 24/06/99; D. Ishta 
geciteerd in C. Janssen and T. Ruigrok, ‘Peter Kooijmans’, HP/De Tijd, 12/03/93, p. 16; Dankert in Rehwinkel and 
Nekkers, Regerenderwijs, p. 144. 
3781 Interview K. Klompenhouwer, 20/01/00. 
3782 P. Baehr, ‘Pleitbezorger van de mensenrechten. Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)’, in Hellema et al. (eds.), 
Ministers, p. 291. 
3783 P. Baehr, ‘Pleitbezorger van de mensenrechten. Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)’, in Hellema et al. (eds.), 
Ministers, pp. 289-290. 
3784 P. Baehr, ‘Pleitbezorger van de mensenrechten. Pieter Hendrik Kooijmans (1993-1994)’, in Hellema et al. (eds.), 
Ministers, p. 291; Dankert in Rehwinkel and Nekkers, Regerenderwijs, p. 144. 
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conditions to advocate humanitarian intervention that was not sanctioned by international law. Respect 
for national sovereignty should not, according to him, be allowed to put a brake on compliance with 
humanitarian needs. 3785 Moreover, Kooijmans was a strong advocate of the deployment of Dutch 
troops in UN peacekeeping operations. 3786

Before he became Foreign Minister, Kooijmans had been on several missions to Yugoslavia. He 
had for example been a member of a CSCE mission that visited all the constituent republics and 
autonomous provinces of Yugoslavia from late 1991 to early 1992 in order to inventory the human 
rights situation there. He had thus also visited Bosnia on that occasion, and characterized it as ‘a 
peaceful place’ at that time. 

 

3787 During that visit, he had however spoken to someone in Sarajevo whose 
name meant nothing to him at the time, but who struck him by his ‘somewhat pathological style of 
argument’. He would often encounter this man’s name subsequently. It was Karadzic. 3788

Later in 1992, Kooijmans also took part as observer on torture in the mission led by Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki, special reporter to the UN Commission on Human Rights. He had visited Kosovo during 
this trip. When he later wished to go to Banja Luka, to visit Omarska and Prijedor among other places, 
he was stopped at the border crossing near the river Una though he had a permit for his visit from the 
authorities in Pale. This taught him about the apparent existence of separate little ‘kingdoms’ in Srpska. 

  

3789 At the moment when Prime Minister Lubbers phoned him to ask whether he was prepared to take 
Van den Broek’s place, Kooijmans was sitting in the Palais des Nations in Geneva, writing his report for 
the UN Commission on Human Rights. 3790

5. Appeasement or enforcement? 

 

The passivity the representatives of the Dutch government had encountered in their foreign contacts in 
December 1992 was motivated by the expectation that the objectives of giving expression to a Greater 
Serbia idea in Bosnia had already been more or less accomplished, as W.F. Van Eekelen, the Secretary-
General of the WEU put it. 3791

‘ “ethnic cleansing” is an irreversible process. The houses of those who have 
been chased out have after all been destroyed, and such terrible atrocities have 
been committed that the Displaced Persons will probably refuse to return. One 
day, we will have to take account of this reality on the ground.’ 

 This same feeling led the French representative on the WEU 
Permanent Council to state on 9 December that in his ‘more personal opinion’: 

3792

Precisely the same line of reasoning was expressed by the new Dutch Foreign Minister Kooijmans. Van 
Walsum had a talk with his new political master-to-be on the morning of 29 December, and wasted no 
time in asking Kooijmans whether he was going to sail an appeasement or enforcement course in 
dealing with the Yugoslavia dossier. Kooijmans began with a remark which is worth bearing in mind 

 

                                                 

3785 O. van Boetzelaer, ‘Rol Verenigde Naties’ (The role of the United Nations), CD/Actueel, 11/05/91; O. van Boetzelaer, 
‘Kooijmans kan de juiste man op de juiste plaats zijn’ (Kooijmans could be the right man at the right place), CD/Actueel, 
16/01/93, p. 10; O. van Boetzelaer, ‘Het is niet zinnig premier grotere rol op buitenlands terrein te ontzeggen’, CD/Actueel, 
28/08/93, p. 15; M. Meijer, ‘Kooijmans: Verenigde Naties moeten bij vredesoperaties eigen grenzen kennen’ (Kooijmans 
says United Nations must know its own limits in peacekeeping matters), CD/Actueel, 28/10/95, p. 12. 
3786 P. Nijman and E. Bode, ‘Tussenpaus denkt al aan verlenging. Hoogleraar Kooijmans heeft het naar zijn zin als minister 
van Buitenlandse Zaken’, De Telegraaf, 20/03/93. 
3787 P. Nijman and E. Bode, ‘Tussenpaus denkt al aan verlenging. Hoogleraar Kooijmans heeft het naar zijn zin als minister 
van Buitenlandse Zaken’, De Telegraaf, 20/03/93. With regard to these CSCE missions, see Terrett, Dissolution, pp. 85-86. 
3788 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
3789 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
3790 In this connection see TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 5002 (19/05/93). 
3791 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01803. Hoekman 676 to Van den Broek, 09/12/92. 
3792 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01803. Hoekman 676 to Van den Broek, 09/12/92. 
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when considering his future stance. The minister-to-be thought that the argument for appeasement was 
in any case: 

‘difficult to reject, (…) since it was unrealistic to think that the territorial fait 
accompli would never be recognized. Ethnic cleansing, no matter how detestable 
it may be, can after all never be completely undone, as it was hardly conceivable 
that the various ethnic groups would ever be able to live in peace alongside one 
another after all that had happened.’ 3793

Van Walsum countered this argument by claiming that the idea that the Serbs had already accomplished 
their territorial aims and the gains they had achieved must be recognized was an error, ‘since there are 
still plenty of terrible deeds that can be committed in the name of the Great Serbia idea. There were 
plenty of people, not only in Belgrade but also here and there among the boundaries of the Twelve, 
who would not be at all displeased if 

 

all
Kooijmans also thought that if it proved impossible to achieve international action against Serb 

expansion and ethnic cleansing, then the arms embargo on the Bosnian Muslims should be lifted. 

 Muslims were driven out of the former Yugoslavia.’  

3794

6. Panic and the presidential elections in Serbia: a lost chance for the West? 

 
This was a fairly original thought in a European context. The American Secretary of State Lawrence 
Eagleburger had tried to move the European Community to lift the arms embargo on Bosnia-
Hercegovina two weeks before, during the CSCE conference – but without success, since the 
European countries were of the opinion that such a measure would lead to escalation of the violence 
caused by the war and would impede the peace negotiations. 

‘If Europe is unable to distinguish between those Bosnian and Serbian 
leaders who pursue their interests by force of arms and those of us 
who are seeking to direct Yugoslavia on the path of peace and 
democracy, then we are all doomed to endless conflict and tragedy in 
the Balkans.’ 3795

While Kooijmans was getting ready for a peaceful take-over of office from his predecessor Van den 
Broek in the Netherlands, a fierce struggle for power was being waged in Serbia. Elections were due to 
be held on 20 December 1992 for the Presidency of Serbia, the federal parliament and the parliaments 
of Serbia and Montenegro. 

 

3796

Vance and Owen had hoped that Cosic would challenge Milosevic, but Cosic had stated at the 
end of October that he would not run as initially announced. The reason for this was his poor health. 
Cosic, who had already undergone three operations in previous years, had recently been operated on 
again, this time for a prostate complaint. 

  

3797 In addition, Cosic’s advisors told him that there was little 
point in contesting the presidency of Serbia. Even if he did win the election, the expectation was that 
Milosevic would get himself elected President of Yugoslavia the very next day by the Parliament (which 
he more or less had in his pocket), thus reversing both the roles and the balance of power. 3798

                                                 

3793 PRNY. Memorandum from DGPZ to DEU, DAV and DPV, 29/12/92, No. 206/92. 

 Milosevic 
had already told Panic once, when the latter had expressed his surprise that the Serbian leader had 

3794PRNY. Memorandum from DGPZ to DEU, DAV and DPV, 29/12/92, No. 206/92. 
3795 Milan Panic, cited in Marcus Tanner, ‘Panic Exhorts Voters to Choose Peace Over War’, The Independent, 18/12/92. 
3796 On these elections see e.g. Andrejevich, Radicalization. 
3797 Owen, Odyssey, pp. 54-55 and 60; Owen CD-ROM. Owen’s Private Secretary to UK, EC Presidency, 26/11/92 re Visit 
of Lord Owen to Madrid, 25/11/92, 26/11/92; Stojanovic, Autoritet, p. 52; interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01; Djukic, 
Milosevic, p. 60. 
3798 Interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
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agreed to the nomination of Cosic as President of Yugoslavia, that it didn’t matter was position he, 
Milosevic, actually occupied, since he was to the Serbs what Ayatollah Khomeini was to the Iranians. 
3799

Owen saw Federal Premier Milan Panic as the best alternative to Cosic, but considered that, as 
an outsider in Serbia, he would have no chance in the elections in a straight fight against Milosevic. 

 

3800 
After the London summit, Panic had continued to work to promote agreement between the authorities 
in Belgrade and other parts of the former Yugoslavia. 3801 In mid-October, for example, he had made an 
(abortive) attempt to arrange talks with the Albanian leaders in Kosovo. In an address to the European 
Parliament’s Foreign Affairs and Security Committee in November 1992, Panic said that if he managed 
to introduce democracy in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Bosnia-Hercegovina ‘will not disappear. 
For me, it is another country, and we will recognize it.’ 3802

Although there had long been speculation that Panic might stand as a candidate for the 
presidency of Serbia, it was not until 30 November – only three weeks before the date of the elections - 
that he officially put his name forward, thus formally challenging Milosevic. That was rather late. 
Moreover, Panic only received open support from President Cosic at the eleventh hour. 

  

3803 After his 
new operation, Cosic was hardly able to support Panic’s campaign. Since Cosic’s illness and operation 
had been declared state secret, the public at large could easily interpret his absence during Panic’s 
election meetings as a lack of support for Panic. 3804 It may be mentioned by the way that sources from 
Panic’s camp did inform the EC missions about the severity of Cosic’s medical condition, which might 
even mean an end to his political career. 3805 Moreover, Cosic seemed to have got cold feet. His 
argument that as President of Yugoslavia he should be strictly impartial hardly rings true against the 
background of the political relations prevailing in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia at the time. 3806

Panic promised both the Serbian voters and the international community that he would bring 
peace to the region if he won the elections. However, Western governments doubted whether he had 
much real power: after all, he had no party organization behind him, and depended on the support of 
the opposition. An important reason for the lack of confidence in the West about Panic’s chances of 
electoral success was that Milosevic had once again shown clearly on 19 October that when it came to a 
struggle between himself on the one hand and Cosic and Panic on the other, he had the real power. 

 

On that evening, the Serbian police occupied the Federal police headquarters. This building 
housed a huge British-made monitoring centre financed in 1990 by all the republics, with wire-tapping 
facilities making it possible to listen in to forty thousand telephone calls at the same time. It also 
contained files with details of the organization of paramilitary units and other information Milosevic 
did not want to fall into the hands of third parties. 3807 The occupation took place while Cosic and Panic 
were in Geneva for talks hosted by Owen and Vance. When they complained about the affair to 
Milosevic on their return, he first pretended to know nothing about it and then treated it as a property 
question rather than as a veiled coup. 3808

Cosic and Panic understood that normally speaking, they could not disregard this threat of 
usurpation. Part of the army would actually have been prepared to intervene and stage a counter-coup, 

  

                                                 

3799 Paul Williams & Norman Cigar, ‘Bivsi pravni strucnjaci Pentagona u svojoj stugiji optuzuju: Slobodan Milosevic teski je 
ratni zlocinac i mora biti izveden pred sud u Haagu!’, Globus, 30/08/96, p. 57. 
3800 Owen CD-ROM. Owen’s Private Secretary to UK, EC Presidency, 26/11/92 re Visit of Lord Owen to Madrid, 
25/11/92, 26/11/92. 
3801 Cf. MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 64/92, 08/09/92; 68/92, 21/09/92; 74/92, 
12/10/92; 5/92, 15/10/92; 80/92, 02/11/92. 
3802 Cohen, Bonds, p. 273 n. 67. 
3803 See also MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 76/92, 20/10/92; 77/92, 22/10/92. 
3804 Stojanovic, Fall, pp. 182 and 198; interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
3805 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102. Engels 357 to Van den Broek, 23/11/92. 
3806 Dukic, Vetra, p. 220; Djukic, Milosevic, p. 61; Thomas, Serbia, p. 126. 
3807 Dukic, Vetra, p. 215; Thomas, Serbia, p. 124. 
3808 Cf. Djukic, Milosevic, p. 58. 
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but Cosic and Panic would not have dared to go so far at a moment when Serbs were at war. 3809 
According to Cosic himself, he did visit the General Staff to test their feelings on the matter, but when 
he asked them for their opinion no one replied. This did not give him the confidence he needed to 
reverse the action of the Serbian police. 3810

Panic had already asked the West to relax the sanctions before he declared his candidature, as a 
sign that the population of Serbia and Montenegro could expect better times ahead if they voted for 
him instead for Milosevic. He did this e.g. in an emotional address to the European Parliament in early 
November. 

 Milosevic had played for high stakes, and had won. This 
made it perfectly clear how the balance of power in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia lay. 

3811 The Western governments hesitated to support Panic, however, 3812 and announced 
shortly after his departure from Brussels that the sanctions against Serbia would be tightened. 3813

Owen, on the other hand, had initially thought that Panic should be given a chance. 
 

3814 He had 
urged in early October that the sanctions should be relaxed in order to improve the position of Cosic 
and Panic relative to Milosevic. This move did not appeal to the EC ministers at all, however, as long as 
the situation in Bosnia showed no marked improvement. British Foreign Minister Douglas Hurd even 
felt obliged to gloss over Lord Owen’s ‘can-do’ optimism by sketching Owen to his colleagues as ‘an 
active man of independent spirit, who feels the need to put forward controversial ideas from time to 
time’. 3815

While Van den Broek had been in New York to attend the UN General Assembly, he had asked 
Izetbegovic on 22 September what he thought of Panic. The Bosnian President had replied that he was 
convinced that Panic’s intentions were good, but that he did not have much power. According to 
Izetbegovic, the existing sanctions should be maintained because of the links between the Yugoslav 
army and the VRS. Van den Broek agreed. He believed that relaxing the sanctions would only 
strengthen the position of Milosevic and Karadzic. 

 Within the EC, the governments of France, Italy and Spain supported the idea of relaxing the 
sanctions for humanitarian purposes, e.g. delivering fuel oil for heating, in order to strengthen the 
position of Cosic and Panic. Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands in particular were against the 
idea, however.  

3816 Another important consideration was his 
conviction that Cosic and Milosevic largely shared the same views. It appeared from remarks that Cosic 
had made during a visit to Rome on 26 October that he would like to see Bosnia-Hercegovina divided 
into three parts; he also warned against the risks of Muslim fundamentalism in the region. 3817 
According to Dutch diplomacy, it did not matter so much which particular person was in power at a 
given time: ‘The Serbs have to learn that their behaviour is unacceptable.’ This meant that the sanctions 
should not be relaxed; in fact, the possibility of tightening them should be investigated. 3818

                                                 

3809 Djukic, Milosevic, p. 59; interview V. Matovic, 02/08/01. 

 On 16 
November the Security Council passed resolution 787, authorizing a tightening of the trade embargo 
against Serbia and Montenegro that had been instituted in May. This resolution gave NATO and the 
WEU powers to intercept, search and send back shipping. It also prohibited the transit of a wide range 
of goods, including oil and petroleum products. 

3810 Dukic, Vetra, p. 216. 
3811 Nicole Lucas, ‘Milan Panic smeekt om steun EG’ (Milan Panic begs EC for support), Trouw, 06/11/92. 
3812 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 66/92, 14/09/92; 68/92, 22/09/92; 69/92, 
25/09/92; 71/92, 01/10/92; 76/92, 20/10/92; 82/92, 06/11/92; 83/92, 08/11/92; 85/92, 13/11/92; 87/92, 18/11/92; 
91/92, 17/11/92; Carolne de Gruyter, ‘“Wie de man van de toekomst is? Ik!”’ (Who is the man of the future? Me!), Elsevier, 
19/12/92, p. 31; interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
3813 Frank Westerman, ‘Sancties zijn doodsteek voor Panic’ (Sanctions are death blow for Panic), de Volkskrant, 10/11/92. 
3814 ABZ, 910 Joegoslaivë/algemeen correspondentie/deel 4 juli 1992-febr 1993. Joegoslavië algemene, informele 
bijeenkomst van Ministers van Buitenlandse Zaken (Gymnich) in Brocket Hall (informal meeting of Foreign Ministers 
(Gymnich) at Brocket Hall), 12-13/09/92; interview H. Jovanovic, 14/09/01. 
3815 ABZ, DEU/2002/0001. Van den Broek 12 to Luxembourg embassy, 06/10/92. 
3816 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05244. Biegman 884 (Van den Broek) to Foreign Affairs, 22/09/92. 
3817 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01802. Hoekman 592 to Van den Broek, 03/11/92; Van den Broek 152 to Belgrade embassy, 
06/11/92. 
3818 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01803. Hoekman 676 to Van den Broek, 09/12/92. 
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When Panic invited the diplomats present in Belgrade to the celebration of the first hundred 
days of his government, to be held on 24 October, the reaction of the Dutch ministry of Foreign 
Affairs was also very negative. According to Foreign Affairs, there was nothing to celebrate and all that 
Panic and his associates wanted was recognition of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The British 
government, which had initially wanted to promote the presence of the European partners as a gesture 
of support for Panic in his confrontation with Milosevic, finally decided to advise EC member states to 
disregard the invitation. 3819 As a result, the EC missions did not attend the celebrations, which 
displeased Panic. 3820

However, signals arriving from Yugoslavia in October and later indicated that Panic did 
definitely have a chance against Milosevic. For example, an opinion poll commissioned by the 
publication Borba indicated that sixty percent of the inhabitants of Belgrade supported Panic while only 
22 percent intended to vote for Milosevic. 

 

3821 But even this sign of a possible change in what was left 
of Yugoslavia was not enough to persuade Western governments to adopt a more positive attitude to 
Panic, who asked in vain for at least a temporary, provisional lifting of the sanctions. 3822 The decisive 
point was that the American government believed that Milosevic would not accept a defeat at the polls 
by Panic, if this were to happen. Moreover, Washington was unsure whether the Yugoslav army would 
obey Panic’s orders if he were to win the election. 3823

Tension increased as the election date approached. Rumours circulated in Belgrade that the 
United States and Russia would lift the sanctions if Panic won the election, but would tighten them if 
Milosevic was re-elected. 

 

3824 The West gave no concrete promise to this effect, however, though Owen 
and Vance did urge the population of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia to vote for a policy of peace, 
and not for one of war. 3825 And the governments of the United States and Russia issued a joint 
statement in which it was said that the Serbian people had the choice between returning to the 
community of nations and remaining an internationally isolated pariah, with all the economic 
consequences that entailed. 3826

Four days before the elections, on 16 December, US Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger 
stated during a meeting of the Follow-Up Committee of the Conference on former Yugoslavia that 
Milosevic, the rabid nationalist Seselj and Karadzic should be put on trial for war crimes: ‘They need, 
especially, to understand that a second Nuremberg awaits the practitioners of ethnic cleansing.’ 
Eagleburger also mentioned war crimes committed by other parties in the Bosnian conflict, e.g. the 
Bosnian Muslim-Croat camp Celebici, where Serbs were killed in August 1992, and the massacre of 
sixty Serbian soldiers and civilians in September 1992 in Kamenica (near Srebrenica), for which Bosnian 
Muslims were responsible. 

 

3827

Seselj later stated that this attack by Eagleburger was the secret of his electoral success. 
According to Seselj, such remarks from one of the leaders of the wicked outside world actually 
encouraged many Serbs to vote for him. Even democrats in Belgrade believed that these remarks had 

  

                                                 

3819 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00085. Engels 317 to Van den Broek, 23/10/92 (two copies with different marginal notes); COREU 
message The Hague, 23/10/92, cpe/hag 656, COREU message British chairmanship of EC, cpe/pres/lon 1605; COREU 
message European Commission, 23/10/92, cpe/cee 415; COREU The Hague, 23/10/92, cpe/hag 658. 
3820 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102. Engels 332 to Van den Broek, 05/11/92. 
3821 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 72/92, 05/10/92. See also Ramet, Babel, p. 203. 
3822 Thomas, Serbia, p. 131. 
3823 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01806. Jacobovits 2005 to Van den Broek, 18/12/92. 
3824 Cf. MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in voormalig Joegoslavië 72/92, 05/10/92 and ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke 
verhoudingen en partijen, deel V-VI, mei 1992-april 1993, MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 
97/92, 14/12/92. 
3825 Owen CD-ROM. Co-Chairmen’s message on Yugoslav elections, 15/12/92; Ramcharan, Conference, p. 1220; Eisermann, 
Weg, p. 146. 
3826 Eisermann, Weg, pp. 146-147. 
3827 Owen CD-ROM. Intervention by Secretary of State Lawrence S. Eagleburger, 16/12/92; Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 232-
236; Elaine Sciolino, ‘U.S. names figures it wants charged with war crimes’, The New York Times, 17/12/92. 
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only helped Milosevic and Seselj to win votes. Eagleburger himself was unapologetic about the possible 
adverse side-effects of his statements. He defended himself by saying that it was the last opportunity 
the administration of President Bush, which had been defeated in the November elections, had to 
speak out on this issue in front of a forum of this kind. Further, he did not believe that his statements 
had influenced the result of the election, ‘and I frankly don’t give a damn if it did because I think it was 
important to do and I hope we’ll do some more of it.’ 3828

Svetozar Stojanovic, Cosic’s foreign affairs advisor, was convinced that a remark of this kind 
was based on Western calculation. He saw evidence for this idea e.g. in the fact that the American 
government turned down a proposal from Cosic in the autumn of 1992. This proposal had been 
contained in a secret message conveyed to Washington at Cosic’s request by Scanlan, one of Panic’s 
advisors and former American ambassador in Belgrade, in which the Yugoslav President asked for 
American support in exchange for improvement of Yugoslav relations with the US. 

  

3829 According to 
Stojanovic, the rejection of this proposal could be explained on the basis of the consideration that, in 
the view of himself and Cosic, the West preferred to deal with the opportunist Milosevic, who only 
exploited the Serbian question for his personal ends and changed his standpoint from day to day, than 
with a confirmed nationalist like Cosic. Unlike the case with Cosic, the West could put Milosevic under 
pressure regularly by threatening to put him on trial, as Western diplomats had subsequently confirmed 
to Stojanovic. 3830

Even without such a calculation on the part of the Western powers, Panic’s election campaign 
was experiencing enough difficulties. He had to go the Constitutional Court twice after announcing his 
candidature, because the Electoral Commission initially declared his candidature invalid on the grounds 
that he had not been resident in Serbia for a full year before the elections. During his very short 
electoral campaign, Panic did not manage to convince the Kosovo Albanians that a vote for him would 
mean a major change in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The Albanians decided that the elections 
had nothing to do with them, and decided to boycott them. A further big handicap for Panic during the 
election campaign was Milosevic’s firm grasp of the media; for example, the state television was under 
Serbian, not Federal, control. Nevertheless, an opinion poll carried out a week before the election still 
gave Panic a six percent lead on Milosevic. 

 

3831

What many people who hoped for changed failed to observe, however, was that while Panic 
had a lot of support in Belgrade and a few other big cities, the Serbian countryside (where media 
exposure was often limited to Serbian television) remained true to Milosevic. 

  

3832 International observers 
further found evidence of serious electoral fraud. 3833

Did Panic ever have a real chance of winning? The answer to this question depends on one’s 
assessment of what Milosevic would have done if he had lost the election. Would he have accepted the 
voice of the electorate, or would he have seized power after all either by changing the constitution or 

 Milosevic’s final share of the votes was somewhat 
more than 53 percent, with 32 percent for Panic. In view of the handicaps under which Panic had 
laboured and the fraud committed by Milosevic’s camp, it may be concluded that Panic had not done at 
all badly. Under only slightly different circumstances, Milosevic would have won less than half the 
votes. This would have made a second round of voting necessary, which would have given Panic a new 
chance.  

                                                 

3828 Don Oberdorfer, ‘A Bloody Failure in the Balkans’, The Washington Post, 08/02/93. 
3829 Interview S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
3830 Stojanovic, Fall, p. 215; Dukic, Vetra, p. 232. Cf. interviews S. Djukic, 04/08/01; S. Stojanovic, 03/08/01. 
3831 Bosnet, 15/12/92, 8:06:30PST. 
3832 Cf. Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Milosevic beheerst de provincie’ (Milosevic controls the countryside), NRC 
Handelsblad, 18/12/92; F. Westerman, ‘“Milan Panic zal alleen van Belgrado president zijn”’ (Milan Panic will only be 
President of Belgrade), de Volkskrant, 16/12/92; De Hoop, Servië, p. 441. 
3833 Eisermann, Weg, p. 147; Thomas, Serbia, p. 135; Henk Hirs, ‘Het is een rommeltje in Servische stembureaus’ (Shambles 
in Serbian polling stations), Trouw, 21/12/92; idem, ‘Milan Panic eist nieuwe verkiezingen in Servië’ (Milan Panic demands 
new elections in Serbia), Trouw, 22/12/93. See also Doder and Branson, Milosevic, pp. 168-172; M. van Silfhout, 
‘Overledenen stemmen bij Servische verkiezingen’ (The dead return to vote in Serbian elections), Democraat 26 (1993) 1. 
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by making use of his support among the police and the military? Western governments believed that he 
would have taken the latter course, and were therefore not prepared to give Panic any further support. 
The West was not only disinclined to intervene by use of military force in the developments in the 
former Yugoslavia; it also hesitated to intervene politically by supporting one of the candidates in the 
electoral struggle, e.g. by indicating that it might lift sanctions if their preferred candidate won. 

Those who had hoped that the ballot box might bring about real change were even more 
disappointed by the results of the parliamentary elections. Milosevic’s Socialist Party won 101 seats, 
while Seselj’s party won another 73. The Serbian electorate was apparently not yet tired of war and 
nationalism. On 29 December, the parliament, dominated by Milosevic and Seselj, passed a motion of 
no confidence against Panic. He was allowed to stay on until a successor had been nominated. 
Milosevic forced him to resign in February 1993, and the pharmaceutics magnate returned to the 
United States after six months as Prime Minister of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. 

Cosic remained in power for longer, but after Panic’s departure it was clear that he did not play 
a significant role. That applied not only to his position in domestic politics: he was also a spent force on 
the international political scene. At the end of a visit to the European Parliament on 30 March 1993, 
where he reacted to all criticism by replying that it was not true or that the MEP in question had never 
experienced the situation on the ground, the Spanish member of the European People’s Party 
Concepcio Ferrer summed up the feeling of the House by telling Cosic: ‘We do not speak the same 
language. That is the worst thing that can happen between peoples. You say you don’t understand us. 
Well, we don’t understand you.’ 3834 With the assistance of Seselj, Milosevic also managed to force Cosic 
to resign in May 1993, after the latter had been suspected of trying to persuade the army to stage a 
coup. 3835

7. Conclusion 

 The man who had been so good at operating behind the scenes had proved that when elected 
to office, he did not have the skills needed to play the political game according to the rules applying in 
Belgrade. 

As Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers said himself, the Dutch government had ‘an eccentric foreign policy’ 
with regard to the former Yugoslavia compared with its European partners. Even after the 
disappointing results at the Edinburgh summit, however, it was not prepared to change course. Both 
Lubbers and Foreign Minister Van den Broek seemed to expect that the rest of the European 
Community would follow the Dutch lead sooner or later. The only thing to do at the moment was to 
wait and see whether the new American government under President Clinton, which was due to take 
power on 20 January 1993, would follow a more forceful line. The Dutch government expected that if 
the government in Washington was willing to play a more active role, the British government would 
play along and other governments would follow in its wake. 

The Dutch media, Parliament, the ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Minister Van den 
Broek shared the idea that Dutch ministers should appeal to public opinion in other European 
countries over the heads of their own governments. According to some proponents of this activist 
stance, the governments of these countries should actually be condemned en passant for their hesitation 
to take action with respect to the former Yugoslavia. In the meantime, the Dutch government was not 
prepared to try to influence the balance of power in the former Yugoslavia by a more cooperative 
attitude towards Panic in his electoral battle against Milosevic. Unlike some other European 
governments, the Dutch government did not expect any positive effect from this move. 

On the other hand, the Dutch government did put a lot of energy into promoting the idea of 
Safe Areas, which it saw not only as a solution of the refugee problem but also as a possible route for 

                                                 

3834 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. Bot 125 to Kooijmans, 01/04/93. 
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action that might break the international stalemate between provision of humanitarian aid and all-out 
war. At the same time, Director-General for Political Affairs Van Walsum of the Dutch ministry of 
Foreign Affairs warned that this idea was associated with very high risks. As long as other countries 
were not prepared to take more military risks in the former Yugoslavia, no real guarantee could be 
given that the population in the ‘Safe Areas’ really were safe. Nevertheless, international planning, 
which had been initiated partly on the urging of the Dutch government, was aiming precisely in the 
direction of Safe Areas – which were clearly not as well protected as the safe havens which in Van 
Walsum’s opinion offered the only really effective protection under the circumstances. The knowledge 
that the Netherlands itself could only supply support units and not combat units for the establishment 
of these areas means that the Dutch government had no other choice than to go along with this 
proposal even though it was realized that it did not offer the highest possible degree of safety.While the 
Dutch government tried to promote the realization of this idea on the ground, it was at the same time 
following quite another route by advocating the effective enforcement of a no-fly zone. The 
government in The Hague, in this case in particular the ministry of Defence, was rather late in giving 
signs that it recognized the risks Dutch involvement in such an operation could cause for the UN 
troops (including Dutch contingents) on the ground. However, the discussions of the establishment of 
Safe Areas and the enforcement of a no-fly zone above Bosnia, which got going in December 1992, 
would soon come to a halt as a result of the launching of the Owen/Vance peace plan. 
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Chapter 9 
The rapes in Bosnia and the Vance-Owen peace 
plan, January-February 1993 

1. Campaigns in the Netherlands 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, churches were seething with activities related to Yugoslavia at 
the beginning of December 1992. The Secretary of the Raad van Kerken (Dutch Council of Churches), 
the Reverend W. R. van der Zee, noted with some regret at the time that a petition by the Raad’s 
Ecumenical Campaigns Section and a postcard campaign by the Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad (Interchurch 
Peace Council Netherlands, IKV) were running in parallel. Van der Zee told the newspaper Trouw that 
he still wanted to unite the two campaigns under a single name.3836 At the same time Deventer PvdA 
(Labour) alderman Marian ter Velde came to the conclusion that there were so many Yugoslavia 
campaigns being run by individuals and small organizations that chaos loomed. She therefore took the 
initiative to organize a meeting at the RAI Congress Centre in Amsterdam on 12 December, which was 
intended to stimulate the creation of a co-ordinating point for all campaigns focusing upon the former 
Yugoslavia. During that meeting it transpired that even more petitions were in circulation, such as one 
to Junior Minister Hans Van den Broek about rapes with the title ‘Meisjes werden geslacht als 
lammetjes’ (‘Girls were slaughtered like lambs’).3837 Many of the campaigns – to collect clothing or 
Christmas parcels, for example – were local in nature. In this field, too, the Samenwerkende 
Hulporganisaties (United Aid Agencies) noted a proliferation of initiatives during December 1992.3838

It is unnecessary, and would be impossible, to mention all these activities here. Below is a 
concise summary, which has several purposes. Firstly, it is intended to provide some idea of the range 
of groups in the Netherlands that were focusing upon Yugoslavia, as well as their motives. Secondly, it 
looks at the nature of the activities being carried out. And thirdly, it provides an insight into the main 
areas upon which those activities focused at that time. 

 In 
short, there was no lack of good intentions and activities. 

Not surprisingly given what was happening in the former Yugoslavia, the events there were a 
subject of interest for the Dutch peace movement and in particular for the two largest religious peace 
organizations, Pax Christi and the IKV. 

Pax Christi 

Pax Christi was active with regard to Bosnia-Hercegovina from the beginning of the war there.3839

                                                 

3836 ‘Militair ingrijpen moet’. Kerken luiden noodklokken over Bosnië-Hercegovina’ ('Military intervention a must’. Churches 
sound alarm bells over Bosnia-Hercegovina’), Trouw, 04/12/92. 

 A 
delegation from this peace movement was actually in Sarajevo between 3 and 11 April 1992, when the 
hostilities in the region broke out. The organization had a separate ‘Working Group on Central Europe 
and the Balkans, the members of which included Jan ter Laak, Secretary of Pax Christi. Both the 
international organization and the Dutch section regularly held public meetings, as well as arranging 
visits by and to Yugoslavs. The movement maintained contacts with the Serbian Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic churches in Yugoslavia. Contacts were later also established with the Muslim community. Pax 
Christi Netherlands participated in various demonstrations alongside other groups and sent letters to 
the government about ethnic cleansing, the reception of refugees and the need for safe havens. On 31 

3837 ‘Coördinatie moet chaos bij hulp aan Joegoslavië voorkomen’ ('Co-ordination needed to prevent chaos in aid to 
Yugoslavia'), de Volkskrant, 14/12/92. 
3838 Romana Abels, ‘Heel Nederland zamelt in’ ('All the Netherlands is collecting'), Trouw, 12/12/92. 
3839 For more details of this organization’s activities, see its publications listed in the bibliography. 
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July 1992, for instance, the Dutch section of Pax Christi wrote to the Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
the Junior Minister of Justice to point that the Netherlands had, relatively speaking, accepted only one 
fifth of the number of refugees taken in by Germany. The Netherlands and the other EC countries 
were urged to match German efforts.3840

Despite all these endeavours, Pax Christi Secretary Jan Ter Laak had to admit in early 1993 that 
the peace movement had been taken by surprise by the war in Yugoslavia. Since 1970, the organization 
had been building up contacts in Eastern Europe, an example followed ten years later by the IKV. 
Yugoslavia, however, had been neglected. Only in late 1989 had Pax Christi begun to pay attention to 
the Kosovo question, when a delegation of Kosovo Albanians visited the Netherlands at Pax Christi’s 
invitation. Ter Laak described the fact that there was no Pax Christi organization in predominantly 
Catholic Croatia as ‘remarkable’. He also noted that the IKV was more divided than was Pax Christi by 
discussions as to whether active military intervention in Bosnia was permissible. In April 1992, 
following his return from Sarajevo, he had himself said that he was not opposed in principle to this. 

 

The Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly (HCA), an international organization for peace and human 
rights founded in Prague in 1990 and to which both Pax Christi and the IKV were affiliated, had been 
concerned about the situation in Yugoslavia even before conflict broke out there.3841 On 7 July 1991, 
shortly after the outbreak of war in Slovenia, the HCA organized a meeting in Belgrade under the title 
‘Disintegration of Yugoslavia – Integration of Europe’, attracting about 150 participants from 
throughout Yugoslavia and from many European nations, the United States and Canada. One of them 
was the Bosnian academic Zdravko Grebo, who at the event warned that Bosnia-Hercegovina could 
not exist without Yugoslavia and that if the two were to split it would lead to a major catastrophe.3842 
As early as May 1991 the HCA had founded ‘The Balkans’ Peace and Integration Project’, through 
which it tried to organize democratic groups in the region to maintain contacts with one another across 
national boundaries, frontlines and ethnic divisions. In so doing the HCA looked mainly to the lower 
echelons of Yugoslav society, since it believed that the atmosphere at the highest levels had already 
become too poisoned by ethnic nationalism. A culminating point in these activities came on 5-8 
November 1992, with the ‘Citizens’ and Municipal Peace Conference’ held at Ohrid in Macedonia. This 
meeting called for ‘protected zones’ under the auspices of the EC and the UN in both Bosnia-
Hercegovina and the United Nations Protected Areas (UNPAs) in Croatia. Such areas should be 
demilitarized and efforts made to restore community life, the economy, government and justice. The 
Conference identified Sarajevo and Tuzla as cities which might be suitable for such an approach.3843

The IKV 

 On 
16 March 1993, the Vereniging Hugo de Groot (Hugo Grotius Association) was founded as the Dutch arm 
of the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly. This focused entirely upon Yugoslavia, with its activities including 
encouragement of the democratic media and support for women who had been raped. 

The Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad (Interchurch Peace Council Netherlands, IKV), which in the early 1980s 
had brought throngs of people onto the streets to protest against cruise missiles, was – as has already 
been discussed several times – under fire from all sides in the media because it was playing no 
conspicuous part in the Yugoslavia issue and had been unable to mobilize any demonstrators (see 
Chapters 3 and 6).3844

                                                 

3840 Pax Christi International, Cry, pp. 20-21. 

 Although approximately two thirds of respondents in opinion polls since the 

3841 For a summary of HCA’s activities pertaining to (former) Yugoslavia, see Ter Veer, Assembly, pp. 175-179. 
3842 S. Licht, ‘Yugoslavia and Europe. What are the lessons Europe should learn?’, Palau & Kumar (eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, pp. 
26-27; ditto, ‘The book for peace’, ibidem, p. 187. 
3843 ‘Final Declaration of the Citizens and Municipal Peace Conference CPC and MPC’, Palau & Kumar (eds.), Ex-Yugoslavia, 
pp. 174, 181-183. 
3844 See also, for example, H. Leber, ‘Laat ze de oorlog uitvechten’ ('Let them fight out the war'), Twentsche Courant, 
05/08/92; Schennink, Bosnië-Hercegovina, pp. 198-199. 
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summer of 1992 had been in favour of military intervention, it did indeed remain difficult to organize 
demonstrations about the situation in Yugoslavia. At those that were held, the number of participants 
often barely exceeded 100. The largest demonstration to date had taken place in early September 1991 
to mark the opening of the Conference on Yugoslavia in The Hague. That attracted 10,000 people, but 
virtually all of them came from the former Yugoslavia. Dutch citizens were often few and far between 
at the other protests, too.3845 On Saturday 6 February 1993, a demonstration in Amsterdam organized 
by the ‘Committee to Stop the Murders in Bosnia’ attracted almost 10,000 protestors – who according 
to the press were all Muslims. Amongst other things, they were demanding military intervention in 
Bosnia and protesting against the rape of Bosnian women.3846 Less than two weeks later, a total of 
almost 3000 former Yugoslavs demonstrated at nine locations across the Netherlands against ethnic 
cleansing and for the demolition of the concentration camps.3847 Two days later came a national 
demonstration in Haarlem by approximately 2000 Bosnian refugees from asylum centres. They called 
upon ‘Europe and the world’ to stop the aggression in Bosnia-Hercegovina.3848

Mi za Mir 

 

On 3 October 1992, the Mi za Mir (‘We for Peace’) movement organized a ‘solidarity meeting’ on Dam 
Square in Amsterdam.3849 Ma za Mir had been founded almost a year earlier, on 13 October 1991, by 
young Serbians and Croatians who had fled to the Netherlands to escape the war and conscription. 
They were joined later by young Yugoslav Muslims. The objective of this movement, which began with 
40 members and would eventually have some 150, was to make a contribution to ending the war and to 
preventing its spread to other parts of the former Yugoslavia. It also wanted to take in more people 
who had fled the violence.3850 Because it was the only ethnically-mixed peace movement of former 
Yugoslavs outside the region itself, Ma za Mir acted as a co-ordination point for reports about the war 
on behalf of radio stations and independent journalists in the former Yugoslavia. It also co-ordinated 
simultaneous demonstrations in different Yugoslav cities from Amsterdam. The movement organized 
regular discussion evenings, which were attended mainly by other young Yugoslavs.3851 In the first year 
of its existence, Ma za Mir made a vain call to young Dutch people for solidarity.3852

However, the action organized by Ma za Mir on 3 October 1992 in solidarity with the victims of 
the war in the former Yugoslavia was able to count upon broad support from groups including the 
Vereniging Dienstweigeraars (Dutch Association of Conscientious Objectors), the Amsterdams 
Studentenpastoraat (Amsterdam Student Chaplaincy), the IKV, Pax Christi, Vrouwen voor Vrede (Women 
for Peace), the Steunpunt Vredesgroepen in Voormalig Joegoslavië (Support Centre for Peace Groups in the 

 A protest by the 
group at the Beursplein in Amsterdam on 14 August 1992 attracted less than 100 demonstrators, hardly 
any of them Dutch. 

                                                 

3845 See, for example, Rob Meines, ‘Even schrikken in Den Haag’ ('A fright for The Hague') and ditto, ‘EG-conferentie 
opent met harde beschuldigingen’ ('EC conference opens with serious accusations'), NRC Handelsblad, 09/09/91. 
3846 ‘Bijna tienduizend moslims protesteren tegen gruweldaden in Bosnië’ ('Almost 10,000 Muslims protest against atrocities 
in Bosnia'), ANP, 06/02/93, 16:52. 
3847 ‘Ex-Joegoslaven demonstreren in Den Bosch en Roermond’ ('Former Yugoslavs demonstrate in Den Bosch and 
Roermond'), ANP, 18/02/93, 18:28 and ‘Demonstraties ex-Joegoslaven’ ('Former Yugoslavs demonstrate') ANP, 
18/02/93, 20:19. 
3848 ‘Europa met elke doodgevroren Bosniër een illusie armer’ ('Every Bosnian frozen to death makes Europe one illusion 
the poorer'), Trouw, 22/02/93. 
3849 I. Jungschleger, ‘Joegoslavische vredesgroep hoopt op steun jongeren’ ('Yugoslav peace group hopes for youth support'), 
de Volkskrant, 05/10/92. 
3850 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw., Mi za Mir to Weisglas, 09/12/91. 
3851 Anet Bleich, ‘Hoe krankzinniger, hoe meer steun’ ('"The crazier they are, the more support they get"'), de Volkskrant, 
04/02/92. For more on this movement, see also Alfred van Cleef, ‘Bruggehoofd voor vrede in Joegoslavië’ ('Bridgehead for 
peace in Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 16/06/92. 
3852 Hugo Camps, ‘Onze onverschilligheid is dodelijk voor Oost-Europa’ ('Our indifference is deadly for Eastern Europe'), 
Elsevier, 24/10/92, p. 39. 
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former Yugoslavia), Vrouwen tegen Kernwapens (Women Against Nuclear Weapons) and the Doopsgezinde 
Vredesgroep (Mennonite Peace Group). 

The peace movement gropes and fumbles 

Notwithstanding that support, the turnout on the day was so miserable that the weekly Vrij Nederland, 
writing about the IKV’s participation in the demonstration, mused that the organization would ‘think 
three times’ before using this means again.3853 The IKV now turned all its attention to the HCA’s 
postcard campaign for open borders and safe havens (see Chapter 8).3854 This international action 
would eventually elicit some 160,000 cards, a large proportion of them from the Netherlands. Earlier in 
the same year, at the end of October, Amnesty International had also organized a letter-writing and 
postcard campaign calling upon the Dutch people to demand in their own words that the parties 
negotiating in Geneva protect human rights.3855

It seemed to be difficult to find appropriate forms of action. Another project devised by the 
IKV was an attempt to bring schools in the Netherlands and the former Yugoslavia into contact with 
one another. But IKV Secretary Mient Jan Faber complained in autumn 1992 that when he had asked 
the fifth form of a secondary school in Maassluis what Yugoslavia meant to them, he had received the 
reply, ‘Holiday, mountains and lovely sea, sir’.

 

3856 Even within the IKV, the fire had died: ‘There is still 
sympathy with Yugoslavia, but it doesn’t come out in any concrete form.’3857 Faber resisted the black-
and-white view that the Serbs were solely and completely in the wrong, and the Croats unblemished, 
and turned on CDA (Christian Democrat Party) MEP Arie Oostlander, ‘who regards Mr Izetbegovic, 
the President of Bosnia, as the one who is being sacrificed and so must be defended.’3858

Faber was also an opponent of sanctions against Serbia and Montenegro, because he believed 
that they were driving the population into the arms of the extremists and were unfair to the democrats 
still remaining in those regions. His constantly recurring complaint was that Western politicians and 
diplomats spoke only with nationalist leaders and not with democratic forces. Meanwhile, he did 
maintain contacts with representatives of churches, peace groups and democrats in the former 
Yugoslavia, but with many difficulties: ‘We carry on, even though we are sometimes fighting a losing 
battle.’

 

3859

A major protest planned by the IKV in Brussels in spring 1994 failed due to differences of 
opinion with Pax Christi and other, smaller peace groups over the desirability of military intervention 
and an international demonstration.

 

3860 Moreover, the objective of the demonstration – to encourage 
the international community to take seriously agreements made with the warring parties in Bosnia-
Hercegovina – seemed to have been achieved when NATO issued an ultimatum calling for the 
withdrawal of heavy weapons following the attack on the market in Sarajevo on 5 February 1994.3861

                                                 

3853 Ingrid Harms & Ursula den Tex, ‘Kan de hulpverlening nog hulp verlenen?’ ('Can the aid agencies still deliver aid?'), Vrij 
Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 26. 

 

3854 See also ‘Kaartactie voor safe havens Bosnië krijgt veel respons’ ('Huge response to postcard campaign for safe havens 
in Bosnia'), de Volkskrant, 19/12/92. 
3855 See, for example, the advertisement ‘Mensenrechten zonder grenzen. Kom in actie voor Joegoslavië’ ('Human rights 
without frontiers. Take action for Yugoslavia'), de Volkskrant, 23/10/92. 
3856 Hugo Camps, ‘Onze onverschilligheid is dodelijk voor Oost-Europa’ ('Our indifference is deadly for Eastern Europe'), 
Elsevier, 24/10/92, p. 39. 
3857 Hugo Camps, ‘Onze onverschilligheid is dodelijk voor Oost-Europa’, Elsevier, 24/10/92, p. 40. 
3858 J. Lagendijk, ‘Herstel de multi-etnische samenleving!’ ('Restore the multiethnic society'), de Helling, 5(1992) 3, pp. 11-12. 
3859 C. Brendel, ‘Boycot van Joegoslavië is onrechtvaardig: Faber: Vooral democratische en vredelievende krachten worden 
getroffen’ ('Boycott of Yugoslavia is unjust. Faber: democratic and peace-loving forces are hardest hit'), Algemeen Dagblad, 
10/06/92. 
3860 J. van Nederpelt and T. Pitstra, ‘Joegoslavië. De pacifistische valkuilen van GroenLinks’ ('Yugoslavia: GroenLinks' 
pacifist pitfalls'), de Helling, 9(1996) 2, p. 29; Schennink, Betrokkenheid, pp. 232-233. 
3861 Schennink, Betrokkenheid, p. 232. 
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And Faber, who had been one of the first interventionists, had faced criticism within the IKV itself in 
autumn 1992 from members who continued to assume a pacifistic standpoint (see also Chapter 8).3862

Politicians grope and fumble, too 

 

‘Five-hundred thousand people demonstrated against cruise missiles (…) Only a few people are 
demonstrating against the genocide in Bosnia-Hercegovina,’ wrote Ton de Kok in December 1992.3863 
A month later he remarked that if Dutch society really was in favour of military intervention in Bosnia, 
then ‘public opinion should express that far more clearly’.3864 But it was not easy for the IKV and other 
groups to organize demonstrations. The protests against the war in Yugoslavia were, after all, as the 
political scientist Andries van den Broek wrote at the beginning of 1992, already supported by the 
entire Dutch political establishment, including the government. ‘What particular, distinctive note did 
the peace movement have to add to this?’, he asked.3865

GroenLinks (Green Left) MP Leoni Sipkes also highlighted this problem. ‘You were fine! You 
didn’t have to demonstrate against the Dutch government, because we pretty much agreed with it. But 
as a parliamentarian, and as an ordinary citizen, you felt absolutely powerless.’

 

3866 The Dutch 
government wanted action, but its European partners did not. With that in mind, Sipkes and PvdA MP 
Jantien Achttienribbe-Buijs decided on 11 December 1992 to send a letter to all their female fellow 
parliamentarians in the other EC member states and at the European Parliament. This asked them to 
‘make every effort to create safe havens in the former Yugoslavia so that basic human rights can be 
restored there’ and to support the acceptance of refugees, in particular women who had been sexually 
abused.3867

In general, the activities of the national political parties with respect to Yugoslavia were, unlike 
the contributions from their parliamentary groups, modest in nature. The most active was GroenLinks. 
In a policy decision about the situation in the former Yugoslavia taken at the end of August 1992, the 
party executive backed the UN Security Council resolutions demanding access to all prison camps and 
calling for the possible military protection of aid convoys in Bosnia. Amongst other things, the 
GroenLinks leaders also demanded stronger checks upon observance of the economic sanctions against 
Serbia. Because the situation in Bosnia subsequently deteriorated further, the party executive hardened 
its standpoint in early December 1992. The GroenLinks leadership, which – as it had demonstrated at 
the time of the Gulf War – still contained a strongly pacifist element, now demanded strict enforcement 
of the no-fly zone over Bosnia, ‘if necessary by the downing of aircraft which violate this ban’, an 
extension to the mandate of the UN troops escorting aid convoys, the transfer of prisoners to camps 
under international supervision and the creation of UN-mandated safe havens in Bosnian territory. On 
Thursday 17 December, the party organized a march in Amsterdam with torches and candles to show 
its solidarity with the people of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

 

This was the first in a series of torchlight marches, silent demonstrations and prayer services 
held during December 1992 and January 1993. Locations included The Hague, Utrecht and Westerbork 
(formerly the site of a Nazi deportation camp); the participants were Pax Christi, the Anti-Discriminatie 

                                                 

3862 See also H. Feddema, ‘Debat over militair ingrijpen verlamt de vredesbeweging’ ('Debate on military intervention 
paralyses the peace movement'), Trouw, 24/10/92. 
3863 Ton de Kok, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Militaire interventie is nu te laat’ ('Former Yugoslavia: too late now for military 
intervention'), CD/Actueel, 12/12/92, p. 8. 
3864 ‘Joegoslavië’ ('Yugoslavia'), CD/Actueel, 16/01/93, p. 18. 
3865 Andries van den Broek, ‘Aan burgeroorlog in Joegoslavië valt voor vredesbeweging weinig eer te behalen’ ('Little honour 
for peace movement over civil war in Yugoslavia'), de Volkskrant, 06/01/92. Schennink, Betrokkenheid, p. 230, also cites the 
drive of the Dutch government and elected representatives as a cause of the lack of political initiative in relation to (former) 
Yugoslavia by campaign groups. 
3866 Interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
3867 NIOD, Coll. GroenLinks, dossier ‘Yugoslavia – Women’. J. Achttienribbe-Buijs and L. Sipkes to colleagues, 11/12/92; 
interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
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Overleg (Anti-Discrimination Platform), Vrouwen tegen Kernwapens (Women Against Nuclear Weapons) 
and the Appèlgroep Westerbork (Westerbork Protest Group). These actions were co-ordinated by the 
provisional ‘peace movement co-ordination centre’ Samen voor Vrede (Together for Peace), participants 
in which included Vrouwen voor Vrede, the Amsterdamse Vrouwen Initiatiefgroep (Amsterdam Women’s 
Initiative Group) and Women’s Exchange Programme International. These silent demonstrations 
attracted more participants than was usually for protests against the wars in the former Yugoslavia. The 
first, on 26 December 1992, was attended by 4000 people.3868 From then on, the Appèlgroep Westerbork 
organized such an event on the last Sunday of each month. These continued to draw more people than 
most demonstrations: 5000 on 31 January and 2500 on 28 February 1993.3869

Additionally, GroenLinks joined the IKV/HCA postcard campaign demanding safe havens and 
open borders for refugees from the former Yugoslavia. Despite its higher degree of activism compared 
with other parties, some dissatisfaction did arise within GroenLinks’ own ranks about the amount of its 
commitment to issues related to the former Yugoslavia. There was a prevailing sense of political 
paralysis, and no open discussion on the subject was triggered beyond the parliamentary party and the 
executive.

 

3870 This was in marked contrast with GroenLinks’ equivalent in Germany, the Grünen, which 
was actually in danger of splitting into Pazifisten and Bellizisten (‘Pacifist’ and ‘Belligerent’) factions.3871

‘Instead of issuing firm statements as they did during the Cold War (‘The 
Netherlands out of NATO!’), people in progressive circles now often keep their 
opinions to themselves. Rather than clear choices and slogans like ‘Boycott 
Outspan!’, there was now confusion and silence. The warm feeling of belonging 
which had united the Left during the turbulent years of the demonstrations 
against cruise missiles was lacking.’

 In 
a later analysis, GroenLinks senator Ton Pitstra and Jacques van Nederpelt, Lecturer in International 
Economic Relations at the Hogeschool van Utrecht, wrote in 1996: 

3872

On 28 November 1992, shortly before the PvdA Party Conference passed its resolution about the 
former Yugoslavia on 12 December (Chapter 8), the CDA Party Council adopted a resolution urging 
the governments of the European Community to be more generous in opening their borders to 
refugees from the former Yugoslavia than had been the case up until then. However, the CDA also 
came up against the inconsistency that seemed to exist between clear interventionist standpoints and a 
lack of political activism when it came to the former Yugoslavia. For example, the party was forced to 
cancel a planned public meeting on the issue – at which such political heavyweights as Professor H. J. 
Neuman, Chair of the CDA Foreign Affairs Committee, Minister Hans van den Broek and Member of 
Parliament Jaap De Hoop Scheffer were due to speak

 

3873 – because of ‘a very disappointing number of 
registrations’.3874

                                                 

3868 See also, for example, the advertisement placed by the Appèlgroep Westerbork to publicize this silent demonstration in 
Trouw, 19/12/92. 

 However, on 12 February 1993 a conference did go ahead on ‘The National Question 
and the Violence in Yugoslavia’. This was organized by the CDA Academic Institute, in conjunction 
with the party’s Foreign Affairs Committee and the European People’s Party group in the European 

3869 ‘Vijfduizend demonstranten tegen oorlog op Balkan’ ('Five thousand demonstrate against war in Balkans'), ANP, 
31/01/93, 19:05. See also ‘Plan voor landelijke actie evacuatie gevangenkampen ex-Joegoslavië’ ('Plan for national campaign 
to evacuate prison camps in former Yugoslavia'), ANP, 29/01/93, 14:17; ‘Demonstratie 2500 mensen tegen oorlog op 
Balkan’ ('Two-and-a-half thousand people demonstrate against war in Balkans'), ANP, 28/02/93, 20:26. 
3870 Cf. Max Arian, ‘Pacifiste’ (‘Pacifist’), De Groene Amsterdammer, 17/03/93. 
3871 Cf. W. Beusekamp, ‘Duitse leger moet naar Bosnië’ ('German army must go to Bosnia'), de Volkskrant, 04/02/93. 
3872 Jacques van Nederpelt & Tom Pitstra, ‘Joegoslavië: De pacifistische valkuilen van GroenLinks’, de Helling, 9(1996)2, p. 
29. 
3873 NIOD, Coll. CDA. CDA Secretariat, Foreign Affairs Committee, Conferences 1991-1992, J.W. Wiggers to various, 
22/09/92, H2.432/92/JG. 
3874 Ditto, Wiggers to various, 01/10/92, H2.450/92/JJ. 
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Parliament. The speakers included Minister Peter Kooijmans, MEP Arie Oostlander and Pax Christi 
Secretary Jan Ter Laak.3875

As well as the established peace movement, smaller groups were also active – many focusing 
specifically upon the former Yugoslavia. For example, the activist movement Tilburg Za Mir (Tilburg for 
Peace), founded in 1992, provided material and moral support to independent peace, women’s and 
human rights groups and media in the former Yugoslavia. It originally concentrated upon Croatia, 
Kosovo and Vojvodina, but later upon Bosnia-Hercegovina too. The movement organized visits by 
Yugoslavs to the Netherlands, raised funds and acted as an intermediary between organizations inside 
and outside Yugoslavia. Another movement, Lopend Vuur (Wildfire), was also founded in 1992 
following a contact mission by a number of people from the Netherlands to various peace groups in 
the former Yugoslavia. This organization tried to support groups there that were working for a 
peaceful, democratic and tolerant society. It eventually developed 18 local sections, in places including 
Amsterdam, The Hague, Deventer, Enschede, Groningen, Maastricht, Nijmegen and Rotterdam, each 
of which maintained its own contacts with groups in Yugoslavia. Again, these were mainly in Croatia, 
Kosovo, Vojvodina and Macedonia. 

 

In partnership with Lopend Vuur, from mid 1992 the group Socia Media distributed, by 
electronic means, information about the former Yugoslavia which was not being covered in the 
established media. According to its own mission statement, this was intended to dispel the ignorance 
and confusion surrounding the former Yugoslavia, and the apathy about the war in Bosnia.3876

Whilst some peace groups or individuals within them evolved towards an interventionist 
standpoint in response to the situation in the former Yugoslavia, there were others which adopted such 
a stance from the outset. One such was the purely interventionist Comité voor krachtig militair ingrijpen in 
voormalig Joegoslavië (Committee for Forceful Military Intervention in the Former Yugoslavia), which was 
founded on 25 November 1992 and from the end of 1993 would be called Politiek Comité Stari Most 
(Old Bridge Political Committee). Its main activity was campaigning for an end to the weapons 
embargo against Bosnia-Hercegovina, for the relief of besieged cities, for the closure of concentration 
camps, for the creation of protected areas, and for military intervention to prevent the violence 
spreading to Kosovo, Vojvodina and Macedonia. The Committee demonstrated in The Hague on 16 
January 1993, attracting between 100 and 150 supporters. Arie Oostlander addressed the demonstrators 
on the Binnenhof (The Hague).

 Another 
press-related group, but this time one providing support to independent media in the former 
Yugoslavia, was Press Now. Founded in April 1993, this was based at De Balie in Amsterdam and 
counted Minister Kooijmans amongst the members of its Recommending Committee. 

3877

Another rally was organized for 13 March 1993, on Dam Square in Amsterdam. This attracted 
200 people and was addressed by VVD (Liberals) MP Jan Dirk Blaauw.

 

3878 The Hilversum GroenLinks 
councillor Iede de Vries went even further, in autumn 1993 founding the Comité Verdedig Bosnië-
Hercegovina (Defend Bosnia-Hercegovina Committee) which collected money for the Bosnian 
government to buy weapons.3879

                                                 

3875 See, for example, Rob Meines, ‘Europa verlamd door doemdenken over Joegoslavië’ ('Europe paralysed by doom-
mongering over Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 15/02/93. 

 Then there was the Comité Voormalig Joegoslavië (Former Yugoslavia 
Committee), which was launched on 12 May 1992 to lobby politicians to take a stand against ethnic 
cleansing and division. 

3876 http://www.sociamedia.nl/~boyd/datacom/joego/joego1.html consulted on 07/12/01; Boyd Noorda to 
NIOD, 28/07/99. 
3877 ‘Demonstratie voor militair ingrijpen voormalig Joegoslavië’ ('Demonstration for military intervention in former 
Yugoslavia'), ANP, 16/01/93, 15:35; ‘Roep om ingrijpen in ex-Joegoslavië’ ('Call for intervention in former Yugoslavia'), 
Algemeen Dagblad, 18/01/93. 
3878 Politiek Comité Stari Most, Background, 25/11/99; Max Arian, ‘Pacifiste’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 17/03/93; Caspar 
ten Dam, ‘Sarajevo-complex’ ('Sarajevo complex'), NRC Handelsblad, 11/04/95. 
3879 Jacques van der Bragt, ‘Wapens tegen machteloosheid’ ('Weapons against powerlessness'), HP/De Tijd, 19/11/93, pp. 
14-15. 
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As well as those movements concerned mainly with idealistic goals, a large number of 
organizations focused upon material aid. Several of these had their origins in activities by Croatians and 
Bosnians resident in the Netherlands. For example, on 25 October 1991 a group of Croatians living in 
and around The Hague formed the Stichting Vrienden van Kroatië/Zaklada Prjatelji Hrvatske (Friends of 
Croatia Foundation) to alleviate the humanitarian crisis in Croatia by collecting money and supplies 
from individuals and businesses. At the end of September 1992, Islam Telalovic – a Bosnian Muslim by 
origin – founded the Stichting Hulp aan Bosnië en Hercegovina (Aid to Bosnia and Hercegovina Foundation) 
in his adopted hometown of Rotterdam. Over the next few years this would send private aid convoys 
to Bosnia, mainly to the town of Zenica.3880 Early in 1993 Vrienden van La Benovolencija (Friends of La 
Benovolencija) was set up in the Netherlands to help the Jewish aid organization in Sarajevo which 
benefited from its ‘neutral’ position between the main ethnic groups in Bosnia.3881

As well as activities focusing specifically upon Yugoslavia, established aid agencies such as the 
Nederlandse Rode Kruis (Dutch Red Cross) and Artsen zonder Grenzen (Médecins Sans Frontières Netherlands) 
tried to offer relief in the region. For example, between late 1991 and summer 1993 Stichting Mensen in 
Nood (Caritas Netherlands) sent NLG 6.4 million worth of food, medicines, clothing and the like to the 
former Yugoslavia. The bulk of this went to Bosnia and Croatia. During the same period, the Stichting 
Oecumenische Hulp (Dutch Interchurch Aid, SOH) provided support worth NLG 2.7 million and the 
Stichting Memisa Medicus Mundi (Memisa World Medical Foundation) offered NLG 2.4 million in medical 
assistance.

 

3882

To summarize, it can be stated that up until the end of 1992 the principal themes of campaigns 
were peace initiatives, pleas for intervention and material aid. The means used by the campaign groups 
consisted mainly of writing open letters and media correspondence, collecting signatures on petitions, 
maintaining contacts with pro-democracy and peace groups in the former Yugoslavia and collecting 
cash and goods for direct aid. Demonstrations seemed less effective as a campaigning tool, probably in 
part because the Dutch public was under the impression that its own government did not need 
persuading in the same way as it had done during the Vietnam War and cruise missile debate. 

 

The majority of public campaigning in the Netherlands would not begin until autumn 1993, at a 
time when the definitive decision to send an active-service unit had already been (more or less) taken. 
In any case, many of those activities were local in nature.3883

2. Rapes in Bosnia: a new theme in the media 

 

Intensification in public campaigns was discernible in December 1992. Several factors played a part in 
this, including the more urgent need for aid with the impending onset of winter in Bosnia and the 
approach of the festive season. It was no coincidence that several campaigns were concentrated around 
Christmas. Moreover, like the Dutch government various groups saw a concrete opportunity for action 
in the call for safe havens. This had a greater appeal than enforcement of a no-fly zone or heavy 
weapons monitoring. From autumn 1992 the issue of women being raped in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
became a new theme in the public campaigns being conducted in the Netherlands. 

In the period shortly before Christmas advertisements appeared in four major national 
newspapers3884

                                                 

3880 Interview I. Telalovic, 21/10/99. 

 with the slogan ‘Stop (sexual) violence against women and girls in the former 
Yugoslavia’. This campaign was jointly organized by Medusa/Metis/Arachne in Utrecht and Vrouwen 
voor Vrede in Amsterdam. 

3881 Max Arian, ‘La Benovolencija’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 09/06/93, pp. 9-10. 
3882 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Mensen in Nood, etc. to the Parliamentary Permanent Committee on Foreign Affairs, 27/07/93. 
3883 For an overview of public campaigns, see Pax Christi, Oorlog. 
3884 NRC Handelsblad, Het Parool, Trouw and de Volkskrant. 
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One week after his appointment as Minister for Foreign Affairs, a highly emotional3885 Peter 
Kooijmans attended a demonstration of 800 people protesting against the rape of Bosnian women, at 
which he accepted two petitions containing 20,000 signatures. These demanded the closure of the 
camps in Bosnia and aid for women who had been raped, a well as the recognition of rape as a war 
crime.3886 Kooijmans himself did not need to be convinced. He declared that he had already – late in 
1992, when he had carried out research into human-rights abuses in the former Yugoslavia together 
with Tadeusz Mazowiecki – concluded that the rapes committed during the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
had assumed a systematic character and were being used as a weapon.3887

Below we shall examine the interest in the subject of rapes in Bosnia which existed from late 
1992 in both the United States and Europe, and in particular in the Netherlands. This concern would 
reach its height during the first two months of 1993. The primary point considered is the extent to 
which reports about rapes contributed to an increased readiness to intervene – militarily or otherwise – 
in Bosnia, or to create safe havens for those under threat. A second consideration is how much this 
reporting created an even more negative image of the Serbs. Other interesting issues, such as the 
question as to the relationship between information about rapes and the establishment of a tribunal to 
try war crimes committed in the former Yugoslavia, will not be considered in great detail here. 
Moreover, it must be emphasized that we have carried out no independent investigation into the rapes 
in Bosnia. We are primarily concerned with the reporting of and debate about them in the West, and 
the possible repercussions thereof for Western policy towards the former Yugoslavia. 

 The minister declared that the 
Netherlands would pay particular attention to this group of women within its existing asylum policy. 

Rapes began immediately after clashes broke out between Serbs and Muslims in Bosnia in April 
1992. They sometimes occurred as isolated incidents, for example when combatants entered homes or 
when a group of guards at camp forced women under their control to perform sexual acts. But rapes 
were also committed in public, as part of the process of ethnic cleansing, in which case they appeared 
to have the same objective as the executions of local elites: to force the other ethnic group to leave with 
the intention that it never dare return. Houses or hotels were also converted into brothels, at which 
women were held for extended periods and raped repeatedly. The best known of these would be the 
‘rape centre’ at the Partisans’ sports hall in Foca. This was set up in May 1992, with some women being 
taken from it to private homes.3888 A large proportion of the women who were held in brothels of this 
kind were later murdered. It should also be mentioned that not only were the women held in prison 
camps raped but also that many forms of sexual violence were used against male detainees.3889

The Bassiouni Committee would eventually count 162 places in Bosnia where women were 
detained and raped. Of these, 88 were run by Serbs, 17 by Croats, eight by Muslims and 14 jointly by 
Croats and Muslims. In 35 cases, it was not known who was in charge.

 

3890

The first cases of rape in Bosnia became known as early as April 1992, with the arrival of 
women fleeing after the ethnic cleansing by the Serbs of Bijeljina.

 

3891

                                                 

3885 Cisca Dresselhuys, ‘Ik vind mezelf eigenlijk een wat saaie man’ ('I consider myself a rather boring man'), Opzij, June 
1993, p. 87; S. Termeer, ‘Minister Kooijmans ziet weer uit naar het schrijven van een nieuw boek’ ('Junior Minister 
Kooijmans looks forward to writing another new book'), Mare, 14/01/93, p. 5. 

 By the following month it 

3886 ‘Massale protestactie tegen seksueel geweld in Bosnië’ ('Mass protest against sexual violence in Bosnia'), Trouw, 
11/01/93; Caspar Janssen & Thomas Ruigrok, ‘Peter Kooijmans’, HP/De Tijd, 12/03/93, p. 16. On this matter, see also 
ABZ, DIO/JS/00002. Memorandum from DIO/Yugoslavia to Kooijmans, 07/01/93, no. 93/9. 
3887 Cisca Dresselhuys, ‘Ik vind mezelf eigenlijk een wat saaie man’, Opzij, June 1993, p. 87. 
3888 See the charges against Dragan Gagovich et al. and then the revised charges of 13/07/98 and 08/11/99 by the ICTFY 
against Dragoljub Kunarac with respect to the conduct of himself and his VRS reconnaissance unit, made up of Serbs and 
Montenegrans, in Foca, http://www.un.org/icty/indictment/english/kun1ai980819e.htm United States 
Congress, Committee on Security and Cooperation in Europe, Genocide, pp. 16-17; Roy Gutman, ‘Rape Camps’, Newsday, 
19/04/93; ditto, Witness, pp. 164-167. 
3889 See, for example, Vranic, Wall, pp. 291-292. 
3890 UN, S/1994/674, Appendix IX, par. 475. 
3891 Vranic, Wall, p. 186. 
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appeared from the reports supplied by the swelling number of refugees entering Croatia from Bosnia 
that rape was occurring on a large scale.3892 At the beginning of summer 1992, rapes by Serb troops 
became a major topic in the Croatian newspapers.3893 However, these reports only trickled very slowly 
into the Western media. But occasional coverage of the rape of Muslim women by Bosnian Serbs did 
appear in the West from summer 1992.3894 Credible reports about systematic rapes were circulating in 
the US State Department at this time.3895 And in the Netherlands De Hoop Scheffer was confronted 
with stories about rapes during a visit to the Willem I barracks in Den Bosch, where Bosnian refugees 
were being housed.3896 However, the Western media and politicians paid little attention to the 
information, probably either because rape was regarded as a ‘normal’ phenomenon of war3897 or 
because the reports seemed exaggerated.3898 This latter attitude was reinforced by sensational earlier 
stories, also about rapes, for which evidence was never found.3899

Ed Vulliamy, who had visited Trnopolje camp on 5 August 1992 with the ITN television crew, 
remembered later that during his visit prisoners had spoken about girls who had been ‘taken away’ but 
that it had not occurred to any of the journalists at the time to ask about rapes.

 

3900 Once again it was 
Roy Gutman who, as in his reports about Serbian prison camps, was ahead of the field in the West.3901 
As early as 9 August 1992, he had written that, ‘Reports of rape have been so extensive that some 
analysts think it was systematic.’3902

However, reports of systematic rapes only really began to appear from 25 September, when 
Radio Bosnia accused Serbs of holding 10,000 Muslim women at special camps in Bosnia where they 
were raped ‘in public’ and then murdered.

 

3903

‘enduring the most frightful methods of terror and torture. Such tortures 
include rapes, gang rapes, forced incest, the draining of the blood of captives to 
provide blood for transfusions for the needs of the criminals, setting children 
ablaze, and drowning babies. These are only a part of the daily death crimes. 

 Three days later the Women’s Group Tresnjevka in 
Zagreb published a report about the rapes in collaboration with women’s organizations in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. This emphasized their systematic character. The group wrote that, following the earlier 
discovery of ‘Nazi-style concentration camps’, it was now aware of ‘rape/death camps’. Their locations 
were given in the report. And they were said to be part of a ‘final solution’. According to the group, its 
sources stated that more than 35,000 women and children were being held in such Serb-run 
‘rape/death camps’, 

                                                 

3892 Vranic, Wall, p. 234. 
3893 Vranic, Wall, p. 186. 
3894 See, for example, ‘Vooral Moslims zijn slachtoffer van moorden in Bosnië’ ('Muslims are principal victims of murders in 
Bosnia'), de Volkskrant, 24/06/92; Nicole Lucas, ‘Laat ons, we hebben te veel meegemaakt’ ('Leave us alone, we've been 
through too much'), Trouw, 01/07/92. 
3895 Danner, America, p. 58. 
3896 Leonard Ornstein, ‘CDA’er De Hoop Scheffer bleef in zijn vakantie dóórdenken’ ('CDA's De Hoop Scheffer continues 
to reflect, even on holiday'), Vrij Nederland, 15/08/92. 
3897 Vranic, Wall, p. 265; Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 196. 
3898 This was the case, for example, at the BBC World Service, ‘A Letter to the BBC World Service from Vladimir Lojen, a 
former employee’, http://www.barnsdle.demon.co.uk/bosnia/bbcwor.html consulted 06/06/00. 
3899 ‘Vrijlating brengt eerst euforie, dan depressie’ ('Release first brings euphoria, then depression'), NRC Handelsblad, 
19/12/92. 
3900 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 196. 
3901 Gutmann, Witness, pp. xiv-xv, 25, 64-76; Roy Gutman, ‘Mass Rape’, Newsday, 23/08/92. See alsoAllen, Warfare, p. 65. 
3902 R. Gutman, ‘Bosnia Rape Horror’, 09/08/92; Gutman, Witness, p. 64. 
3903 ‘In Joegoslavië is grens tussen feit en verzinsel vaag’ ('Boundary between fact and fantasy is vague in Yugoslavia'), NRC 
Handelsblad 30/01/93. 
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Females between 10 and 30 years of age are the primary objects of daily gang 
rapes. They are raped daily by between 40 and 50 Chetniks.’3904

The group called upon international organizations and the women’s movement abroad to help in the 
struggle against these crimes. A week later Radovan Karadzic and the Bosnian government’s 
Commission for War Crimes accused one another’s supporters of committing systematic rape.

 

3905

Particularly in Germany, there was considerable interest in mass rapes in Bosnia after the 
journalist Maria von Welser featured interviews with victims and with Roy Gutman in the ZDF 
television programme Mona Lisa on 15 November, and journalist Alexandra Stiglmeyer wrote about 
rape camps in the magazines Weltwoche

 

3906 and Stern3907. Gutman went so far as to claim that there was 
not a woman aged 15-25 left in Bosnia-Hercegovina who had not been raped.3908 Croatian and Muslim 
agencies now put the figure at approximately 60,000 rapes.3909

Because it was primarily Muslim women under Serb control who were the victims of rape, an 
intensive discussion arose as to whether this was a ‘normal’ by-product of the war – based upon the 
idea that rape occurs in virtually every conflict – or whether it was a systematic form of violence 
intended to drive out the Muslims and strip them of their sense of identity and orientation. Adherents 
of the latter theory spoke of ‘rape warfare’

 

3910 or ‘strategic rape’:3911

‘This is a specific of the Bosnian case. Rape was used as a component of the 
Serb political and military strategy. This is a selected and refined weapon for 
attaining the goal of the war and a final political aim. This specificity sets apart 
mass rape in Bosnia from other cases, ranking it as the worst crime of its 
type.’

 

3912

In this respect, some people called the rapes a form of genocide. Others used the term ‘gynocide’: ‘a 
deliberate attack on women as the bearers of children’.

 

3913 As one author put it, ‘The world has never 
seen sex used this consciously, this cynically, this elaborately, this openly, this systematically, and with 
this degree of technological and psychological sophistication, as a means of destroying a whole 
people.’3914

Some saw evidence for the systematic nature of the rapes in remarks made by perpetrators to 
their victims that they would carry ‘Serbian seed’.

 

3915

                                                 

3904 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw, Women’s Group Tresnjevka, report, 28/09/92. 

 The American Professor of Women’s Studies 
Beverly Allen emphasized in her 1996 book, Rape Warfare. The Hidden Genocide in Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
Croatia, that Serbs would hold victims whom they had made pregnant until such time as termination 

3905 ‘VS geven vliegverbod boven Bosnië steun’ ('US backs no-fly zone over Bosnia'), de Volkskrant, 03/10/92. 
3906 Alexandra Stiglmayer, ‘Die Demütigung as Waffe’ ('Humiliation as a weapon'), Weltwoche, 05/11/92. 
3907 See, for example, Cheryl Benard & Edith Schlaffer, ‘Kleiner als ein Stück Dreck’ ('Smaller than a piece of dirt'), Der 
Spiegel, 1992 no. 50, pp. 184-190. In the Netherlands see, for example, Anet Bleich, ‘In Trnopolje wordt dagelijks verkrach’ 
('Rapes being committed daily in Trnopolje'), ‘Complete families zitten vast in Servische kampen’ ('Entire families held in 
Serb camps') and ‘Meisjes werden geslacht als lammetjes’ ('Girls were slaughtered like lambs'), de Volkskrant, 13/11/92; 
‘Europa’s schande’ ('Europe's shame'), de Volkskrant, 14/11/92; Anet Bleich, ‘Bewakers kwamen ‘s avonds meisjes halen’ 
('Guards came at night to take away girls'), de Volkskrant, 16/11/92. 
3908 Quoted in Calic, Krieg, p. 135. 
3909 Calic, Krieg, pp. 135 and 137; Oliver Tolemein, ‘Männerphantasie Frauen-Kriegsbewegung’ ('Male Fantasies of the 
Women's War Movement'), Schneider (ed.), Andruck, p. 92. For even higher numbers from various sources, see ibidem, p. 
93; Wolfgang Schneider, ‘Aufklärung und Propaganda. Eine Kontroverse’ ('Education and propaganda. A controversy'), 
ibidem, p. 84; ditto, ‘Das vage Bewusstsein’ ('The vague awareness'), ibidem, p. 102. 
3910 Allen, Warfare. 
3911 Vranic, Wall, p. 316. 
3912 Vranic, Wall, p. 317. 
3913 Sells, Bridge, pp. 21-22, 66. 
3914 Catherine A. MacKinnon, quoted in Vranic, Wall, p. 31. 
3915 See, for example, Sells, Bridge, p. 22. 
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was no longer possible so as to be sure that that ‘Serbian seed’ would bear fruit. ‘The pregnancies,’ she 
wrote, ‘and not the rapes alone, are a major weapon of the genocide. There may be “nothing 
unprecedented about mass rape in war”, but this is something new.’3916 And, ‘Genocidal rape aimed at 
enforced pregnancy would seem to be a peculiarly Serb contribution to the history of atrocity.’3917

According to Allen, pregnancy and the bearing of the rapist’s child destroyed the cultural 
identity of the victim, ‘The very characteristics that ostensibly made that person an enemy in the first 
place.’

 

3918

Jantien Achttienribbe and Leoni Sipkes thought the same. At the time of their initiative to send 
a letter to fellow parliamentarians in Europe, they stated that in the near future they wanted to visit 
women’s camps in Bosnia-Hercegovina with a delegation of Dutch women. They had already discussed 
this with Ministers Hans Van den Broek and Relus Ter Beek. Achttienribbe told the press that it might 
well be that women were raped in every war, ‘But this situation is unique, because the rapes are taking 
place with the premeditated purpose of making women pregnant and so ‘de-ethnifying’ the land.’

 

3919 
Sipkes later reiterated the same point to the NIOD as follows. ‘So as soon as you as a Serb rape a 
Muslim woman, that’s even worse than when you simply rape a woman. Ethnicity came into it again… 
Yes. That ethnicity which came into it. “We make sure that that Muslim woman is raped,” and that was 
the worst thing you could do to her. In that way you also ensure that more Serb children come along. 
So that makes it even more horrific.’3920 Other women in the West who addressed the rape issue, such 
as Allen, rejected such statements because they thought that they reflected adoption of both the ethnic-
nationalist frame of mind and, above all, a chauvinistic male notion of sexual reproduction, as if a 
woman was merely a biological container for the man’s sperm and subsequently bore his child.3921

Others saw important evidence for the systematic nature of the rapes in claims by perpetrators 
that they had been acting under orders from their superiors and had even been forced to commit rapes 
against their will.

 

3922 ‘It is rape under orders, not rape by those who are out of control, writes Vranic.3923

‘Without a uniform order given only by the highest authorities, mass-scale rape 
would not have been possible; neither would the systematic sexual abuse of 
camp and prison inmates be possible or the otherwise improbable concordance 
of acts (which includes the use of sexual violence) in the campaign of “ethnic 
cleansing” of territories under Serb control.’

 
‘It is controlled and deliberate rape. This fact definitively separates the “Bosnian case” from the context 
of random rape.’ However, this type of order always came from immediate superiors – for example, a 
camp commandant. This meant that no connection had yet been made with the highest levels of the 
Bosnian Serb command structure. It was inconceivable, though, given the scale upon which the rapes 
were taking place, that the political and military leadership was not aware of them. At the very least, it 
had not acted against them. Some authors therefore conclude that there was not only passive 
acquiescence but also active planning at the very top: 

3924

On the other hand, other authors used comparisons with the extent of rape during other wars and the 
involvement of superiors in them to claim that statements about the unique nature of the practice in 

 

                                                 

3916 Allen, Warfare, p. 91. See also ibidem, pp. vii and 100. 
3917 Ibidem, p. 92. 
3918 Allen, Warfare, p. 101. 
3919 Elsbeth Kegge, ‘Steun van Kamer voor verkrachte vrouwen Bosnië’ ('House supports raped women in Bosnia'), Het 
Parool, 10/12/92. 
3920 Interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
3921 Allen, Warfare, p. 87. See also Carpenter, Children, p. 443. 
3922 See, for example, Tom Post et al., ‘A Pattern of Rape’, Newsweek, 04/01/93; the witness statements in Vranic, Wall, pp. 
142 and 306; NOS Journaal, 22/01/93; UN, S/1994/674, pars. 250 and 498. 
3923 Vranic, Wall, p. 304. 
3924 Vranic, Wall, p. 308. 
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the Croatian and Bosnian wars should be viewed with a certain wariness.3925

‘Alas for women, there is nothing unprecedented about mass rape in war when 
enemy soldiers advance swiftly through populous regions, nor is it a precedent 
when, howling in misery, leaders of the overrun country call the endemic sexual 
violence a conspiracy to destroy their national pride, their manhood, their 
honor.’

 Susan Brownmiller, who in 
1975 had published the much debated rape study, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape, wrote in early 
1993: 

3926

Sorabji seriously questioned the systematic nature of the rapes. To her, the practices gave more an 
impression of chaos and confusion: 

 

‘The much-publicized accounts of rape (…) include cases of women being 
assaulted in their homes, in military headquarters, in camps, on the road to 
exile, allowed to buy their way free with Deutschmarks, released after 
impregnation and the possibility of terminating the pregnancy had passed, killed 
after being assaulted, assaulted once, assaulted continuously, told by their 
perpetrators they had been ordered to rape, told they had to bear Serbian 
children, raped as part of a supposed interrogation, told that their men were 
raping Serbian women, or told nothing.’3927

And according to Linda Grant of The Guardian there was nothing unique about the wartime rapes in 
Bosnia. What was unique was that this was the first time a war was accessible to the feminist 
movement.

 

3928

The reaction in the West to the rapes in Bosnia was indeed related not only to the events 
themselves but also to the situation in domestic society, in particular the position of women and the 
significance of sexual violence within it. In the reporting of the wars in Yugoslavia, people in the West 
sought things they could identify with. The images from summer 1992 of refugees and men behind 
barbed wire had already struck a general chord in this respect. They were compared with those from 
the Second World War. The coverage of rapes allowed certain women to draw parallels not with past 
events but their own era. This particularly applied to sections of the American women’s movement. As 
the American jurist Diane Conklin wrote in the introduction to a book containing the testimonies of 
Bosnian women who had been the victims of rape: 

 

‘The rape of Bosnian women is the rape of myself. I identify with them because 
I could have been there. I could have experienced multiple rapes (up to 30 a 
day) for months and then been murdered. Or I could have survived the ordeal 
and then been forgotten.’3929

And Allen opened her book about rapes in Bosnia-Hercegovina and Croatia with section entitled 
‘About Myself’.

 

3930

                                                 

3925 See, for example, Allcock, Yugoslavia, p. 404; Allcock & Milivojevic & Horton (eds.), Conflict, p. 234; Burg & Shoup, 
War, p. 170; Calic, Krieg, p. 139. 

 Another author wrote that, ‘[p]rior to Bosnia, there was never an issue involving 

3926 Quoted in Allen, Warfare, p. 88. 
3927 Sorabji, War, p. 83. 
3928 Linda Grant, ‘Anyone here been raped and speak English?’, The Guardian, 02/08/93. 
3929 Diane Conklin, ‘Special note’, Vranic, Wall, p. 19. 
3930 Allen, Warfare, pp. 1-4. 
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women in other countries that preoccupied American women. Overnight, it seemed that the plight of 
Bosnian women had become a domestic issue to American feminists.’3931

But in the Netherlands, too, the rapes in the former Yugoslavia deeply troubled many women. 
No other aspect of the Yugoslavia issue generated such a stream of letters to the government, elected 
representatives and political parties. And almost all this correspondence came from women’s 
organizations.

 

3932 Several petitions were also organized as a result of the sexual violence against women 
in the former Yugoslavia.3933

However long it took the media to pick up properly on the information about the rapes, once 
they did so the subject was embraced with a vengeance. Although the images of Fikret Alic had been 
burned into the consciousness of television viewers and newspaper readers for years, after a while they 
lost their power of expression for the media. 

 

In any case, as shown in Chapter 7, the intervention debate had temporarily collapsed in the 
Netherlands after August 1992. Now the subject of rape provided a new focal point for the coverage of 
the former Yugoslavia. As the media expert Carruthers writes, ‘Media try to counter ‘compassion 
burnout’ by repackaging each new humanitarian disaster in a new frame.’3934

Finally, the subject of rapes in Bosnia had a special significance for the West due to the 
discussions going on at the same time about the establishment of a special tribunal to try war criminals 
from the former Yugoslavia. This synchronicity opened up an opportunity for a campaign to have 
sexual violence in wartime ‘upgraded’ to the status of a war crime.

 

3935 In the United States, the subject 
of the rapes in Bosnia was an active issue for the various women’s organizations which together formed 
the Ad Hoc Women’s Coalition Against War Crimes, one of the aims of which was international legal 
means to prosecute the perpetrators of rape. In some countries, the attempt to ‘upgrade’ rape to the 
status of a war crime also reflected a specifically domestic agenda. Sexual violence against women was 
not being viewed with sufficient seriousness by the prosecuting authorities and judiciaries in those 
states. It was hoped that the recognition of sexual violence during wartime as a war crime would 
automatically lead to sexual violence at home in peacetime being taken more seriously.3936

In the stories about rapes in Bosnia, it was once again the use of the word ‘camps’ which 
appealed most to the imaginations of journalists. But attempts to find those camps yielded no results. 
However, there were camps containing both men and women in which virtually all the women had 
been raped. One such was Omarska, which housed several dozens of women who had been raped 
repeatedly.

 

3937 There were also, as already mentioned, hotels and smaller premises which appeared to be 
used exclusively as brothels.3938 In these it was rare for more than 15 women to be held at any one 
time.3939

                                                 

3931 Aryeh Neier, quoted in Carpenter, Children, p. 431. 

 Nevertheless, certain people and agencies clung firmly to the word ‘camps’. Semantics had to 
be pressed into service to maintain the existence of special rape and death camps. Allen, for instance, 
defined ‘rape/death camps’ as follows: 

3932 See, for example, ABZ, DIO/ARA/00087. Arachne Vrouwenadviesbureau Overheidsbeleid (Arachne Women's 
Consultancy on Government Policy) to the Parliamentary Permanent Committee for Defence, 25/01/93; 
DIO/ARA/00089. Vrouwenkoor Cantabile (Cantabile Women's Choir), Denekamp, to Foreign Affairs, 08/03/93; H. de 
Koning-Peet, Chair of the Equal Opportunities Committee, Christelijk College Rotterdam (Rotterdam Christian College), to 
Kooijmans, 08/03/93. 
3933 See, for example, ABZ, DIO/ARA/00089. Nederlandse ChristenVrouwenbond (Netherlands Christian Women's 
Union) to all sections, March 1993. 
3934 Carruthers, Media, p. 237. 
3935 Cf. Allen, Warfare, p. 108; Carpenter, Children, pp. 431-432. 
3936 See, for example, Tamar Lewin, ‘The Balkans Rapes: a Legal Test for the Outraged’, The New York Times, 15/01/93. 
3937 Allen, Warfare, p. 64. 
3938 United Nations, S/1994/674, 27/05/94, Annexe, pars. 248 and 249. 
3939 Vranic, Wall, p. 300. 
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‘Buildings or enclosures where Bosnian-Herzegovinian and Croatian girls and 
women are kept and systematically raped for weeks or months at a time. These 
are restaurants, hotels, hospitals, schools, factories, peacetime brothels, or other 
buildings; they are also animal stalls in barns, fenced-in pens, and arenas.’3940

And Selma Hecimovic, a relief worker with raped women in Zenica, where many of the reports in the 
West about rapes had their origin, declared: 

 

‘Maybe people out there think rape camps have to be camps of the kind we 
used to see in films about the Second World War, organised by the Nazis. 
There aren’t such camps. We regard a “camp” as a house or school or café or 
hospital in which they violated people.’3941

In the case of rapes, the fixation with camps added an extra dimension when compared with prison 
camps, since their establishment would indicate the existence of a ‘rape system’. But reports indicating a 
lack of any evidence for rape on a large scale were given short shrift in the German press. Anyone 
pointing this out ran then risk of being labelled a Vergewaltigungsverharmloser (‘rape denier’) or Serbenfreund 
(‘Serb-lover’).

 

3942

Germany became the springboard for wider European interest in the issue of the rapes in 
Bosnia. Between 11 and 15 November 1992, the International Women’s Peace Forum met in 
Oberhausen, with participants coming from 14 countries in Europe, Africa, North America and Central 
America. The Netherlands was represented by Adrienne van Melle-Hermans, ‘contact woman’ of the 
International Contacts Working Party of Vrouwen voor Vrede, which endeavoured to support peace 
movements in the former Yugoslavia. 

 

At the end of its gathering, the Forum adopted a resolution stating that rape during the wars in 
Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina was part of the military strategy of the former Yugoslav National 
Army and the paramilitary groups. A call was also made to regard rape as a war crime, to make every 
effort to close the ‘rape/death camps’ immediately and to organize support and relief for the victims of 
rape. The affiliated women’s movements took it upon themselves to demand national and international 
attention for the resolution, which they sent to bodies including the European Parliament, the United 
Nations Security Council and the German Bundestag. 

In the Netherlands, the resolution was circulated to women’s organizations with the request 
that they collect signatures in support of it. These would be presented to the minister for Foreign 
Affairs early in 1993. Kooijmans did accept them on 9 January. In a letter accompanying the circular to 
women’s organizations, Van Melle-Hermans apologized for the fact that the resolution referred only to 
rapes perpetrated on the Serb side. In explanation, she wrote that it was ‘likely’ that most rapes were 
committed on that side and that the resolution had come about as a result of the ‘SOS’ from the 
Women’s Group Tresnjevka at the end of September.3943

At the European Community summit in Edinburgh in December 1992, Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl of Germany – where the rapes in Bosnia had attracted considerable attention – urged that Europe 
take action.

 

3944 Other leaders also expressed their horror at reports about the existence of rape camps 
for Muslim women.3945

                                                 

3940 Allen, Warfare, viii. 

 The European Council therefore decided at Edinburgh to send a mission 
headed by a former British diplomat at the United Nations, Dame Ann Warburton, to investigate the 

3941 Vulliamy, Seasons, p. 201. 
3942 Cf. Martin Lettmayer, ‘Da wurde einfach geglaubt, ohne nachzufragen’ ('It was simply believed without question'), 
Bittermann (ed.), Serbien, pp. 37-49. 
3943 NIOD, Coll. GroenLinks, dossier ‘Yugoslavia – Women’. Women for Peace, International Relations, to Dutch women’s 
organizations and other, 30/11/92. 
3944 See also ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102. COREU of the UK EU Presidency, 09/12/92, cpe/pres/lon 2008. 
3945 See also ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102. COREU The Hague, 11/12/92, cpe/hag 785. 
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rape of Muslim women. This EC initiative was supported by the UN Security Council on 18 December 
1992, when it unanimously adopted Resolution 798 which condemned the mass rape, primarily of 
Muslim women in Serb camps, as ‘acts of unspeakable brutality’. According to the Council, there 
existed ‘massive, organized and systematic detention and rape’. 

The appointment of the Warburton Mission was the concrete action taken in respect of 
Yugoslavia at the Edinburgh summit. However, the Dutch government, politicians and civil servants 
regarded the Warburton mission as ‘unnecessary’. As far as they were concerned, enough was already 
known about what was happening in Bosnia. Maarten Van Traa described it as the ‘pinnacle of 
cynicism by the European Community (…) that we have decided to send a mission to Bosnia to see if 
women are being raped there.’3946

One interesting issue is how the EC declaration about the treatment of Muslim women was 
worded. Germany had submitted a draft declaration to the Comité Politique which included the words, ‘It 
[the EC] strongly condemns these acts of unspeakable brutality, which form part of a deliberate strategy 
to destroy the identity of the Muslim community in Bosnia-Herzegovina.’ But several member states, 
including France and the United Kingdom, objected to this wording because they said it came too close 
to the definition of genocide. At the suggestion of the Netherlands, the second part of the sentence was 
therefore changed to read, ‘which form part of a deliberate strategy to terrorise the Muslim community 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, in order to achieve the purpose of ethnic cleansing.’

 

3947

Achttienribbe and Sipkes – who had already written to fellow parliamentarians – decided several 
days later to send another letter, this time to the political leadership in Belgrade. In this they called upon 
it to bring to an end the atrocities being committed against women and children in Serb camps in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina ‘as part of an organized system’ designed to ethnically cleanse Muslims and Croats. 
‘Sexual abuses in this context have modern precedents only in Nazi Germany,’ stated the parliamentary 
letter writers.

 The EC declaration also 
included a clause stating that those responsible for war crimes would be held personally accountable 
and ‘will be brought to justice’. 

3948

In both Serbia and the Republika Srpska, however, the reports about rape camps were denied. 
In mid December, for example, the Conference of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Church declared 
that there existed no special camps in which Serbs were holding Muslim women prisoners. According 
to the ecclesiastical dignitaries, reports to the contrary were war propaganda designed to ‘demonize’ the 
Serb people.

 

3949 On 23 December, however, the World Council of Churches reported that witness 
statements showed that ‘thousands of women’ were held in rape camps and that the rape was 
systematic, not a by-product of war.3950

3. ‘If oil is a reason to go to war, then these rapes certainly are’ 

 

The Warburton mission first consulted the main international humanitarian organizations in Geneva 
and then travelled on to Zagreb to conduct its investigations. All this took five days, 20-24 December 
1992. During the final days of 1992, the mission stated in an interim report that there was a huge 
contrast between the extensive attention given to the rapes in the media and the lack of evidence for 
them provided by all relevant organizations, including the UNHCR and the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC). The mission itself never went any further than Zagreb. Nevertheless, it claimed 

                                                 

3946 Martijn Delaere, ‘Eensgezind ten strijde’ ('United into battle'), Het Binnenhof, 19/12/92. A similar notion prevailed in the 
Council of Ministers, judging by the objectivized minutes of its meeting on 15/12/92; ABZ, DEU/ARA/00102, marginal 
notes on COREU London, 09/12/92, cpe/pres/lon/2008. 
3947 ABZ, DEU/2002/00001. Van den Broek 187 to London embassy, 15/12/92. 
3948 NIOD, Coll. GroenLinks, dossier ‘Yugoslavia – Women’. J. Achttienribbe-Buijs and L. Sipkes to Cosic, Milosevic and 
Panic, 17/12/92. 
3949 RFE/RL, daily report no. 240, 15/12/92; Vranic, Wall, p. 308. 
3950 ‘In Joegoslavië is grens tussen feit en verzinsel vaag’, NRC Handelsblad, 30/01/93. 
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that ‘on the basis of evidence available to it’ there must have been many thousands of rapes. The most 
well-reasoned estimate presented to the Commission gave a figure of about 20,000. It had repeatedly 
heard about camps or small detention centres such as houses, restaurants and police stations at which 
rapes were said to be taking place, but their existence had not – yet – been confirmed. The mission also 
claimed that rape, or the threat of it, could not be regarded as a by-product of the war in Bosnia-
Hercegovina but formed part of a Serb tactic of demoralization and terror directed against the Muslims 
in the interests of ethnic cleansing.3951

The British newspaper The Independent managed to obtain a copy of this interim report, which 
had not yet been intended for publication.

 

3952 Once The Independent had published the provisional 
conclusions of the Warburton mission, both the report and the phenomenon of rape again attracted a 
great deal of attention from the press and parliamentarians in Europe.3953 The media gave little space to 
the dissenting opinion of mission member Simone Veil, former President of the European Parliament, 
who distanced herself from the figure of 20,000 rapes because it was based solely upon discussions with 
just four people.3954 Warburton would later say that her Commission had spoken with nine women who 
had been raped and also conducted dozens of interviews with direct witnesses.3955

The Dutch government certainly adopted the provisional conclusion of the Warburton Report, 
that there had been systematic rape by the Serbs, straight away. It proposed the gynaecologist Dr 
Gunilla Kleiverda, of the Flevo Ziekenhuis hospital in Almere, for the follow-up mission called for in the 
interim report; this should conduct investigations in Bosnia itself. Kleiverda had many years of 
experience in treating both victims of sexual violence and Muslim women in Amsterdam. She also 
enjoyed some renown at the time because she had drawn up a protocol for medical contact with 
Islamic women.

 

3956

The political team, of which Kleiverda was a member, returned home after the meeting. In 
Zagreb the mission spoke with representatives from international organizations, with leaders of 
Catholic and Muslim groups and with both official and unofficial Croatian and Bosnian organizations. 
There were also contacts with the Croatian government. In both Croatia and Bosnia the Warburton 
mission visited refugee camps and hospitals, where its members spoke with aid workers and a limited 
number of victims and witnesses. 

 In addition to Kleiverda, several members from other countries were added to the 
original Warburton group for its follow-up investigation. The full mission met in Zagreb on 19-21 
January, after which only the team of experts led by Warburton travelled on to Zenica in Central 
Bosnia, where it stayed from 22 to 26 January. 

In her own report on the trip, Kleiverda – who had visited two reception camps for female war 
victims in Croatia with the Warburton mission – called its investigation ‘one-sided’ because its 
assignment was confined to studying the rape of Bosnian Muslim women. She stated that the members 
of the mission were well aware that Croatian and Serbian women had also been and were being raped 
‘on a large scale’, although she added that Muslim women were the principal victims. Kleiverda wrote 
that it was difficult to establish whether the rapes were taking place on orders from above. But she 
called it ‘striking’ that in many cases the rapists were either known to their victims or members of local 
militias. Freed women had confirmed the existence of rape camps, according to Kleiverda’s report. 
Whilst estimates of the number of rapes varied between 10,000 and 50,000, figures for the number of 
pregnancies resulting from them ranged from 900 to 1500. Fewer than 10 women in Zagreb had given 
birth to babies fathered by Serb rapists. And not a single such case was known of Split. There had been 
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abortions, but there was no systematic recording of whether those pregnancies were the result of 
rape.3957

Before the rest of the Warburton mission returned and before its final report was presented, 
Kleiverda organized a press conference at the Flevo Ziekenhuis. At this she declared that she shared the 
mission’s conclusion that rape formed part of the system of ethnic cleansing: ‘The Muslim population 
is being knowingly destroyed’. Her main recommendation was military intervention. ‘We cannot 
continue just providing aid ad infinitum and not tackle the causes. If there is no intervention, the 
European Community and the rest of the world will be accessories.’

 

3958 She admitted that she had been 
unable to win over the rest of the mission to her interventionist standpoint, but personally she was 
resolute in it: ‘If oil is a reason to go to war, then these rapes certainly are.’3959

At about the same time Joris Voorhoeve – who was deeply affected by the reports of rapes – 
came to the same conclusion. He saw a new argument for military intervention by the European 
Community or the UN. ‘The West can no longer look on idly or make feeble noises. It did not in fact 
interest Voorhoeve at all whether or not the mass rapes of Muslim women in Bosnia were the result of 
an official dictation from the government leaders there.’

 

3960

So a whole range of individuals and organizations in the Netherlands had had absolutely no 
need of the Warburton mission to reach the conclusions that it reached. There was no doubt in the 
Dutch media about the (preliminary) conclusion that the rapes formed part of the Serbian and Bosnian 
Serb war tactics. Not that there was any proof of such a deliberate policy in the form of, for example, 
Serbian documents or speeches. Some also claimed that it would be difficult to obtain information 
from the victims because – according to some of these authors – openness about sexuality, let alone 
sexual atrocities, would conflict with their Islamic faith.

 

3961

Even as the experts in the Warburton mission were on their way to Zenica on 21 January, 
Amnesty International published two reports entitled Bosnia Herzegovina. Rana u dusji. A wound to the 
soul

 

3962 and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Rape and sexual abuse by armed forces.3963

The Warburton Mission released its final report on 29 January. The findings of the second 
mission had added little to those of the first. It stuck to the figure of 20,000 as the best estimate for the 
number of victims. This figure was now based upon an extrapolation of data about rapes in a number 
of ethnical-cleansed villages. The mission also assumed that the rapes had resulted in 1000 pregnancies, 
which usually resulted in a wish for abortion. And it maintained its opinion that the rapes were being 
committed in a recognizable pattern. The Commission avoided using the word ‘systematic’ in its report 

 Although Amnesty stated that all 
sides in the conflict were guilty of sexual crimes, both of its reports pointed to the Bosnian Serb forces 
as the principal perpetrators of rape and identified Muslim women as the main victims. However, 
Amnesty International shied away from describing a deliberate tactic of rape on the part of the Serbs. It 
would go no further than stating that this ‘appeared’ to be the case. 

                                                 

3957 ABZ, DIO/ARA/00088. Report of the Warburton-II mission on rapes of Muslim women in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 
undated. See also Gunilla Kleiverda, ‘“Wij protesteren tegen manipulatie met slachtoffers’. Hulp verlenen aan Bosnische 
vrouwen vereist politieke keuzes”’ ('"We protest against the manipulation of victims." Helping Bosnian women demands 
political choices'), Vrouw & Gezondheidszorg, March/April 1993, pp. 7-10. 
3958 ‘EG-commissie stuit op ‘walgelijke verkrachtingen’ in Bosnië’ ('EC commission stumbles upon "atrocious rapes" in 
Bosnia'), ANP, 26/01/93, 22:34; J. Holthausen, ‘Arts: moslim-vrouwen bewust kapot gemaakt’ ('Doctor: Muslim women 
deliverately destroyed'), Het Parool, 24/01/93; Romanda Abels, ‘Verkrachtingen nopen tot ingrijpen in Bosnië’ ('Rapes 
compel intervention in Bosnia'), Trouw, 29/01/93. 
3959 R. Abels, ‘Verkrachtingen nopen tot ingrijpen in Bosnië’, Trouw, 24/01/93. 
3960 ‘Voorhoeve: ‘Dit wordt in geen tien generaties vergeven’ ('Voorhoeve: This won't be forgiven after ten generations'), 
Dagblad De Stem, 27/01/93. Voorhoeve also repeated his plea for intervention at around the same time in a dialogue with 
Beunders organized by de Volkskrant, A. Roelofs & J. Tromp, ‘Is het zo belangrijk dat West-Europa buiten elk risico blijft?’ 
('Is so important that Western Europe avoids all risk?'), de Volkskrant, 25/01/93. 
3961 See, for example, ‘A Pattern of Rape’, Newsweek 11/01/93; A. Bouwmans, ‘Verkrachting als wapen’ ('Rape as a weapon'), 
Leeuwarder Courant, 23/01/93. 
3962 AI index: EUR 63/03/93. 
3963 AI index: EUR 63/01/93. 



536 

 

because it had been unable to establish whether the rapes actually were being ordered from above. 
Following earlier criticism of the interim report for its emphasis upon Serb perpetrators, in its final 
report the Commission stated that rapes in Bosnia and Croatia were being committed by all sides – 
Croats, Muslims and Serbs – but mostly frequently by Serbs in their efforts to ethnically cleanse areas 
of Bosnia and Croatia. The Commission concluded by making a number of recommendations for the 
relief of and aid to the victims.3964

The debate as to whether or not the rapes were a matter of policy flared when, at almost exactly 
the same time, the conclusions of another investigation became known. This had been conducted in 
Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia-Hercegovina by four doctors on behalf of Tadeusz Mazowiecki, the Special 
Rapporteur of the UN Commission on Human Rights in the Former Yugoslavia. They came to the 
conclusion that whilst rapes may have taken place on large scale in Bosnia, exact numbers were 
impossible to establish and there was no way of telling whether there was a deliberate policy of rape.

 

3965 
Frits Kalshoven, Chairman of the UN Commission of Experts for the Violations of Humanitarian Law 
in the Former Yugoslavia, also expressed criticism of the Warburton Mission’s findings. It said that the 
figure quoted was based upon information from groups in Zagreb. ‘They have been able to convince 
the Commission that that is the correct number,’ said Kalshoven. ‘But I don’t call that verification.’3966

A few weeks later, though, the Warburton Mission did obtain backing for some its findings 
from Mazowiecki. Reporting to the UN Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, he said that he was 
deeply shocked by the systematic rape of women and girls. However, he did share the conclusion 
drawn by the doctors commissioned by him that it was impossible to state numbers of victims. But in 
his view it was beyond dispute that were a lot of them.

 

3967

Like Mazowiecki, Cherif Bassiouni – who succeeded Kalshoven – eventually agreed with the 
Warburton Mission. In its interim report of October 1993, the Bassiouni Commission stated that the 
number of rapes must have been considerably lower than the 20,000 mentioned in the Warburton 
Report. Jeri Laber of the American human rights organization Helsinki Watch also described the figure 
of 20,000 as ‘exaggerated’.

 

3968 But 18 months later, at a US congressional hearing, Bassiouni no longer 
described that 20,000 as ‘a figure picked from thin air’. His Commission had investigated 1600 cases of 
rape. And those investigations had produced evidence of further cases, bringing the total to 4500. 
According to Bassiouni in 1995, it would be reasonable to multiply this number by four – bringing him 
close to the figure of 20,000.3969 In any case, in a letter to the Security Council in May 1994 UN 
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali underlined the conclusion of the Bassiouni Commission’s 
report ‘that rape and sexual assault… have been carried out by some of the parties so systematically 
that they strongly appear to be the product of a policy.’3970

In the Netherlands, the Warburton Mission’s report and its consideration on 18 February 1993 
by the Equal Opportunities Committee of the European Parliament led to renewed major publicity. On 
19 February no less than four programmes about the rape of Muslim women were screened on Dutch 
television within one 90-minute period.

 

3971
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considerable and serious attention to the relationship between fact and fiction with regard to the rapes 
in Bosnia during late January and early February 1993. This coverage included an interview with Heleen 
Habraken, the Dutch Assistant Executive in the Yugoslavia Department at the headquarters of 
Amnesty International in London. She explained to the newspaper that there was no proof of a 
systematic campaign of rapes and that in Croatia countless horror stories were doing the rounds which 
were difficult to refute because of the lack of witnesses and alleged locations of the crimes. According 
to Habraken, Amnesty International’s greatest concern was ‘that all those hysterical stories about rapes 
will ultimately prove counterproductive for the victims themselves’.3972

As well as propaganda in the region, Amnesty also had to contend with exaggerated 
expectations in the West. ‘After our report appeared,’ claimed Habraken, ‘some people wondered why 
we had come out with ‘all those boring cases’ and not with one woman who – let’s say – had been 
raped by a hundred soldiers.’

 

3973 According to Habraken, ‘suffering inflation’ had set in: being raped 
once was no longer enough. And the fixation upon the total number of rapes – 20,000 or more – had 
the same effect, in her opinion. Not to mention the fact that this sensational interest in Yugoslavia 
distracted attention from other regions. ‘I can imagine that this is difficult for workers who for years 
have been trying to draw attention to the systematic rapes in a country like Guatemala.’3974

Habraken also stated that it was a problem that victims in the former Yugoslavia did not want 
to talk, for example due to their Islamic background. But, she added, ‘This is an advantage for those 
who want to whip up the situation, because they hide behind that argument.’

 

3975 Nor, in her view, were 
the victims helped by insulting the culprits.3976

‘Once, I couldn’t enter a camp in Croatia because three TV crews were there 
before me – all looking for pregnant raped women. They stretch facts and take 
them out of context. In Croatia I spoke with a woman who had been raped by a 
guard at a prison in Vojvodina. According to her this was totally without the 
knowledge of the commandant but simply because the guard had felt like it. But 
a couple of days later that same woman was presented in a German television 
programme as a witness from a Serb rape camp. In such cases it is never clear 
where precisely a fact has become fiction, but what is clear is that that is 
happening on a huge scale.’

 According to Habraken, the media were guilty of 
sensationalist reporting: 

3977

The scenes in which journalists pushed aside one another and aid workers were indeed sometimes 
disgraceful, as in the case when a British journalist and a French camera crew ended up squabbling over 
the hospital bed of a raped Bosnian girl.

 

3978

Following extensive analysis, a team from the NRC Handelsblad comprising editorial staff 
members Peter Michielsen, Laura Starink and Hans Steketee concluded that neither the ICRC nor the 
UNHCR yet had any first-hand witness statements about the existence of special rape camps.

 

3979

In a fairly unconvincing response to the statements by the NRC team, Habraken and 
Kalshoven, Gunilla Kleiverda stated that ‘a figure of 20,000 [rapes] is possibly still on the low side’. 
Anyone doubting that was in danger of ‘implicitly approving the atrocities which are still being 
committed’. As for whether rape was a matter of policy, she was now less certain: ‘No verdict can be 
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delivered about whether or not rapes are being committed “under orders” as long as the war 
continues.’3980 But she saved the final attack in her contribution to the NRC Handelsblad for Habraken: 
‘By confining ourselves solely to aid work, we reinforce the feeling that we are “at least making a useful 
contribution” and buy off our collective sense of guilt.’3981

As Habraken had highlighted, media coverage of the rapes did indeed sometimes lack critical 
distance. The most extreme example of this was the story promoted by German CDU MP Stefan 
Schwarz, who claimed that women were being implanted with dog foetuses. This was picked by certain 
media in the Netherlands,

 

3982 and resulted in responses including a letter from the municipal executive 
in Eindhoven to Minister Peter Kooijmans calling for ‘an end to be made to the murderous insanity in 
the former Yugoslavia by the quickest and most effective means’.3983 Shortly afterwards, Schwarz 
himself attributed the story to translation and communication errors. But he did not really agree that he 
had sent an untrue story into the world. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t an experiment like those conducted in 
Auschwitz by the Nazi doctor Mengele. But to me it looks much the same and makes little difference. 
We’re looking on and doing nothing.’3984

Beverly Allen also wrote, in response to reports that videotapes were circulating showing rapes 
being committed by Serbs, that, ‘Whether they exist in fact or simply as a rumor, even the rumor of 
such tapes is a chilling aspect of this genocide.’

 

3985

Some people showed a strong tendency to believe stories of sexual violence even when there 
was no evidence. One example is Slavenka Drakulic who, having asked a girl in a refugee camp in 
Croatia whether she had been raped and been told that she had not, responded, ‘But I doubted it. 
Perhaps if I came back another time she might tell me her real story.’

 

3986

On 1 February 1993, the EC ministers accepted the findings of the Warburton Report. They 
declared that they were prepared to admit more victims of rape to the European Community and to 
offer physical and psychological help to those who remained in the Balkan region itself. The parties to 
the conflict were urged to put an end to the practice of rape.

 Of course, Drakulic could 
have been right that the girl was concealing that she had been raped – but the point here is her 
assumption that she already knew what the ‘real story’ was. 

3987 Minister Kooijmans declared that the 
ultimate objective was to liberate the women from the camps,3988 but two weeks later a spokesperson 
from the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that even inspection of the camps was ‘entirely 
dependent’ upon ‘further developments in the international political efforts with regard to the conflict 
in the former Yugoslavia’.3989

This was rather reminiscent of a statement at the beginning of January by French Foreign 
Minister Roland Dumas that, if necessary, France would act alone to end the existence of prison camps 
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in Bosnia-Hercegovina. The next day it seemed that he had been misinterpreted: France would only act 
within the framework of United Nations and was not planning to use force in Bosnia. This, however, 
did not prevent Dutch Deputy Prime Minister Wim Kok from telling a PvdA meeting a week later that 
the Netherlands should support the French plan.3990 Dumas’ original statement earned him a reputation 
for suffering from ‘verbal incontinence’.3991

Despite all the uncertainties and problems of proof, following the publication of the Warburton 
Report the figure of 20,000 or more would become generally accepted as the number of rapes 
committed in Bosnia.

 

3992 This could give the impression that there were few reports of new rape cases 
after its publication. And, indeed, according to the report of the Bassiouni Commission the majority of 
the rapes it recorded took place between April and November 1992, although during the 1993 conflict 
in central Bosnia between Bosnian government troops and the HVO – the Bosnian Croat army – 
supported by Croatian paramilitaries, many more Muslim women would be raped by Croatian soldiers 
and a number of rapes would also be committed by Muslim troops.3993

On the Serb side, the response to figures of tens of thousands of rapes was also scornful and 
showed little compassion for the victims. The standard rebuttal was that such acts were impossible for 
troops confronted by a numerically superior enemy.

 

3994 In a typical reaction, General Ratko Mladic was 
quoted by an American reporter as saying, ‘We would all have to be supermen to do this. We would 
have to be sexual maniacs worthy of an entry in the Guinness Book of Records.’3995

4. ‘The objective has been achieved: everyone knows that it is happening’ 

 As far as Mladic and his 
associates were concerned, the West could take its pick: either rapes on this scale were physically 
impossible and so the West could not complain about them, or they had taken place on such a scale 
and so represented a formidable performance. 

On Monday 8 February 1993 Kooijmans sent the report by the Warburton Mission to the Dutch 
National Assembly, together with a supplement by Gunilla Kleiverda and a declaration on the report 
from the General Council of EC Foreign Ministers.3996 On the previous day, 7 February 1993, a 
delegation from the Parliamentary Permanent Committee on Equal Opportunities made up of 
Annemarie Jorritsma-Lebbink of the VVD, Minouche Janmaat-Abee of the CDA, Jantien 
Achttienribbe-Buijs of the PvdA and Leoni Sipkes of GroenLinks had taken part in the International 
Congress of Women's Solidarity in Zagreb. This was organized by the Bürgerinitiative Perspektive Berlin 
(‘Berlin Perspective’ Citizens’ Initiative) and the Ost-West-Europäisches FrauenNetzwerk (East-West 
European Women’s Network, OWEN).3997 And it was the first time in the Permanent Committee’s 
ten-year history that its members had made such a trip abroad. According to Sipkes, it had taken them 
some effort to persuade their male colleagues before they were able to go.3998
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other countries to press their own governments for military intervention to put an end to the 
bloodshed in the former Yugoslavia, ‘A standpoint long taken by the Dutch government and 
parliament but in which they stand virtually alone in Europe.’ Jorritsma, who acted as leader of the 
delegation, said in an interview with the newspaper that the visit to Zagreb had come out of a need to 
do something, at least, with regard to the former Yugoslavia. In her position, Jorritsma was guided by 
the idea that ‘we all know’ that ‘tens of thousands of women there are being deliberately raped, abused 
and mutilated. Should we just acquiesce to this? I never want to have the feeling in the future that we 
knew about it but did nothing to stop it.’3999

Although the 300 participants in the Zagreb congress included representative from various 
Western countries – Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Poland, Spain and the United 
Kingdom – the Netherlands was the only nation to send an official parliamentary delegation. On the 
other hand, the former President of the European Parliament, Simone Veil, and the President of the 
German Bundestag, Rita Süssmuth, had both decided not to travel to Zagreb for fear of being used for 
propaganda purposes by the Croatian authorities.

 

4000 As well as the parliamentarians, the Netherlands 
was also represented by participants from the Federatie van Instellingen voor Ongehuwde Moederzorg 
(Netherlands Federation of Institutions for the Care of the Unmarried Mother and her Child, FIOM), 
the women’s aid centre Metis, the sexual violence policy and aid development centre Medusa, Vrouwen 
tegen Kernwapens (Women Against Nuclear Weapons) and Women’s Exchange Programme International. 
Pax Christi sent a message of support.4001

At the time of the women’s congress in Zagreb, the Croatian authorities were considerably 
more restrained in propagating stories about raped women than they had been previously. Major battles 
had now flared up between Croats and Muslims in central Bosnia and so the Zagreb government no 
longer had any interest in publicizing Muslim suffering. Meanwhile, women from Bosnia had 
themselves had enough of the constant rape stories and were reluctant to talk to the press. During the 
congress Western journalists were therefore, as one of their number put it, ‘desperately’ in search of 
raped women. So it was that at one point a pregnant German journalist was asked by an American 
television crew if she was by any chance a rape victim.

 

4002

The congress itself ended in chaos when Croatian women present opposed both the presence 
of a Serbian speaker and a resolution which, although accusing the Serbs of being the main perpetrators 
of rape, also stated that all sides had been guilty of the crime. According to the Croatian women, the 
Serbs were the only culprits.

 

4003

The Dutch delegation was deeply affected both by the deep feelings of hate they encountered 
and by the intense sense amongst the women present that they had been abandoned by the 
international community.

 

4004
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Netherlands were also struck by the hatred between women from different ethnic groups. In their view 
comments like ‘I can’t talk to Serbian women because they are the ones who bear Cetniks’ were ‘totally 
at odds with the international solidarity between women which had prompted the organization of the 
congress’.4005

In an emotionally worded statement read out by Jorritsma and referring to the atrocities of the 
Second World War, the Dutch delegation expressed its embarrassment that it had not yet been able to 
persuade the international community to take action against the rapes in the former Yugoslavia.

 

4006 The 
delegation urged that rape be recognized as a war crime and that refugee status be granted to raped 
women from areas in which they could be offered no protection. The Dutch representatives also called 
upon the international community to do everything possible to create safe havens in order to guarantee 
basic human rights.4007 They also backed the closing declaration in which the mass rapes by Serbs were 
described as part of a military strategy and which contained calls similar to those in the Dutch 
statement.4008 The Dutch government, too, fell in behind the demand for rape to become a war crime. 
As for safe havens, Minister Kooijmans made no comment on the issue in his response to the report by 
the Dutch delegation.4009

Finally, the Dutch government made available NLG 2 million to establish self-help groups in 
the refugee camps and to fund the training and supervision of local aid workers through the Stichting 
Admira (Admira Foundation). With this financing of aid work and the confidence that rape would in 
the near future be acknowledged as a war crime, reporting of rapes in Yugoslavia virtually ceased after 
March 1993.

 

4010

‘The objective has been achieved: everyone knows that it is happening and it is 
on the political agenda. But the reporting was becoming sensationalist. I have 
witnessed disgusting scenes of journalists trying to interrogate raped women in 
search of sensational details.’

 Adrienne van Melle-Hermans, a member of the Vrouwen voor Vrede movement and co-
ordinator in the Netherlands of an international working group which provided aid to women in the 
former Yugoslavia, was not sorry. In late December 1993 she said: 

4011

In a report from mid 1993, Mazowiecki also complained about the practices of some journalists. 
According to him, repeated interrogations by reporters had reduced the readiness of women to give 
evidence to experts from his commission: 

 

‘Some of the women met by the team of experts felt exploited by the media and 
the many missions “studying” rape in the former Yugoslavia. Furthermore, 
health care providers are concerned about the effects on women of repeatedly 
recounting their experiences without adequate psychological and social support 
systems in place. The danger of subjecting women to additional emotional 
hardship in the course of interviews is a real one. There have been reports of 
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women attempting suicide after being interviewed by the media and well-
meaning delegations.’4012

Moreover, Van Melle-Hermans – who travelled regularly to Bosnia – had the impression that rape was 
becoming less common as a result of all the publicity. Professor Tineke Cleiren, who had investigated 
the rapes for the Bassiouni Commission, was more cautious on this point. Reports were indeed 
declining, she said, and certainly those about rapes in camps, but such statements had been always been 
difficult to analysis. ‘The statements about where and when those rapes took place are not always clear. 
We are still charting them.’

 

4013

The debate about the rape of women was a vague one because, even more so than with that 
about the prison camps in the summer of 1992, it was obscured by a lack of concrete evidence. Just as 
the camps debate degenerated at a certain point into a discussion about the presence and location of 
barbed wire, so in the case of rape there arose a fixation with the accuracy of the 20,000 figure, with the 
existence of rape camps and with whether or not the rapes were systematic or policy-driven.

 

4014

The source material available provides little support for the claim that Serbs deliberately held 
Muslim women until they had passed the stage when abortion was possible. In most cases when it is 
known that women became pregnant as a result of rape, they were able to have an abortion.

 

4015 Seada 
Vranic, for example, established that 11 out of a research population of 175 raped women had become 
pregnant, and that in two of these cases abortion was no longer possible because of the late stage at 
which they came into contact with aid workers.4016

‘Women were not exempt from rape and abuse if they were pregnant. 
Pregnancy brought no mercy, but in the house [where the women were held] 
led to the expectation that you would not end your life in a river or a mine. 
They constantly told that we would bear little Chetniks. And there was another 
reason why you lived in hope that you would survive: a pregnant woman could 
be exchanged for more captured Serb soldiers.’

 Her book also contains testimony from a woman 
who was imprisoned at a rape location near Foca, which sheds a somewhat different light upon 
pregnancy as a result of rape: 

4017

This testimony is supported by another comment from a woman who had been raped every night for 
several weeks, noted by Ed Vulliamy: 

 

‘I became pregnant quite quickly, which in a certain sense was my good fortune 
because it meant that I was exchanged, together with 13 others. I was also lucky 
that I was early enough for an abortion, which was not the case for others.’4018

The direct influence upon policy of the reports and discussion about rapes is difficult to assess, but it is 
true that the term ‘safe haven’ was frequently heard as a solution in this respect. 

 

The thinking behind this seemed to be that women who had been raped on ethnic grounds 
should not be removed any further from their own home environment. Aid could better be provided 
there – possibly by local workers trained with Western help – than in the West itself. As a result, the 
idea of safe havens may have gained a wider acceptance. Certainly the President of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, Cornelio Sommaruga, did not hesitate to use the point to again justify his 
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safe havens idea. In February 1993 he declared that if the international community had agreed to them 
in the summer of 1992, a proportion of the rapes would not have happened.4019

It is also striking that, despite reports pointing to the contrary, during the debate the Serbs were 
often presented as the sole culprits.

 

4020

5. A tribunal for Yugoslavia 

 This contrasts – at least in the Netherlands – with the case of 
the prison camps, when there still was much greater scope for reporting the misconduct of other 
groups. Now there was barely any coverage of raped Serb women. The terms of reference of the 
Warburton mission even confined it exclusively to investigating the rape of Muslim women. An 
accumulation of primarily Serb atrocities – bombings, starvation, prison camps and sexual crimes – 
probably played a part in this bias. Moreover, in this case the lack of information about victims in 
general and about Serb ones in particular provided an easier breeding ground for one-sided 
condemnation of Serb misconduct. 

On 23 February 1993 the UN Commission on Human Rights adopted two resolutions on the former 
Yugoslavia without a vote. The first condemned rapes and other forms of abuse against women as war 
crimes. The second condemned all breaches of human rights, but at the same time identified the Serbs 
as have the greatest responsibility for them. 

Shortly after the formation of the Kalshoven Commission, UN Secretary-General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali had declared himself a supporter of the appointment of an ad-hoc tribunal to try war 
criminals from the former Yugoslavia. However, given the divisions amongst the members of the 
Security Council about the desirability of such a tribunal, the UN Secretariat had not developed any 
further initiatives.4021 But other bodies had, albeit not in a co-ordinated way. Both the European 
Conference for Cooperation and Security (CSCE) and the French and Italian governments studied the 
possibilities and the statutory conditions for establishing such a tribunal.4022

Once resistance in Washington to a special international tribunal began to ebb away following 
the inauguration of President Bill Clinton (see Chapter 8),

 

4023 France submitted a draft resolution for a 
Yugoslavia tribunal to the Security Council.4024

Six days later, on 28 February, the Dutch Minister Peter Kooijmans told a meeting of the Partij 
van de Arbeid (Dutch Labour Party) that he could imagine the tribunal being based in The Hague,

 In accepting this Resolution 808 on 22 February 1993, 
the Security Council decided to establish a special international tribunal to try war crimes committed in 
the former Yugoslavia since June 1991, including ethnic cleansing and mass rapes. 

4025 
even though for the time being he regarded the institution as being merely 'palliative'. Three-and-a-half 
years later he would still say that the Tribunal had been set up ‘to conceal the impotence of the 
international community to do anything about the conflict in a politically effective way’.4026

This latter statement continued to reflect closely the feelings Kooijmans had expressed on 2 
March 1993 at a meeting with the Parliamentary Permanent Committee on Equal Opportunities. In 
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their turn, the MPs present showed their frustration at the limited action taken by the international 
community in the light of the very serious violations of human rights which had been taking place. As 
CDA member Riet Roosen-Van Pelt put it, ‘UN resolutions are being walked all over and the 
dismantling of prison camps demanded by the UN is not happening. This could easily lead to the 
interpretation that the EC and the rest of the world is in fact an accessory to what is happening in the 
former Yugoslavia.’4027 Kooijmans pointed out, however, that there was no international readiness to 
intervene in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Particularly for the United States, an enforceable accord had to be in 
place before anything would be done.4028

6. The Vance-Owen peace plan 

 

By the time Kooijmans spoke those words, a peace plan had been on the table for two months. After 
the London Conference, the Bosnia-Hercegovina Working Party of the Yugoslavia Conference headed 
by the Finn Martti Ahtisaari had started working on plans for the constitutional future of the region. 

At the beginning of October 1992 there had been five options on the table. The first was for a 
centralized state. The second was a centralized federal state, but with important functions devolved to 
the provincial level. The third was a loose federal state made up of three ethnically based entities, each 
with territories spread throughout Bosnia. The fourth was a loose confederation of three ethnically 
based republics with a very large degree of autonomy. And the fifth involved the partition of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, with predominantly Croat and Serb regions being incorporated into their respective 
‘motherlands’ and an independent Muslim state created from what remained. 

Owen and Vance decided to develop the second variant, a federal state with important 
functions administered at provincial level. There would be between four and ten of such provinces. 
Owen and Vance decided though that the state must be decentralized rather than centralized.4029 
Various considerations would be taken into account in drawing the provincial boundaries, including 
ethnic, geographical and historical factors as well such aspects as economic viability and the existing 
infrastructure.4030 At the end of October Ahtisaari had a draft constitution ready, which would soon 
form the core of the Vance-Owen plan.4031

On 2 January 1993, Vance and Owen succeeded in bringing the leaders of the three ethnic 
groups together around the same table for the first time since the conflict began. Up until then the two 
mediators had only conducted bilateral talks as an extension to the London Conference. Vance and 
Owen revealed their plan during this three-day meeting.

 

4032

It consisted of three parts. Firstly, the constitutional principles which would turn Bosnia-
Hercegovina into a decentralized state with a large degree of executive authority resting in the hands of 
ten constituent provinces. Secondly, there was a map showing the boundaries of the ten provinces. 
And, thirdly, there were military arrangements for a ceasefire to be followed by the phased 
demilitarization of all Bosnia. 

 

The Vance-Owen map is reproduced in Part I, Chapter 9, Section 6. The Muslims would be 
given the provinces of Bihac, Tuzla and Zenica (in the Vance-Owenplan these provinces were 
numbered 1, 5 and 9 respectively), which included Srebrenica in Tuzla province. The Serbs were 
allocated the provinces of Banja Luka (2) Bijeljina (4) and Nevesinje to the south-east of Sarajevo (6), 
and the Croats would receive Bosanski Brod (3), Mostar (8) and Travnik (10). Province 7, Sarajevo, was 
not assigned to any of the parties. 
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The plan tried to reconcile a number of different principles as effectively as possible. First, Serb 
territorial conquests must not be accepted and so ethnic cleansing had to be undone. Second, the two 
mediators tried to build in opportunities for the people of Bosnia eventually to end their ethnic 
divisions.4033

To reconcile all these requirements, Owen and Vance presented a complicated constitutional 
plan in which certain matters were not yet finally settled and which would undergo numerous changes 
over the months to come. In fact, the plan was no more than a basis for further discussions.

 Because there was little confidence that this could happen in the short term, some form of 
international supervision was needed. Finally, they wanted to stop the police and army forming a threat 
to the civilian population. It should be borne in mind that the Bosnian government was still seeking a 
unified state, whereas the Bosnian Serb and Bosnian Croat leaderships aspired to autonomy or even the 
possibility for their territories to break away completely. 

4034 

 

In general terms, the plan involved the following. The government of Bosnia would be in the 
hands of a 'Presidium' with nine members, three from each main ethnic group. Their appointment 
would be subject to approval by Vance and Owen, who would station a permanent representative in 
Sarajevo. Not one of the ten provinces would be ethnically homogenous. They would largely restore 
the situation which existed before the outbreak of war, so ethnic cleansing would for the most part be 
reversed. Land and property seized from those driven out would be restored to the rightful owners. 
There would be freedom of movement within Bosnia, which would also help undo the effects of ethnic 
cleansing. Territorial enclaves occupied by members of one ethnic group would be connected by UN 
corridors. The provincial governments would reflect the ethnic composition of the local population, 
but all would contain at least one member of each ethnic group. Control over the police, the only 
armed force in the region, would rest with the provinces, which would also have extensive powers over 
the administration of justice and taxation. A host of courts, ombudsmen and the like – often with 
international personnel or under international supervision – would be put in place to guarantee the 
rights of minorities. 

Each ethnic group would be in either the absolute or the relative majority in three provinces. 
Three would have an absolute majority of Muslims, two an absolute majority of Serbs and one an 
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absolute majority of Croats. In the remainder, ethnic majorities would only be relative. The tenth 
province, Sarajevo, with an absolute Muslims majority, would become a more or less open city under 
UN administration. 

The plan was greeted extremely critically by many opinion-formers in the West on grounds of 
principle. Essentially, they believed that it rewarded Serb aggression and accepted ethnic cleansing. 
This, however, was certainly not the case: one of the stated principles of the plan was to actually reverse 
ethnic cleansing. 

Because the provinces with a Serb majority would not be contiguous, it would not be easy for 
the Bosnian Serbs to unite their territory with Serbia itself or with the Serb areas in Croatia. The Croats 
would be in control of the Posavina region, which lay between Serbia and the Serb areas of Croatia and 
western Bosnia. Only in April would Owen propose the creation of a narrow UN corridor between the 
Serb areas near Brcko, but this solution was unacceptable to the Serbs since they would not control the 
corridor themselves. 

Under the original Vance-Owen plan, the Serbs were allocated 43 per cent of Bosnian territory, 
excluding Sarajevo. This meant that they would have to give up approximately 40 per cent of the land 
they actually held. Moreover, those areas they could keep were the poorest in Bosnia-Hercegovina. For 
example, they contained only 18 per cent of the country's raw materials.4035

The Vance-Owen plan, as the proposal was soon to be called, was certainly not an ideal peace 
plan. Even Vance and Owen themselves admitted that, as soon as the microphones were off and the 
notebooks put away. ‘A peace from Hell’, is how Owen once described it.

 Of all the peace plans put 
forward, this was the one which came closest to combining peace with justice. That, however, was also 
exactly what made it so difficult to implement. 

4036 Although the ideal was to 
restore the pre-war situation, it was difficult to imagine how this could actually be achieved in practice. 
Almost half of Bosnia's 4.5 million people had fled their homes. Towns allocated to the Muslims in the 
plan, such as Zvornik, Bratunac, Visegrad and Foca, were now under absolute Serb control. And even 
if the parties were to allow citizens to return to their homes, many would find them in ruins. It was 
common in ethnic cleansing for abandoned homes to be blown up, burned down or booby-trapped. 
On the issue of remigration, the Vance-Owen plan painted a highly optimistic picture. One version 
stated – perhaps with a typical British sense of understatement – that 'it is very likely to take more than 
a year for the many refugees and Displaced Persons to return to their homes'.4037

Reactions to the plan in Bosnia 

 Also, the division of 
Bosnia into ten provinces would create long borders, along which interprovincial conflicts over 
attempts to annex neighbouring territory were all too possible. In theory, every provincial boundary 
was a potential front line. 

Of the three ethnic groups, only the Bosnian Croat leaders responded positively to the plan straight 
away. Although Croats made up only 17 per cent of the Bosnian population, the three provinces they 
would dominate accounted for a third of Bosnia, excluding Sarajevo. In places, they were allotted even 
more territory than they had asked for.4038 Moreover, although the three Croat provinces were not 
adjacent to one another, all bordered directly on Croatia itself. The Croatian magazine Globus called the 
plan 'the greatest triumph for Croatian politics of the 20th century'.4039 The initials of the Bosnian Croat 
army, the HVO, were reinterpreted by some standing for Hvala ('thank you’) Vance Owen.4040

                                                 

4035 Calic, Krieg, p. 205. 
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The Croats immediately signed all three parts of the plan: the constitutional principles, the 
ceasefire and the map. Clearly, the tactic being used by Owen and Vance was that their plan would be 
accepted by the warring parties in three stages. It was deliberately made as attractive as possible to the 
Croats so that they could agree to it right away.4041 The government in Sarajevo would then be 
persuaded to agree, so that finally the pressure on the Bosnian Serbs to accept all its proposals too 
could be stepped up.4042

The Serbs would have to give up a lot of territory, and had particular difficulty accepting that 
Eastern Bosnia – the fifth province in the plan – which bordered Serbia proper, would have a have 
Muslim majority.

 

4043 This would mean having to give up Milici, with its bauxite mine controlled by 
Rajko Dukic, one of the main financiers of the Serb Democratic Party, the SDS. Also lost would be 
Bratunac, the town which had, with great difficulty and at a high cost in casualties, resisted Muslim 
attacks from Srebrenica. Another objection for the Bosnian Serb leadership was the lack of any 
geographical link between Serbia itself and the Serb territory around Banja Luka. Finally, the Bosnian 
Serbs did not want a unified state but a Confederation of Bosnia-Hercegovina made up of three 
ethnically based states. They were prepared to accept an immediate ceasefire, but rejected the 
constitutional principles and the map.4044

The Muslims particularly deplored the fact that, in their opinion, the plan gave them too little 
territory and did not propose a centralized and unified state. In their opinion, the Vance-Owen plan 
rewarded the Serbs for part of their ethnical cleansing. Whilst Muslims made up 44 per cent of the 
population they were given only about a quarter of its territory, excluding Sarajevo. This may have been 
more than double the 11 per cent or so they actually held at the time, but it was still not much 
compared with the 43 per cent allocated to the Bosnian Serbs. Moreover, under the proposed 
Presidium system the Muslims would have to give up much of the power they held in the central 
government. Not only would they have to share power equally with Serbs and Croats at the national 
level, but authority in many fields would be devolved from the state to the provinces. Nevertheless, the 
Bosnian government originally responded enthusiastically to the plan. It originally wanted to express its 
support immediately but was dissuaded from doing so by Vance, who feared that the Serbs would then 
try to wrest more concessions.

 

4045

After Owen and Vance had presented their plan to the warring parties over a three-day period, 
2-4 January 1993, they gave the delegations an opportunity to consider the proposals. The two 
mediators would spend the rest of January trying to obtain the assent of all three sides to all three parts 
of the plan: the constitution, the ceasefire and phased demilitarization. 

 

However, despite its original approval the Bosnian government soon began to voice objections. 
On 22 January they announced that they would refuse to sign the map because it sanctioned Serb 
conquests and because certain districts with a Muslim majority would fall within Croat-dominated 
provinces. They also wanted Sarajevo to become a Muslim-dominated province rather than a neutral 
territory. Izetbegovic said that he would be prepared to accept the constitution and the ceasefire, but he 
still did not sign them.4046

An important contributing factor in the Bosnian government's negative response was the 
impending change of administration in Washington, where Bill Clinton was about to succeed George 
Bush as president. This was expected to lead to a US military intervention which would benefit the 
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Muslims.4047 Clinton's arrival in office was looked forward to expectantly in Bosnia during late 1992 and 
early 1993. Convinced that the new President would make good the expectations he had raised during 
his election campaign by calling for attacks on Serb targets, Muslims would greet Americans in Bosnia 
at the time with the words ‘Clinton dobro’ ('Clinton is good').4048

Lord Owen considered it necessary to temper the high hopes in Bosnia. In December 1992 he 
told the leaders of its government, ‘Don’t live under this dream that the West is going to come in and 
sort this problem out.’

 

4049 However, immediately after the presentation of the Vance-Owen plan 
Izetbegovic travelled to the United States to consult with the Clinton camp, which at the time was 
preparing for the new president's inauguration and administration. Owen warned the Americans 
beforehand that they should avoid giving Izetbegovic any impression that they would provide military 
assistance, since this would reduce his readiness to negotiate. Nevertheless, Izetbegovic returned after 
holding talks with Vice-President elect Al Gore and other members of the Clinton camp under the 
impression that military intervention was imminent.4050 As a senator, Gore had already hit out fiercely at 
Milosevic. During the war in Croatia he had spoken of the ‘moral stupidity’ and lack of moral courage 
of the US government, which had cost thousands of Croatians their lives.4051 Within a week of being 
made Clinton's running mate, Gore had urged the future president to make Bosnia a priority in US 
foreign policy.4052

The Yugoslavia policy of the new administration was being anxiously awaited not only in the 
areas under the control of the Bosnian government, but also in the Republika Srpska. American 
reporters used to the Bosnian Serb leaders ignoring the standpoints taken by European governments 
found themselves being cross-examined about the intentions of the Washington administration during 
visits to Pale in the first few months of 1993. Critical reporting by them was resented out of fear that it 
might lead to US intervention.

 

4053

7. Milosevic as an apostle of peace 

 

To elicit acceptance of the peace plan by the Republika Srpska, the international community was 
dependent upon the leadership in Belgrade. On 6 January 1993, Christmas Eve in the Orthodox 
Christian calendar, President Cosic of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia told the Serbian people in a 
television address that a failure to reach agreement at the Geneva negotiations would lead to military 
intervention by the US and European countries. This would not be confined to Bosnia, but also target 
Serbia and Montenegro. In addition, the results of the talks in Geneva would determine whether 
sanctions against what remained of Yugoslavia were lifted or tightened. ‘Serbs therefore face a terrible 
dilemma,’ said Cosic. ‘Political and military capitulation or an attack by the world's mightiest 
powers.’4054

The issue of sanctions could indeed be an effective way of exerting pressure upon the regime in 
Belgrade. Economic conditions in Serbia and Montenegro continued to deteriorate. By early 1993 the 
Yugoslav dinar had fallen in value against the US dollar by no less than 11,000 per cent. Important 
foodstuffs like flour, sugar and salt were rationed. Exports in January 1993 were just a quarter of the 
figure one year previously.
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The income per head of population was a mere 40 per cent of that four years previously. Only 40 per 
cent of the active population was in work,4056 and 4 million Serbs were living below the poverty line.4057

In 1992 Milosevic had expanded his police force by 20,000 men and equipped special units with 
armoured vehicles, helicopters and rocket launchers so as to tackle any unrest resulting from the 
sanctions.

 

4058 A gulf was opening up between the Serbs in Serbia and those in Bosnia. The latter 
believed that their ethnic brothers and sisters on the other side of the Drina were not doing enough to 
help them,4059 whereas Milosevic in particular believed that the Serbian economy was cracking under 
the weight of the solidarity his government was showing towards the Bosnian Serbs.4060 This situation 
sometimes led to emotional outbursts by Milosevic against Karadzic and other Bosnian Serb leaders, 
whom he claimed were holding Serbia hostage with their 'idiocies'.4061

Milosevic must have realized that if Milan Panic had been unable to achieve an easing of the 
sanctions, then it would certainly be impossible for him to do so following Panic's election defeat 
unless he changed his country's policy. So the Serbian president – who had been behind the conflicts 
with Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia – now cleverly manoeuvred himself into the role of ‘apostle of 
peace’. He sided with Cosic, who was arguing that whilst the Vance-Owen plan might well contain 
many drawbacks for the Serbs, it should be accepted because improved arrangements for them – better 
than those outlined at the original presentation on 2 January – could be negotiated as the plan 
crystallized.

 

4062

On 6 January Owen and Vance had a long conversation with Milosevic in which they urged him 
to convince the Bosnian Serb leaders that the peace plan was not unfavourable to them. It may not 
have offered them a Serb state within the Bosnian state, but both mediators emphasized the high 
degree of administrative decentralization proposed. Milosevic promised to do what he could and 
declared several times that it was vitally important for Serbia that peace came. He was very concerned 
about the state of his country's economy and repeatedly emphasized that an end had to be made to 
Serbia's isolation and the sanctions against it. Owen promised that, once the peace plan had been 
accepted, the isolation of Serbia would indeed come to an end.

 

4063 Not only Milosevic but also his wife, 
Mira Markovic, subsequently reiterated publicly how important it was for the Bosnian Serbs to accept 
the Vance-Owen plan.4064 Meanwhile, in her diary notes which were published fortnightly during 1993 
after having been read by her husband, Markovic regularly portrayed the Bosnian Serb political 
leadership as fascistic and mendacious because of its policies of ethnic cleansing and partitioning 
Bosnia-Hercegovina.4065

The West was left in a quandary by Milosevic's new role as an apostle of peace. Had he 
repented, or did he simply want to rid himself of the sanctions against his country?
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Serbs to agree to the Vance-Owen plan through Milosevic. American officials suggested to the 
mediators that, 'It is almost impossible that there is not something else behind this'.4067

All this prompts the question of how much influence Milosevic actually had over Karadzic and 
Mladic. According to some sources he had a major and direct influence over Mladic and his VRS force, 
which would hardly be surprising given that its officers' pay was constantly being subsidized from 
Belgrade.

 

4068 In the Dutch Department of Foreign Affairs, too, it was assumed that Milosevic pulled the 
strings in the Republika Srpska. However, his intentions were not very clear to departmental officials in 
The Hague.4069 Moral objections to negotiating with Milosevic were pushed to one side: one had to do 
business with him.4070

Tensions between Karadzic and Mladic had already appeared more than once during autumn 
1992: Mladic and other military officers were unhappy with concessions made by Karadzic at the 
negotiating table which were disadvantageous to the strategic position of the VRS.

 

4071 Since then 
negotiators had noticed that Karadzic became nervous whenever he was asked to agree to anything he 
had not yet discussed with Mladic.4072 In any case, it was apparent that Karadzic had no control over 
the VRS. The only person who did was Mladic.4073

Mladic also took umbrage at the fact that the Republika Srpska's Defence Ministry was 
controlled by the (Bosnian) Serb Democratic Party, the SDS,

 

4074 and that it was forcing officers on the 
VRS who had been attached for political reasons. And he accused the SDS of constantly being out for 
plunder. Officers were also annoyed by the private militias run by politicians.4075

A difference in geographical orientation also appears to have played a part in the relationship 
between Milosevic, Karadzic and Mladic. Milosevic was primarily interested in Kosovo, where many 
aspects of the situation troubled him. Every time Milosevic raised the need to assert Serbian authority 
in Kosovo with foreign diplomats, they confronted him with the situation in Croatia, where President 
Tudjman wanted the same with the areas held by Serbia. Moreover, the sanctions against Serbia were 
partly linked to the situation in Croatia.

 

4076

For Mladic it was Krajina which was of the greatest importance. The general was emotionally 
attached to the region where for him the war had begun. Mladic regarded the Serb nation as single and 
indivisible, a belief which he saw confirmed in a treaty of mutual military assistance reached in 1992 
between the Serb republics in Krajina and Bosnia-Hercegovina.

 Kosovo, on the other hand, was for Milosevic not only the 
cradle of Serbian history but also the area in which his own political star had first risen in 1987. 

4077

Karadzic, on the other hand, was not so tied to the Serb regions in Croatia, which were making 
heavy logistical demands on the VRS. He would prefer to concentrate upon the Serb part of Bosnia, of 
which he was president. 

 

The estrangement between Milosevic and Karadzic was thrown into the spotlight during a 
meeting in Belgrade on 9 January, at which Milosevic received a Bosnian Serb delegation. He demanded 
that their leaders accept the Vance-Owen plan. They, however, refused to bow to pressure from 
Milosevic and had still failed to reach agreement when they left by plane for Geneva, accompanied by 
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Cosic.4078

Under this pressure, Karadzic did finally agree to the Vance-Owen plan in Geneva on 12 
January. He also said that he was certain the Bosnian Serb parliament would ratify his decision and 
promised to present the plan to it within a couple of days.

 In Switzerland Owen and Vance exerted heavy pressure upon Karadzic, through Milosevic 
and Cosic, to sign up to their plan. Milosevic informed Karadzic that he would no longer be able to 
count upon supplies from Serbia if he did not agree to it. Milosevic and Cosic also told Karadzic that if 
the war in Bosnia continued, the West would intervene with what a member of Yugoslav delegation 
described to a reporter from The New York Times as ‘weapons you can't even see’. 

4079 Karadzic did indeed persuade his 
parliament to accept Vance-Owen in principle on 20 January, by 55 votes to 15. However, strict 
conditions were attached to that approval. For example, the Bosnian Serb leadership was not prepared 
to give up the Posavina region nor Eastern Bosnia.4080 On 23 January Karadzic declared that he 
accepted in principle the foundations of the constitution outlined in the peace plan, but could not agree 
to the map.4081

The negative attitude of the Bosnian Serb leadership towards the peace proposals was a 
problem not only from the perspective of the international community. Even viewed from the Serbs' 
own position, it is difficult to identify the rationale behind their thinking. A few months after the 
outbreak of the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina, the Serbs held approximately 70 per cent of the country – 
more than they had planned to capture. It was obvious that they would try to cash in on these military 
successes at the negotiating table. And obvious, too, the Bosnian Muslims would resist a diplomatic 
settlement when they were in such a weak position militarily. The question, then, is why the Bosnian 
Serbs were no longer inclined to accept the plan. In August 1994 Milovan Stankovic, a VRS 
commander, complained that: 

 

‘Our policy has never defined the basic aims of the struggle-political, national, 
economic, military or regional aims. It has never clearly said what state it is, of 
what size, and what cities are to be taken. The policy that says that the border is 
as far as the army boot can reach is, to say the least, frivolous. A boot can easily 
slip.’4082

The Bosnian Serb leaders were thus unable to follow up their military conquests with a diplomatic 
endgame. And neither the West nor Milosevic could convince them of how important this was. 

 

To Vance and Owen, January ended with the acceptance of the constitution of their plan by all 
three sides. Their map was accepted only by the Croats. The military agreement was signed by the 
leaders of the Bosnian Croats and Serbs, Boban and Karadzic. Izetbegovic refused to accept it, arguing 
that the controls it placed on heavy weapons were inadequate.4083 However, it seems more obvious to 
assume that he expected to benefit from a continuation of the war – either by making conquests in the 
field or from the propaganda gains to be achieved abroad by continued Serb bombardments of Bosnian 
towns and cities.4084

Only on 3 March did Izetbegovic finally relent and sign the military agreement,
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UN supervision.4086 Early in February Owen and Vance moved the talks with the leaders of the warring 
parties in Bosnia-Hercegovina to New York, so that they could elicit support for their plan amongst the 
members of the UN Security Council and use their good services to bringing those sitting around the 
negotiating table closer together. Moreover, in New York Owen and Vance could maintain closer 
contacts with the US government.4087

8. The consequences of the change of administration in the United States 

 And that was badly needed. 

On 20 January, the same day as the Bosnian Serb parliament voted to accept the Vance-Owen plan in 
principle, Bill Clinton was inaugurated as the new President of the United States in Washington. It 
seemed that, now that Karadzic and the parliament of Republika Srpska had bowed in the face of the 
combined threat of Serbian sanctions and international intervention, with some pressure from the 
United States a final agreement on the plan was within reach.4088 The attitude of the US government 
was also of great importance because it was expected that, if Washington took a more active stance on 
the former Yugoslavia, so too would the British government.4089

In its final days before Clinton entered office, however, the outgoing Bush administration had 
responded negatively to the peace plan. This standpoint was based upon a number of factors. Firstly, so 
soon after the end of the Cold War the political policymakers in Washington had not in general been 
able to free their view of Eastern Europe from the black-and-white perspective of that era. During the 
Cold War, the struggle was between the capitalist 'us' and the communist 'them'. As far as the 
government in Washington was concerned, those in power in Serbia still represented the communists. 
Secondly, for the United States – itself a melting pot of cultures – the multicultural society was 
something natural. Any deviation from it was difficult to accept psychologically.

 

4090 Moreover, the Bush 
administration considered that in essence the Vance-Owen plan represented the acceptance, if not the 
actual rewarding, of ethnic cleansing by the Serbs.4091

This criticism from the government in Washington was broadly supported by the American 
public. Perhaps the most important objection, however, was the paradox that the Vance-Owen peace 
plan would require a greater military commitment on the part of the West than had hitherto been the 
case. Towards the end of 1992, NATO had calculated that implementation of the plan as formulated at 
that time would require a force of 75,000 troops.

 

4092 And, so Owen was eventually convinced, 
Washington was not prepared to make such a commitment.4093 Authoritative American commentators 
drew attention to the likelihood that military intervention to enforce the plan had little chance of 
success since in fact virtually the entire Bosnian population objected to it.4094
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Would all this change once Clinton succeeded Bush? Everything seemed to indicate that it 
would. During his election campaign, Clinton had talked about lifting the arms embargo against the 
Bosnian Muslims and about the possibility of bombing Serb military targets – a dual approach which 
would later become known as the 'lift and strike' policy. Furthermore, during both his campaign and 
the early days of his presidency Clinton showed a degree of interest in the United Nations which was 
highly unusual by American standards.4095 Madeleine Albright, the United States' Permanent 
Representative at the UN, was appointed to the cabinet in that capacity (!) and also became a member 
of the National Security Council. She was a great supporter of peacekeeping and emphasized the need 
for 'assertive multilateralism' in US foreign policy.4096 The post of Assistant Secretary for Peacekeeping 
and Democracy was created at the Department of Defense. In his inauguration address, Clinton also 
stated that the United States would resort to force if the will and conscience of the international 
community were defied.4097

During the months between his election and his inauguration, Clinton had let it be known that 
he believed the time had come for the West 'to turn up the heat a little' in Bosnia.

 

4098 His thoughts were 
turning to aggressive enforcement of the no-fly zone, as announced at a press conference on 4 
December.4099

In subsequent weeks the British government, with the backing of the government in Paris, let 
no opportunity pass to make it clear that it was opposed to this due to the potential for reprisal against 
British troops on the ground. This difference between the American stance and the refusal by the 
United Kingdom to allow its ground troops to become the indirect victims of the air strikes wanted by 
Washington would lead to what Prime Minister John Major later called 'the most serious Anglo-
American disagreement since the Suez crisis'.

 

4100 American diplomats would be so frustrated by the 
British resistance that they almost came to regard the UK as a hostile power.4101

A more active approach by Clinton to Bosnia was also hindered by a number of initiatives taken 
by the Bush administration in its final days. The first was the decision to deploy American troops in 
support of the UN peacekeeping force in Somalia. It was very unlikely that the US government would 
commit troops to two trouble spots simultaneously. The second part of the inheritance from Bush was 
a letter written in late December 1992 by the outgoing president, with Clinton's knowledge and 
approval, to Milosevic and the Yugoslav army Commander Zivota Panic.

 The consequences of 
this difference in approach are examined in detail in Part III. 

4102 This was prompted by 
intelligence reports that Milosevic wanted to unleash a wave of violence during the presidential 
transition in the United States and information that he was considering 'special actions' in Kosovo and 
Macedonia. Owen and Vance had already been warning since early November that violence could 
break out at any time in Kosovo and Macedonia, and had called for a force of at least battalion strength 
to be stationed in Macedonia as a preventive measure.4103

                                                 

4095 See, for example, R.W. Apple, ‘U.N. and the Pentagon’, The New York Times, 15/02/93. 

 

4096 Drew, Edge, p. 145. 
4097 Shawcross, Evil, p. 89. 
4098 J.F, ‘Croatian leader urges western action against Serbs’, New York Times News Service, 12/12/92, 1821EST. 
4099 E. Sciolino, ‘Clinton faults Bush over Bosnia policy’, New York Times News Service, 11/12/92, 2053EST; Owen, Odyssey, p. 
83. See also Powell & Persico, Journey, pp. 547-548. 
4100 Major, Autobiography, p. 540. 
4101 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia – The Secret War: Tragic Cost of Allies’ Hidden Hostility’, The Guardian, 21/05/96. 
4102 ‘Bush dreigt Milosevic met militair ingrijpen’ (' Bush threatens Milosevic with military intervention'), NRC Handelsblad, 
29/12/92; ‘VS dreigen Servië met geweld om Kosovo’ ('US threatens Serbia with force over Kosovo'), de Volkskrant, 
29/12/92. 
4103 Ramcharan, p. 1213; Owen CD-ROM, 'Summary of Lord Owen’s speech and answers to questions at NATO, Brussels, 
04/12/92'; ‘Navo waarschuwt Servië’ ('NATO warns Serbia'), Trouw, 08/12/92. 
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Owen's warnings were picked up by the media.4104

On 6 January 1993, 147 Canadian soldiers arrived in Macedonia. On 6 March they were 
replaced by a Scandinavian battalion made up of troops from Norway, Sweden, Finland and Denmark. 
This force was part of UNPROFOR, but operated under its own Macedonia Command.

 Extension of the conflict into either Kosovo 
or Macedonia was a nightmare scenario for the West, because it could draw NATO partners Greece 
and Turkey into the hostilities. At the request of the Macedonian government, the UN Security Council 
therefore agreed to station 700 'blue helmets' in its territory as a preventive measure (Resolution 795 of 
11 December 1992). 

4105 In July 
1993 the US government would add 315 of its own men. In his letter to Milosevic, Bush threatened air 
strikes against both Serbia itself and Serbs in Kosovo if Milosevic provoked war there.4106 Both these 
actions formed part of the American policy to build a 'dam' against potential confrontations in the 
southern Balkans.4107 The letter also stated that US air strikes would take place if Serbia violated the no-
fly zone, attacked UNPROFOR in Bosnia or interfered with humanitarian convoys in Bosnia.4108 
Although this appeared at first sight to send a powerful signal, Milosevic could easily have inferred 
from it that Washington may not have been prepared to allow the fire in former Yugoslavia to spread 
any further but also did not intend to extinguish the flames already burning in Bosnia.4109

Quite apart from this policy legacy from Bush to his successor, it was also expected that it 
would take Clinton some time to develop a specific policy of his own towards Bosnia once he had 
entered the White House. It took him a long time to put together his national security policy team. The 
man he had chosen as Secretary of State, Warren Christopher, was head of his transitional team and his 
intended National Security Adviser, Sandy Berger, was chief of staff in that team. So neither had much 
time at all to prepare the new president's foreign policy. Clinton himself, who in any case had little 
experience in foreign policy, was further hindered by his promise to the voters that he would be 
homing in on economic policy ‘like a laser beam’.

 

4110

But amidst all the hesitations and problems during his settling in, Clinton was sure of one thing: 
no American ground troops would be deployed and any US military action in respect of the former 
Yugoslavia would be conducted exclusively within a multilateral framework. The new president was 
quoted as saying as much in the magazine US News & World Report on the day after his inauguration.

 

4111

According to opinion polls, the American public was sharply divided over the issue of whether 
the United States should become involved in either military or peacekeeping operations in Bosnia. In 
any case, only a small percentage of Americans were interested in the Bosnian situation. The proportion 

 

                                                 

4104 For a sample of the reports about Macedonia appearing in the Dutch press in late 1992, see Frank Westerman, ‘De 
chauvinisten hier bouwen levensgevaarlijke luchtkastelen’ ('The chauvinists here build life-threatening illusions'), de 
Volkskrant, 19/11/92; idem, ‘Banaal incident kan strijd doen ontvlammen’ ('Minor incident could ignite conflict'), de 
Volkskrant, 20/11/92; idem, ‘Regering Macedonië is tevreden over komst VN-waarnemers’ ('Macedonia government 
pleased with arrival of UN observers') and ‘Macedonië opgetogen’ ('Macedonia dressed up'), de Volkskrant, 26/11/92; idem, 
‘Niet erkend maakt onbemind’ ('Unrecognized is unloved')', de Volkskrant, 04/12/92; Peter Michielsen, ‘Europa speelt 
Russische roulette met Macedonië’ ('Europe plays Russian roulette with Macedonia'), NRC Handelsblad, 23/11/92; idem, ‘In 
kampen Macedonië dreigt explosie’ ('Explosion threatens in Macedonia camps'), NRC Handelsblad, 27/11/92; idem, ‘Het 
bevroren hart van de Balkan’ ('The froze heart of the Balkans'), NRC Handelsblad, 28/11/92; ‘De Serviërs gebruikten ons bij 
hun opmars als levend schild’ ('The Serbs used us a living shield in their advance'), NRC Handelsblad, 27/11/92; J.F. 
Hinrichs, ‘Militair ingrijpen in Joegoslavië komt naderbij’ ('Military intervention in Yugoslavia comes closer'), Het Financieele 
Dagblad, 09/12/92. 
4105 Peter Michielsen, ‘VN voor het eerst preventief’ ('UN preventive for the first time'), NRC Handelsblad, 14/12/92. 
4106 Callahan, Wars, pp. 117-118; Don Oberdorfer, ‘A Bloody Failure in the Balkans’, The Washington Post, 08/02/93; David 
C. Gompert, ‘The United States and Yugoslavia’s Wars’, Ullman (ed.), World, p. 137. 
4107 David C. Gompert, ‘The United States and Yugoslavia’s Wars’, Ullman (ed.), World, pp. 136-137. 
4108 ABZ, top secret codes, Van den Broek 511 to PR NATO, 29/12/92, state secret. 
4109 Cf. David C. Gompert, ‘The United States and Yugoslavia’s Wars’, Ullman (ed.), World, p. 137. 
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who claimed that they were following events there almost always remained at a fairly steady 10-15 per 
cent throughout 1993 and 1994. Only American participation in aerial action and the distribution of 
emergency aid could count upon a virtually constant majority in favour.4112 Leading American 
commentators like Leslie Gelb claimed that the Europeans should fight their own battles and that, ‘If 
Europeans once again ignore genocide and evil and decline to be their brother’s keepers, Americans 
may not want to be Europe’s keepers for much longer either’.4113

Once Clinton had finally assembled his national security team – Christopher at the State 
Department, Les Aspin at the Department of Defense and Anthony Lake (not Berger) as National 
Security Adviser – they were unable to reach agreement about American policy towards Bosnia for a 
long time. That policy was principally a subject of discussion for the Principals Committee, which as 
well as Lake, Christopher and Aspin also included Colin Powell, CIA chief James Woolsey, Berger – 
now Lake's deputy – and Vice-President Al Gore's man on the National Security Council, Leon Fuerth. 
Clinton and Gore themselves also sometimes attended the Committee's meetings. The 'hawks' at these 
gatherings were Gore, who had long wanted action against the Serbs, Fuerth and Albright, who was 
allergic to anything that smacked of a 'new Munich'. Lake also wanted to punish the Serbs.

 

4114 Aspin 
argued that results could only be achieved if forces were deployed on a massive scale. This stance 
reflected the opinion of his department, the Pentagon.4115

Christopher was the prototype of the diplomat used to traditional international relations, and 
who looked disfavourably upon civil wars at the periphery of US foreign policy interests.

 

4116 He had 
difficulty reaching a definitive standpoint on the issue of the former Yugoslavia, but eventually decided 
– like the previous administration – that Bosnia was really a European problem.4117 Clinton, hindered 
by his lack of foreign policy experience, did not lead the discussion.4118 Through 1993 he was buffeted 
back and forth between personal emotions about Bosnia and Gore's pressure to do something on the 
one hand, and reticence because of his desire to prioritize his domestic programme and the expectation 
that the American public would not support the deployment of ground troops on the other.4119 As a 
result, according to one senior official the long meetings of the Principals Committee in the White 
House Situation Room had little to do with policy formulation: 'It was group therapy – an existential 
debate over what is the role of America.'4120

The policy of the government in Washington was made even opaque by its failure to choose 
whether in the first instance to back the Bosnian government – which wanted a just peace – or the 
European Community, which in general terms was seeking a rapid end to the war, just or not. The 
result of this veering approach by the Clinton administration was a lot of empty rhetoric which 
appeared to express US support for the Bosnian government in its struggle for a just peace.

 

4121

The fact that Vance and Owen had been in frequent contact with the European Community 
and the government of its leading member states, but had a very aloof relationship with both the 
outgoing and the incoming administrations in Washington, also had its repercussions.

 Thanks 
to that rhetoric, Sarajevo continued to entertain hopes of an American intervention and increasingly 
regarded the UN as the institution which was resisting that longed-for development. At the same time, 
the US government withheld its support from peace proposals. 

4122

                                                 

4112 Bert, Superpower, pp. 86-88. See also ‘Clinton breekt vredesplan voor Bosnië open’ ('Clinton blows open peace plan for 
Bosnia'), de Volkskrant, 11/02/93. 

 Owen himself 
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came to this conclusion soon after the presentation of the peace plan, but any regrets about it were 
negated by his own bluntness over the lack of knowledge in Washington. He spoke of ‘monumental 
ignorance’ on the part of the American policymakers and, more than a month after its presentation, 
claimed that ‘a crash course is needed to make it clear to the Americans what the plan actually entails’. 
An offer by the mediators to provide more information elicited no response from the Americans, 
however.4123 They were livid at Owen's remarks and felt that they did not need to be taught a lesson by 
him.4124 In fact, they would rather be rid of him altogether.4125 There was a serious breakdown in 
communication between the two mediators and the US government.4126 Most exchanges between them 
were conducted in the press. According to Pauline Neville-Jones, a senior civil servant in the Cabinet 
Office of British Prime Minister John Major, after this clash with the Clinton administration Owen 
became ‘useless’ for anything to do with Yugoslavia.4127

Almost immediately after the Clinton administration took office, Christopher rounded on the 
Vance-Owen plan since it would reward ethnic cleansing and was practically unenforceable.

 

4128 He 
regarded it as a dead end, because he could not see how the Bosnian Serbs would be persuaded 
voluntarily to give up almost half the territory they held.4129 As US National Security Adviser Anthony 
Lake would later say, '[H]e didn’t think it was viable or made sense, it was so hoggedly-poggedly’4130

9. Developments in Bosnia itself 

 

In Bosnia itself, the peace plan was suffering the same fate as virtually every other proposed peace for 
the region. Months of negotiation and consultation followed, as each side tried to frustrate those parts 
of the plan it did not like. This was done by conducting military campaigns against areas promised to 
other parties or by starting or (continuing) ethnic cleansing in areas assigned to themselves according to 
the plan. Specifically, the Serbs renewed their offensive in Eastern Bosnia – which under Vance-Owen 
would go to the Muslims – and fighting broke out between Croats and Muslims in Hercegovina. The 
upshot was that the Bosnian Muslim forces, the ABiH, found themselves fighting a war on two fronts – 
or, as Burg and Shoup describe it more accurately, a war on multiple fronts against two different 
enemies.4131

The battles between Croats and Muslims were in large part a direct consequence of the 
proposals made by Owen and Vance for the gradual demilitarization of Bosnia-Hercegovina. Under 
these, the Bosnian Serbs could withdraw their forces into the three provinces allocated to them. That 
was a clear proposal. But the proposals with respect to the Croatian and Bosnian Croat troops were 
much less clear. They would have to withdraw to 'their' province 3, Bosanski Brod, and 'the remaining 
forces would hopefully reach agreement as to their deployment in provinces 1, 5, 8, 9 and 10’

 

4132

In this respect, the Vance-Owen plan failed to solve a huge problem. The Bosnian government 
insisted that its troops should remain in these two areas of western Hercegovina and central Bosnia, 
whilst the Croats insisted that their forces alone should govern areas which would have a Bosnian-

 - that 
is, Bihac, Tuzla, Mostar, Zenica and Travnik. Three of these, Bihac, Tuzla and Zenica, were Muslim 
provinces. But Mostar and Travnik were allocated to the Croats, at the time there were still both Croat 
HVO and Muslim ABiH units. 
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Croat majority according to the plan. Shortly after the presentation of Vance-Owen, the Bosnian Croats 
proposed that all military units in the provinces assigned to them be brought under HVO command. 
Conversely, Croat units in the provinces with a Muslim majority should place themselves under the 
command of the ABiH. The Bosnian government did not agree, however, since it feared that this 
would lead to the Croat provinces breaking away, thus effectively partitioning Bosnia-Hercegovina.4133

When the ABiH units in 'its' areas continued to operate independently, the Bosnian Croat 
leadership issued an ultimatum: they must place themselves under HVO command by 15 April. When 
this date passed without the demands being met, the Bosnian Croats began 'cleansing' their region – 
principally the province of Travnik in the Vance-Owen plan – of Muslims. In this region they were only 
a relative majority of the population: 45 per cent, compared with 41 per cent Muslims and 9.5 per cent 
Serbs. Effectively, therefore, the Bosnian Croats regarded the Vance-Owen plan as legitimizing the 
ethnic cleansing of the territory allocated to them.

 

4134

Fighting had begun immediately, in January 1993, in and around Vitez, Travnik and Jablanica. 
There were also heavy battles around Busovaca, which contained both the military headquarters of the 
HVO in central Bosnia and the base of the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion. The Bosnian Croat 
forces did not confine themselves to fighting, but also tried to cut off supplies to the Muslims. That led 
to such serious threats to international aid workers in central Bosnia that in mid January the UNHCR 
was forced to close its offices in Jablanica, Prozor and Gornji Vakuf. The Croats also tried to seize the 
Prozor-Fojnica-Kiseljak road, thus threatening the supply of food to Sarajevo. The ferocity of these 
battles was heightened in part by the fact that the ABiH received its first large-scale illegal 
consignments of weapons during spring 1993.

 

4135

The HVO at first managed to force the government forces in central Bosnia back to the area 
around Zenica, but in June 1993 the ABiH captured Travnik. From then on it unexpectedly made 
significant gains from the Croat forces, and by the end of the year had driven them out of a third of 
their territory. The government in Zagreb felt forced to send the equivalent of three or four battalions 
of the Croatian army itself, the HV, to lend support. But this did not help: between spring 1993 and 
March 1994, Croat-held territory fell from almost 20 per cent to barely 10 per cent of Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Between 9000 and 13,000 Croats, both from Croatia and Bosnia, died in this conflict with 
the Muslims.

 

4136

The dispatch of regular units of the Croatian army, in contravention of UN Security Council 
resolutions, made Zagreb the subject of massive international criticism. But the international 
community was unable to be too hard on the Zagreb government for its actions in central Bosnia, 
because Western measures against Croatia could lead to the Tudjman government denying access to his 
country to the hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees from Bosnia who were fleeing there. And 
that would saddle Western Europe with the problem.

 

4137 Only in the United Kingdom was much 
attention paid to the fighting between Croats and Muslims in central Bosnia, this was mainly because 
Britain's UN troops were stationed there. Moreover, the conflict gave the British government – which 
always felt uneasy about any calls for more action against the Serbs – ammunition to claim that the 
Croats as well as the Serbs were responsible for committing serious crimes.4138

Elsewhere in the West, however, the battles between Croats and Muslims went largely 
unnoticed by the general public. The media did not want to make the conflict too complicated for its 
audiences. In addition, the US government did not want to demonize the Croats too much because 
they had been given a key role in a strategy devised against the Serbs during 1993. The authorities in 
Sarajevo also preferred not to draw too much attention to the struggle against the Croats because it was 
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still counting upon their support against the Serbs. Moreover, a proportion of the illegal weapons 
shipments to the Bosnian government during this period were passing through Croatian territory. 

Occasionally, reports of atrocities did break through this wall of silence. For example, the mass 
murder by Croat fighters in the Muslim village of Ahmici on 22 April. Of the 500 civilian residents, 104 
were killed and their homes then set on fire with the bodies inside.4139 On 10 May the Croats held up a 
convoy of aid destined for Muslims and murdered eight of the drivers.4140

The fighting between Croats and Muslims, the threat from Croatia itself not to prolong the 
UNPROFOR presence on its territory, the Serb offensive in eastern Bosnia and the refusal by the 
Bosnian Serbs to accept the peace plan all led to Western diplomats lurching from one crisis to the next 
during the early months of 1993. Little came of the effort to implement a blueprint for peace. Even 
David Owen himself eventually stopped believing in one of the essential points of the plan he and 
Cyrus Vance had presented. His objective with regard to the conflict in Bosnia had become, as he 
himself described it, 'the lowest possible level of violence with the highest possible level of 
humanitarian relief’.

 In June heavy fighting broke 
out for control of Mostar, a battle which attracted mainly international attention when Croat artillery 
fire destroyed the town's famous mediaeval bridge on 9 November. From time to time, in this conflict 
serious outrages were also committed by the Muslim side. 

4141

10. The Dutch response to the Vance-Owen plan 

 Or, to put it more bluntly, muddling through – a policy to which the West was 
condemned not only by the situation in Bosnia and Croatia themselves, but also by the increasingly 
obvious differences between Washington and the European Community over the best way to tackle the 
problems in Yugoslavia. 

‘Politics has given me broad shoulders,’ said Lord Owen on 6 June 1995, in the fourth Cornelis van 
Vollenhoven Memorial Lecture at the University of Leiden, ‘but I was still surprised by the vehemence 
and the nature of some of the criticism expressed in the Netherlands in 1992 and 1993 about the so-
called Vance-Owen peace plan.’4142 According to Owen, his and Vance’s plan was torpedoed not only 
be the US, but also by the Netherlands and to a certain extent Germany.4143

In this assessment, Owen ascribes the Netherlands with a great deal of influence. It cannot be 
denied, the original response to the Vance-Owen plan from both Dutch politicians and the Department 
of Foreign Affairs was negative.

 

4144

One of those who criticized the plan on a number of points was the Dutch Christian-Democrat 
MEP Jean Penders.

 This arose from the impression that the Muslims were being 
sacrificed to the Serbs, who would be given too much territory. The principle from the London 
Conference that military conquests should not be recognized was being undermined. However, not in 
every case, the criticism seems to have been based upon a good understanding of the plan; rather, it 
sometimes appears to have come from disappointment that more decisive action was not being taken 
against the Bosnian Serbs. 

4145

                                                 

4139 For a description see, for example, Rathfelder, Sarajevo, pp. 118-125. 

 In his view, the plan not only rewarded Serb aggression but also played into the 
hands of Serbs and Croats who wanted to partition Bosnia-Hercegovina. Acceptance of Vance-Owen 
would lead to ethnic cleansing spreading elsewhere: to Kosovo, Macedonia and the former Soviet 
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4145 J.J.M. Penders, ‘Het nationaliteitenvraagstuk en de veiligheid’ ('The nationality issue and security'), Christen Democratische 
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Union. As a result, according to Penders, the moral authority of the EC would be harmed, particularly 
in its relations with Eastern Europe. Refugees would flood from Eastern Europe to the West, which in 
turn would offer a trump card to far-right groups in Western Europe. The instability which would be 
unleashed by the plan in Eastern Europe would threaten the progress and extension of European 
integration. And American irritation about European inability to solve the Yugoslavia problem would 
have repercussions for the transatlantic relationship. Instead of the Vance-Owen plan, Penders 
therefore called for 'an arrangement which will satisfy our sense of justice'.4146

Political scientist and commentator Bart Tromp also regarded the plan as rewarding Serb 
murderousness. He drew comparisons with 1938, when another aggressor had managed to achieve an 
Anschluss, 'also without a plebiscite'.

 Such an arrangement 
should include the closure of the camps, the establishment of safe zones and the placing of heavy 
weapons under international supervision. The no-fly zone should be enforced and, possibly, aimed air 
raids carried out on Serb military targets. 

4147 Jan-Geert Siccama found a parallel in the 1930s, too: he 
compared Vance-Owen with the Laval-Hoare plan, which had been drawn up in 1936 in response to 
the occupation of much of Ethiopia by Mussolini's fascist Italy. That plan sounded the death-knell for 
the League of Nations as an effective security structure. If the United Nations did not watch out, it was 
now destined for the same fate.4148 André Roelofs wrote in the newspaper De Volkskrant of a 'cynical 
operation' on the part of Owen and Vance, who were seeking ‘a Realpolitik arrangement under which 
the Bosnian government would acknowledge its defeat and the Serbs would be satisfied with what they 
had so far conquered – or at least would say that they were satisfied.' When it turned out that Radovan 
Karadzic was not prepared even to do that, André Roelofs claimed that the West had been caught with 
its trousers down because it simply had not considered what to do if the Geneva talks were to fail.4149 
Writing in the newspaper NRC Handelsblad, Sampienon called Vance-Owen a 'partition plan' in which 
the 'the right of the strongest was accepted' and with which the EC was trying to extract itself from the 
tragedy in Bosnia-Hercegovina 'at a bargain price'.4150

However, there were less negative voices to be heard talking about the peace plan in the 
Netherlands. CDA parliamentarian Ton De Kok was inclined – reluctantly – to accept it. 
'Unfortunately, it is evident that in this case aggression pays,' he wrote. 'The Muslim leadership will 
have to weigh up a choice between accepting the proposals tabled by Owen and Vance and looking at 
what gains can be made from continuing the war.'

 

4151 De Kok's view broadly paralleled a comment 
made towards the end of 1992 by Peter Volten of the Institute for East-West Studies in New York that 
the West had lost the battle in Bosnia-Hercegovina. According to Volten, there was 'no longer any 
sense from a strategic perspective in achieving victory in a ‘sideshow’.' It was more important to force 
Serbia to its knees and dictate a peace at the 'negotiating table'.4152 Retired Brigadier General J.C.A.C. 
De Vogel went even further when, at around the same time, he objected to large-scale intervention. In 
his view, the state of Bosnia-Hercegovina had 'virtually no right to exist, so the question is whether 
there is any point in sustaining this fiction'.4153

In his initial response to the Vance-Owen plan, Hans Sandee of the Eastern Europe Bureau at 
the Department of Foreign Affairs wrote that the Bosnian Serbs would gain a lot of territory under its 
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allocation scheme. Even though Owen and Vance assumed that the population would return to their 
original homes it was highly questionable whether that would indeed be the case, according to Sandee. 
He also described the fact that the plan made no mention of a central Bosnian government army as an 
'ominous sign'.4154

Brand-new Minister of Foreign Affairs Peter Kooijmans played a major role in determining the 
Dutch attitude towards the plan, which was launched on the same day he took office. Having visited 
the region, Kooijmans felt a strong emotional attachment to the Yugoslavia issue.

 

4155 He believed that 
the international community should be doing more4156 and so in this respect – despite the original, 
somewhat different outlook expressed during his introductory meeting with Van Walsum (see Chapter 
8) – continued to follow the line taken by his predecessor, Hans van den Broek, 'with complete 
conviction'.4157 At the press conference to mark his appointment, the new Minister was asked what he 
regarded as the biggest problem in his new job. ‘My biggest problem is Yugoslavia,’ he replied, little 
realizing how deeply that remark would come to burden his period in office. During his 18 months at 
Foreign Affairs, the media would constantly remind Kooijmans of that comment.4158 His attitude 
towards the Vance-Owen plan was determined in part by his difficulty in accepting that frontiers were 
gaining in significance in Eastern Europe and multi-ethnicity was becoming a thing of the past there. A 
few months before becoming Minister of Foreign Affairs, Kooijmans had described it as an 'absurdity' 
that, 'whilst we in Western Europe in many ways regard borders as out of date, people in the other part 
of Europe are shutting themselves off from one another'.4159

In his efforts to achieve a just peace, Kooijmans was very inclined to listen to what the Bosnian 
government thought of the plan. ‘The Bosnians were against and you have to listen to the people who 
have got to live with it,’ he told Norbert Both in a May 1997 interview. ‘We were in close touch with 
them.’

 

4160 In the same interview, Kooijmans also claimed that in Washington the Dutch government 
had urged military intervention as an alternative to the Vance-Owen plan. With the help of American 
troops, he said, it would be possible to obtain a more favourable map for the Muslims and the 
reintegration of Bosnia.4161 According to Both, the Dutch government would only embrace the Vance-
Owen plan at the beginning of May, by which time it was virtually dead, and would then become 'a 
staunch advocate'.4162 Both's evidence is drawn partly from Owen, who in his written memoirs of his 
time as a mediator ascribed great significance to Dutch moral indignation. According to Owen, the 
Dutch government had a major responsibility for torpedoing the plan, among other things by the 
pressure put on Washington from The Hague.4163 The Dutch responded to this claim with surprise: 
Owen's criticism was too flattering for a country like the Netherlands with limited international 
influence.4164

'To some degree the Netherlands had carried responsibility for the continuation 
of war, the reduced solidarity between EC member states and the diminished 
credibility of the ICFY [the international conference on Yugoslavia]… Dutch 

 But Both agreed with the British mediator: 

                                                 

4154 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Memorandum DEU to Kooijmans, 05/01/92 (should be: 05/01/93), no. 7/93. 
4155 Femke Halsema, ‘Kleine stapjes. Het pragmatisch optimisme van Peter Kooijmans’ ('Small steps. Peter Kooijmans' 
pragmatic optimism'), de Helling, 9(1996)3, p. 6. 
4156 Interview H.A. Schaper, 10/04/00. 
4157 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
4158 Interview B. Hiensch, 13/07/00. See, for example, Rob Meines, ‘Europa verlamd door doemdenken over Joegoslavië’ 
('Europe paralysed by defeatism over Yugoslavia'), NRC Handelsblad, 15/02/93. 
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4161 Both, Indifference, p. 155. 
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4164 Both, Indifference, p. 152. 
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policy encouraged the Bosnian government – with whom the Dutch were in 
constant touch – to refuse acceptance of the VOPP [Vance Owen peace plan] 
at a stage where their hold on east Bosnian land was still considerable. The 
Dutch attitude also awarded a degree of European legitimacy to the American 
opposition to the plan.’4165 And, ‘Bosnian-Dutch-American opposition proved 
the death knell for the VOPP.’4166

The problem with these criticisms by Both is that they are based mainly upon interviews conducted 
after the event. He himself notes that the Dutch government did not voice its criticism publicly at the 
time.

 

4167 This is an inaccurate assessment in two respects. Firstly, the Dutch government certainly did 
make its views about the plan known, and secondly it soon dropped what limited criticism there was, 
like that formulated by Sandee. Kooijmans would defend Vance-Owen through thick and thin in the 
Dutch parliament. Both's comment that the Dutch government changed from being a fervent 
opponent of the plan to 'a staunch advocate' at the beginning of May also cuts no ice. In a conversation 
with Warren Christopher on 7 May (see below), Kooijmans concluded that implementation of the 
peace plan was no longer a priority. In the view of Both, he could therefore not have been 'a staunch 
advocate' for very long.4168 In reality, the Dutch government very soon reached the conclusion that 
there may have been a lot to find fault with in Vance-Owen but that – at the time – it was the 'least 
worse' solution.4169

On 8 January 1993 it was announced in the Dutch government that a 'decisive peace effort' 
would be made in Geneva on Sunday, 10 January. The results of those negotiations were expressed in 
pessimistic terms. It had been decided in advance that any failure would be the fault of the Serbs, not 
the Muslims. And if that happened the UN Security Council would again debate the enforcement of the 
existing no-fly zone. On the same day the government discussed the Memorandum of Priorities 
without – at least according to the objectivized minutes – making any mention of the current situation 
in the former Yugoslavia or the dispatch of Dutch troops to the region.

 

4170

On 25 January 1993 the Dutch Parliament informed the National Assembly that it regarded 'full 
and unconditional' acceptance of the Vance-Owen plan by all sides as being 'of essential importance'. 
'Only acceptance of this plan,' stated the government, 'and its implementation in the field can 
contribute to a lasting solution being found.'

 

4171 The government also used this occasion to declare that 
it was prepared in principle to allow Dutch F-16 fighter aircrafts to take part in an operation to enforce 
the no-fly zone over Bosnia-Hercegovina, which was not being observed at the time. 'In this case, for 
the government credibility is of major consideration,' continued its statement, 'especially now that the 
United Nations is taking on an increasing role in promoting international peace and security.'4172

The first verbal consultations between the new Minister, Kooijmans, and the parliamentary 
foreign affairs and defence committees took place on 28 January 1993. Most MPs appeared to accept 
the Vance-Owen plan, albeit as a recognition of reality rather than as a flawless initiative in its own 
right. None of the parliamentarians was more direct than Van Middelkoop: 

 

'Does this plan not in fact accept the results of the ethnic cleansing in recent 
months? Does it not in fact create homelands for the various ethnic groups? Is 

                                                 

4165 Both, Indifference, p. 160. 
4166 Both, Indifference, p. 175. 
4167 Both, Indifference, p. 155. 
4168 See also Both, Indifference, pp. 158-159. 
4169 Cf. Also ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. Memorandum ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Achtergrond’ ('Former Yugoslavia. 
Background') for Gymnich, 24-25/04/93, 22/04/93. 
4170 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 08/01/93, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
4171 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 31, p. 2. 
4172 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 31, p. 5. 
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this not the introduction of ethnic apartheid into Europe? Does this plan not 
mean abandoning the political effort to restore a status quo ante? On the grounds 
of what international legal morality is this plan acceptable to the government? 
What future value does it have?'4173

The government, however, took the stance that the Vance-Owen plan was the 'only feasible' option at 
that stage and the acceptance of its basic principles by all the parties was 'at least a step in the right 
direction'.

 

4174 According to Kooijmans, the ethnic situation at the beginning of the war could not be 
restored. He also pointed out, rightly, that the plan certainly did not propose full ethnic partition. The 
provinces created would continue to have multi-ethnic populations, which in turn would maintain 
Bosnia-Hercegovina as a state. Moreover, said the Minister, the plan attempted to prevent the 
predominantly Serb provinces annexing themselves to Serbia proper. In other words, the plan tried 'to 
build a bridge between the irreparable status quo ante and the non-recognition of the results of ethnic 
cleansing'.4175

Apart from a modest sign that it took the no-fly zone over Bosnia seriously, the report of this 
meeting with Parliament shows that Kooijmans did not consider the international community to be in a 
position to exert military pressure. Given the stance being adopted by some permanent members of the 
UN Security Council, it was even doubtful whether aggressive enforcement of the no-fly zone as 
supported by the Dutch government was achievable. As a result, after the efforts made by the 
Netherlands in November and December 1992 to establish Safe Areas, Kooijmans had little confidence 
that they would come about quickly. ‘After all,’ he told the meeting of MPs, ‘international ideas about 
safe havens, security zones and the like are still much too fragmented for the international community 
to be able to clench its fist.’

 There was little in those words to reflect the determined opposition which Owen and, in 
his wake, Both claimed to have detected from the Dutch government. 

4176 In a memorandum written to brief Kooijmans for a conversation with 
his German counterpart, Klaus Kinkel, Department of Foreign Affairs official R. (Robert) in den 
Bosch of the Military Co-operation Bureau of the Directorate for Atlantic Co-operation and Security 
Affairs described the likely feasibility of Safe Areas as 'virtually nil'. On the one hand, the military 
situation in Bosnia did not allow for their creation, on the other no country was prepared to supply the 
additional troops needed to enforce them.4177

11. Enforcement or implementation of the peace plan 

 

The Dutch Ministry of Defence agreed to the deployment of F-16s to enforce the no-fly zone – this 
offer had been made public by Minister Ter Beek himself on 12 December. But the department was 
more reserved about any Dutch contribution for the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan. In 
addition to ECMM (European Community Monitor Mission) monitors, signals personnel might be 
available to be dispatched.4178

Kooijmans' pessimism about the potential for enforcing anything, with the possible exception 
of a limited no-fly zone, was well-founded. The chances that the Owen-Vance peace plan could be 
military enforced were small from the outset, because Russia and China opposed any armed 

 However, UNPROFOR's need for such staff would decrease drastically 
with the implementation of a new communications system. 
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intervention against the Serbs and because France and the United Kingdom feared for the safety of 
their 'blue helmets'.4179

The development of military plans to implement Vance-Owen was also hindered by duplication 
and rivalry between the WEU and NATO. The Dutch Permanent Representative to NATO, 
Jacobovits, observed in a telegram sent to his Minister on 28 January 1993 that this duality threatened 
the decisiveness of the Western community because the various governments could play their cards on 
whichever was the most favourable option for them and the Security Council would always seem to 
have a choice between two alternatives: NATO plans and WEU proposals. In particular the French 
government which preferred not to give NATO too great a role repeatedly misused the situation to 
promote the WEU. This had already been the case during the discussions about the safe havens. At the 
NATO Council on 27 January, Jacobovits had urged that the WEU agenda in respect of the peace plan 
be introduced into the NATO consultations as a joint WEU position. He also proposed to Kooijmans 
that decisions of WEU working groups be put to the Union's Permanent Council so that co-ordination 
could take place at that level and the WEU's ad-hoc Yugoslavia group was not constantly submitting 
independent decisions to international fora.

 

4180

These recommendations from Jacobovits came rather late. Two days earlier, on 25 January 
1993, the ad-hoc Yugoslavia group of the WEU had met in Rome. It was then decided to submit its 
plans in respect of the neutralization and protection of Sarajevo in accordance with Vance-Owen to the 
United Nations, European Political Co-operation (EPC) and NATO. It was also agreed that the ad-hoc 
group would hold its last meeting on 1 February. The dissolution of the Contingency Planning Group 
(CPG) was looming, too, since the Permanent Council was demanding a greater role for itself in 
deciding policy.

 

4181 Shortly after that France abandoned the WEU as an instrument: it was dawning on 
Paris that Europe needed the Americans in any approach to the Yugoslav conflict, and that the WEU 
was unsuitable in that context.4182

The possibility of enforcing the peace plan, and the readiness to do so, had now become an 
issue because Owen and Vance had been unable on their own, through negotiations, to achieve its 
acceptance by the warring parties. By early February, therefore, they were seeking support from the UN 
Security Council to enforce it. On 1 February the EC Foreign Ministers publicly expressed their 
support for the Vance-Owen plan at a meeting in Brussels.

 This effectively marked the end of the WEU's role in the war in the 
former Yugoslavia, except in the enforcement of sanctions. 

4183 The EU had not consulted in advance 
with Washington about this standpoint. It was clearly hoping to put pressure upon the Clinton 
Administration, which had not declared itself in favour of the plan. And that pressure was not 
insignificant: the Brussels decision implied that if Washington rejected the plan, it would be accountable 
for the consequences.4184 At the same time any difference in approach to the Yugoslavia question by the 
Western European nations and the United States would create serious tensions in the transatlantic 
relationship. On 31 January, NATO's despairing Secretary-General, Manfred Wörner, had already 
called upon the international community to make it clear to the warring parties in Bosnia that it was 
serious.4185

The new American Administration, however, continued to have doubts about a plan which had 
not been accepted by all sides. Therefore, it put no pressure upon the Bosnian government to adopt it 

 

                                                 

4179 ‘Lot Bosnië in handen van Veiligheidsraad’ ('Bosnia's fate in hands of Security Council'), de Telegraaf, 01/02/93. 
4180 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Jacobovits 129 to Kooijmans, cc. Ter Beek, 28/01/93. 
4181 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Kooijmans to PR WEU and Rome ambassador, 26/01/93, circ. 62. 
4182 Interview A.P.R. Jacobovits de Szeged, 21/09/00. 
4183 Owen CD-ROM, Statement by the EU Council of Foreign Ministers, 01/02/93; ‘Amerikanen halen gewonden op uit 
Bosnische oorlog’ ('Americans collect wounded from Bosnian war'), de Telegraaf, 02/02/93. 
4184 Daalder, Dayton, p. 11. 
4185 K. Koch, ‘Joegoslavië, Oost-Europa en de strategie van neo-containment’ ('Yugoslavia, Eastern Europe and the strategy 
of neocontainment'), Gijs de Vries et al., Continent, pp. 126. 



564 

 

– which, according to Owen, was the necessary step between acceptance by the Croats and pressurizing 
the Serbs. 

Interestingly, it was at exactly this point that Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Andrei 
Kozyrev floated the possibility of limited military intervention. In an interview with the French 
newspaper La Croix, he talked about both enforcement of the no-fly zone and attacks on ground 
targets if international forces were attacked.4186 He also called for sanctions against all parties which 
failed to accept the Vance-Owen plan.4187 On this last point, the Russian government was supporting 
the EC's standpoint against that of the United States. To the government in Moscow, the Vance-Owen 
plan seemed the best guarantee against large-scale intervention against Republika Srpska or Serbia 
itself.4188 Moreover, with a view to nationalist opposition at home it could do Russian president Yeltsin 
no harm to side with Europe so as to show that he was not tied to the United States.4189

On 4 February, during a brief visit to Washington, the German Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Kinkel made an impassioned plea to the new US government to support the Vance-Owen plan. 
However, those he met – Clinton, Christopher, Aspin, Lake and several leading member of Congress – 
were disinclined to do so. Their stated objections to the plan were that it rewarded Serb aggression, 
would be difficult to implement, required a peacekeeping force which would have to be supplied largely 
by the Americans and that that would be unlikely to obtain in a majority in Congress. Moreover, Owen 
had seriously offended them with his anti-American comments.

 

4190

Although the Clinton Administration did not at first come out with any new policy, one was 
being developed behind the scenes. One of Clinton's first acts after entering the White House was to 
ask his National Security Team to revise American policy on Bosnia, because he wanted 'something' 
done against Serb aggression.

 

4191 Perhaps stimulated by the first noises from Russia at the beginning of 
February and by a powerful call from Bonn for the US to back the Vance-Owen plan because there was 
no alternative,4192 on 10 February 1993 Washington finally announced a six-point plan. This sidestepped 
the real question, whether or not to support Vance-Owen. The plan contained little of substance, and 
so marked the start of period of almost two years in which Clinton's policy towards Bosnia consisted 
mainly of rhetorical fireworks, with few actual deeds.4193 Under the six-point plan, the American 
government left open the possibility that it might send troops to Bosnia to monitor the implementation 
of any peace accord, but this would have to be 'a viable agreement containing enforcement provisions', 
acceptable to all sides and allowing for the deployment of a multilateral military force.4194

The American Permanent Representative to NATO, former Undersecretary of State for 
International Security Affairs and Ambassador to Lebanon Reginald Bartholomew, was appointed by 
Washington as a special envoy to assist Vance and Owen. Almost immediately he gained a Russian 
counterpart, Vitaly Churkin, whom Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Kozyrev began using to put 
pressure upon Karadzic to accept the Vance-Owen plan.

 

4195
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 The involvement of both Russia and the 
United States in seeking a solution to the conflict in the former Yugoslavia thus became 
institutionalized. 
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The veiled refusal by Washington to enforce Vance-Owen was followed by a return to the 
severely tried means of finding a solution to the problems in the former Yugoslavia by negotiation. And 
it was now clear that the United States would only back a peace plan if it were acceptable to the 
Bosnian government. And as long as that government believed that it could achieve more success on 
the battlefield than at the negotiating table – as its army's recent victories over the Croats appeared to 
show was possible – it knew that it would be supported in its rejection. Even without American 
intervention, the Sarajevo government had been given carte blanche for intransigence at the negotiating 
table. 

That did not make matters easier for Owen and Vance. It thwarted the three-stage strategy 
under which first the Croats and then the Bosnian government would accept the peace plan. The only 
chance for Owen and Vance to achieve that now would be to make more concessions to the Bosnian 
government.4196 But the more they did that, the less likely it was that their third stage – acceptance by 
the Bosnian Serbs – would be achieved. Whilst the Bosnian Serbs already had a problem with the peace 
plan because they regarded it as denying them the Posavina corridor as a result of the province of 
Bosanski Brod being allocated to the Croats, Owen and Vance now tried to bring the Bosnian 
government on board by offering it a link between province 5 (Tuzla) and the River Sava through the 
same area. This would remove any possibility for the Bosnian Serbs to create a link between 'their' 
provinces along the Posavina corridor through an exchange of territory with the Croats. According to 
Owen, this was in fact the decisive factor in the Serbs' eventual rejection of the plan.4197 When putting 
heavy pressure on the Bosnian Serb leaders to accept the plan on 12 January in Geneva, Milosevic, too, 
had told Owen and Vance that it would only be acceptable to him on the condition that a northern 
corridor be created between the Serb areas.4198

One of the positive aspects of the American six-point plan was that in it the Clinton 
Administration declared itself prepared to enforce the no-fly zone over Bosnia. At the UN, Washington 
now also backed the rapid establishment of the war-crimes tribunal. For the British and French 
governments, though, probably the most important aspect of the six-point plan was that it did not 
include either air strikes or the abolition of the weapons embargo against Bosnia, both ideas which had 
been widely posited in the American capital in recent weeks.

 

4199

Despite the meagre substance of the six-point plan, the Dutch government applauded the 
greater American involvement now that Bartholomew had been appointed to 'help' Vance and Owen. 
The government in The Hague still hoped that a number of US objections to the Vance-Owen plan 
could soon be overcome, because it regarded American support for its implementation as essential.

 

4200 
In reality, however, Bartholomew would primarily act as a lobbyist for Izetbegovic during the talks led 
by Owen and Vance.4201

At a special meeting of NATO Ministers held on 26 February it became clear that, despite the 
six-point plan, the American government still did not know what it wanted. Christopher may have 
stated that Washington was prepared to contribute to monitoring based upon a peace plan, but that 
must still represent 'a just, sustainable and enforceable arrangement' under which Bosnia-Hercegovina 
remained a unitary state. Christopher did not say whether such an American military contribution 
would include ground troops. An invitation to Christopher from Kooijmans to indicate what specific 
objections the Clinton Administration harboured in respect of Vance-Owen met with no success. 
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According to Christopher, the European nations must take the lead in implementing any peace plan, 
and redouble their efforts to that end. For him, the question was whether the Europeans possessed the 
political will to assume their responsibilities with regard to the former Yugoslavia. But Hurd and 
Dumas, continued to take the view that the Western attitude towards Serbia could go no further than 
'persuasion backed by pressure' – with the pressure above all referring to sanctions. They had little time 
for peace enforcement. Dumas, moreover, wanted the peace plan to be implemented by the UN, not 
NATO as the Americans wished.4202

Meanwhile, the talks being led by Owen and Vance in New York barely managed to get off the 
ground. That was due not only to the attitude of the American government, but also to the warring 
parties. President Izetbegovic refused to go to New York to negotiate at the beginning of February, 
sending Silajdzic instead. But, as Owen told the permanent representatives to the UN of the EC 
member states on 4 February, Silajdzic represented a government which was hardly functioning. For 
example, the Prime Minister in the Bosnian government, Mile Akmadzic, was actually a member of the 
Bosnian Croat delegation to the talks.

 

4203 This led to the bizarre situation that he claimed to speak in 
both his capacities – as Bosnian premier and as Croat leader – during the negotiations.4204 Akmadzic 
disputed the decision to send Silajdzic: according to him, the Bosnian government had never debated 
the appointment.4205 On 18 February, Akmadzic challenged Silajdzic's testimony before the European 
Affairs Subcommittee of the US Senate's Foreign Affairs Committee, telling its Chairman, Senator 
Joseph Biden, that Silajdzic might well be Foreign Minister in the Bosnian government but had failed 
properly to represent that government's standpoint. According to Akmadzic, Silajdzic represented only 
the Bosnian Muslims whereas the government had appointed a delegation made up of two Muslims, 
two Croats and two Serbs to represent it in contacts and negotiations abroad. Akmadzic also used the 
occasion to point out that Izetbegovic's term as President had expired on 20 December. And although 
he had extended that term under the State of Emergency, according to Akmadzic the prerogative to do 
so rested not with him as President but solely with the Presidium. So, just as Silajdzic did not speak for 
the government, so Izetbegovic did not speak for the Presidium, of which in any case he was under 
normal circumstances only the primus inter pares. In his letter to Biden, Akmadzic apologized for having 
to be so 'blunt' at a time when the Muslims in Bosnia were suffering so much, but nevertheless asked 
that the letter be distributed to Biden's Senate colleagues. He also requested Boutros-Ghali to circulate 
the letter in the General Assembly of the United Nations so as to make it clear there that, whilst the 
Bosnian government supported the peace process being conducted by Owen and Vance, it did not 
speak with one voice in the negotiations.4206

Owen, meanwhile, now had the feeling that not only did Silajdzic not really represent his own 
government, he did not reflect the feelings of the majority of Muslims, either. According to Owen, 
Silajdzic , together with Ganic was one of the 'hardliners' who did not want the war to end and who did 
not shrink from provoking Serb attacks on Muslims, hospitals, journalists, and so on.

 

4207 In any case, 
Silajdzic had little more to say than that his government was not prepared to negotiate as long as heavy 
weapons were not put under supervision and humanitarian corridors were not opened. And Silajdzic 
was no longer available to the negotiators from 5 February. Then the Bosnian Serbs abandoned the 
talks on 11 February, with Karadzic claiming that they were pointless if Izetbegovic failed to attend.4208

                                                 

4202 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Jacobovits NATO to Kooijmans, no. 336, 26/02/93. 

 
And on 19 February Owen and Vance had their last meeting for the time being with the Bosnian Croat 

4203 UN, S/25050, Appendix I. 
4204 Owen CD-ROM, 'Lord Owen’s report from New York of 6 February on progress of Vance-Owen-plan'. See also 
ibidem, 'Meeting in Sarajevo between Co-Chairmen and President Izetbegovic and Akmadzic, 20/01/93'. 
4205 Owen CD-ROM, 'Report from Lord Owen from New York on 5 February on meeting with EC Ambassadors on 
Vance-Owen Peace Plan; S/25100, par. 21. 
4206 UN, A47/899 en S/25360. 
4207 Owen CD-ROM, 'Report from Lord Owen from New York on 5 February on meeting with EC Ambassadors on 
Vance-Owen Peace Plan. See also ibidem, 'Personal telegram from Lord Owen to Sir Robert Renwick, 29/01/93'. 
4208 ‘Karadzic verlaat vredesbesprekingen New York’ ('Karadzic leaves peace talks in New York'), ANP, 12/02/93, 01:47. 
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delegation.4209 By now the position of the mediators had been further weakened by Vance's 
announcement on 16 February that he would be stepping down as Co-Chairman of the Yugoslavia 
Conference within a few weeks. He had originally wanted to leave at the end of February, but said that 
he would not turn his back on the talks at such a crucial time. On the other hand, he said that he could 
stay not stay on forever.4210

12. Conclusion 

 Which, of course, was only human. 

Owen and Vance's plan for peace in Bosnia-Hercegovina was an attempt to combine peace with justice 
by countering the faits accomplis of ethnic cleansing as far as possible. It was a clever construction of the 
diplomatic drawing board, but one which proved difficult to explain in practice. Both the Bush and the 
Clinton administrations, as well as many commentators, saw it as an acceptance of Serb conquests and 
ethnic cleansing. That was not only a consequence of the plan's less than successful presentation, 
particularly by Owen, but also derived from the limited practical feasibility of the proposals. Most 
governments were careful not to say openly that they could or would not commit troops to enforce the 
plan, but that was probably the reality of the situation. The US government, which would have had to 
contribute significant ground forces, in particular were not eager to do so. At the same time it was clear 
that Europe would be unable to force a solution in Bosnia without American participation. It was 
unfortunate timing that the Vance-Owen plan was launched two-and-a-half weeks before the 
inauguration of a new US president who had announced categorically that domestic policy would be his 
priority. 

The new American government demonstrated its immaturity in international politics by, on the 
one hand, keeping the Bosnian government's hopes of military intervention alive and so torpedoing 
Owen-Vance, and on the other hand proposing no real alternative to it. Owen and Vance thus felt 
themselves compelled to persuade the Bosnian government – which was increasingly becoming a 
purely Muslim one – by making a concession with regard to the Posavina corridor. However 
unsophisticated the realization by the leaders of Republika Srpska that they must have concrete 
territorial policy objectives and achieve these at the negotiating table may have been, it was beyond 
dispute that any summation of Bosnian Serb war aims would include the strategically important 
Posavina corridor. The original proposal from Vance and Owen may have allocated that corridor to the 
Croats, but the Serbs could always live in hope of gaining control of the Sava Valley through an 
exchange of territory. 

When the Bosnian government was also offered a corridor through the region, thus creating a 
double barrier to the connection of Serb areas, Owen and Vance's proposals to all intents and purposes 
became unacceptable to the Bosnian Serbs. Owen and Vance would be able to continue negotiating for 
a few more months, but with little hope of achieving any results. Meanwhile, the American and Russian 
governments had also come to the negotiating table in the persons of Bartholomew and Churkin. It 
was still far from clear whether their presence would be a blessing or a curse. 

For the time being the new Dutch Minister for Foreign Affairs, Peter Kooijmans – who 
appeared to being strongly emotionally involved with developments in the former Yugoslavia – looked 
on. He and the Dutch government did not, as Owen claimed, and in his wake Both, torpedo the 
Vance-Owen plan. At the time he regarded it as the most feasible and a step in the right direction. 
Meanwhile, Kooijmans observed that, of the two tactics which had been widely discussed since late 
1992, only enforcement of the no-fly zone still had any chance of immediate success. The 
establishment of Safe Areas, despite the support it had received from the women's movement in the 

                                                 

4209 Owen CD-ROM, 'Speaking Notes for Mr Vance at Informal Consultations of Security Council,  
3/02/93'. 
4210 ‘Vance wil binnen enkele weken uit Joegoslavië-overleg stappen’ ('Vance wants to leave Yugoslavia talks within weeks'), 
ANP, 17/02/93, 02:04; ‘Vance van plan snel af te treden’ ('Vance plans to step down soon'), Het Parool, 17/02/93. 
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wake of the widespread rapes in Bosnia, still seemed a very long way off. However, it did not in fact 
take long before one safe haven of a sort was created – Srebrenica. 
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Chapter 10 
Srebrenica under siege 

1. Interdepartmental coordination 
At the end of February 1993 NATO had plans for an international force of approximately 50,000 
troops to remain stationed in Bosnia for ten years if the Vance-Owen peace plan was to be 
implemented. ‘Not an appealing prospect,’ was Theo Koelé’s opinion in Trouw.  

‘What politician readily decides to place human lives in the balance for a period 
of ten years or longer? The risks are considerable, the objectives unclear. It is 
doubtful whether peacekeeping – maintaining the peace – will suffice. Will 
these troops not rapidly have to move to enforcing peace – using violence to 
achieve peace?4211

On 28 February Minister Kooijmans was a guest at a Yugoslavia meeting held by the PvdA (Labour) in 
the Reehorst in Ede. According to press reports, when questioned by the foreign affairs editor of De 
Volkskrant, Anet Bleich, the CDA (Christian Democrats) government minister painted a gloomy 
picture of the potential for a UN-sponsored military intervention to halt the war. In order for the 
deployment of military force to be meaningful, he felt that there should first be a peace plan which was 
acceptable to all the parties involved. Once such a plan was in place, Dutch soldiers should also 
participate in any intervention, which could continue until 2000. In stating this, the Minister actually did 
not reveal more than what had been discussed at the NATO Council meeting on 26 February. In 
addition, Kooijmans announced that the Dutch government would offer the UN the opportunity to 
host the Yugoslavia tribunal in The Hague.

 

4212

B. (Bert) Kreemers, a spokesperson for Minister Ter Beek, later accorded Kooijmans’ 
statements far greater political clout than that which they originally carried. According to Kreemers, the 
Minister had indicated that he supported a “substantial, lengthy deployment” of additional Dutch troops 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina.

 

4213 As Kreemers conceded, his statements drew hardly any attention in the 
press. The articles that were published on the matter reported his announcement of the possible 
establishment of the tribunal in The Hague. Actually, they did not consider this to be newsworthy.4214

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs bore primary responsibility for foreign policy, including that 
pertaining to security.

 
Kreemers apparently noticed the mood developing between the Ministers of Defence and Foreign 
Affairs and their respective departments with regard to the deployment of troops in Bosnia. 

4215 The Ministry of Defence was mainly responsible for the establishment, 
maintenance and operation of the armed forces. In the past it had disrespectfully been said that the 
Defence Department’s only raison d’etre was to mind the hardware shop or alternatively ‘the boys and 
their toys’.4216

                                                 

4211 Theo Koelé, ‘Vlag met Navo-ster wappert nog lang niet boven Bosnië’ (Prospect of a flag flying the NATO star over 
Bosnia is still a long way off), Trouw, 26/02/93. 

 Thus the Foreign Affairs Department traditionally occupied itself with security policy 

4212 ‘Tribunaal kan in Den Haag. Kooijmans biedt aan oorlogsmisdaden Bosnië hier te vervolgen’ (Tribunal may be hosted 
in The Hague: Kooijmans offers to try Bosnian war crimes here), Trouw, 01/03/93; ‘VN-tribunaal over oorlog Joegoslavië 
kan in Den Haag’ (UN Yugoslavia war tribunal can be hosted in The Hague), de Volkskrant, 01/03/93; ‘Den Haag mogelijk 
standplaats oorlogstribunaal Joegoslavië’ (The Hague is possible site for Yugoslavia war tribunal), ANP, 28/02/93, 6.07 pm. 
4213 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 14; W. Joustra, ‘Vredeshandhaving in Bosnië legt zware claim op 
krijgsmacht’ (Peacekeeping in Bosnia makes heavy demands on armed forces), de Volkskrant, 10/03/93. 
4214 Interview B. Kreemers, 16/04/99. 
4215 cf. Van Eenennaam, Kruisraketten, pp. 36-37. 
4216 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 167; cf. De Ruiter, quoted in: Van Eenennaam, Kruisraketten, p. 37; Berghorst, News, p. 26. 
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abroad, including matters pertaining to defence. The Minister of Foreign Affairs was very much 
inclined to express a desire on the part of the Netherlands to assert itself internationally and the 
country’s willingness to play a role in promoting international security and the legal order. However, at 
the time of the discussion about the modernization of NATO’s medium-range weapons in September 
1981, Van der Stoel, the then Foreign Minister, and his colleague, Defence Minister Van Mierlo, had 
acknowledged ‘the interwoven activities in the field of arms control and defence, and the impact their 
decisions had on each other’s field of operation’. They concluded that they therefore bore a ‘joint and 
special responsibility … for closely coordinated policy’ in the field of international security. Since then 
the Ministry of Defence has increasingly stressed the shared responsibility of the Defence and Foreign 
Affairs Departments for policy on security, where both departments were of course able to place their 
unique emphasis.4217 Because the Foreign Affairs Department never really subscribed to this concept, in 
the 1990s the various Defence ministers and their officials still found it ‘necessary to underline their 
joint responsibility with some regularity’.4218

In the first place, the Minister of Defence needed to ascertain whether it was also possible for 
the Netherlands to achieve the objectives of its security policy with the military resources it had at its 
disposal. Moreover, he was responsible for the safety of the troops.

 

4219 This responsibility was not 
borne by the government ministers and officials of the Foreign Affairs Department. For example, Ter 
Beek was under the impression that, in the course of international consultations, the Foreign Affairs 
department had ‘a natural predisposition to offer a squad of soldiers if at all possible’ for the greater 
honour and glory of the Netherlands.4220 Or, in the words of the head of the Military History Section, 
P.H. Kamphuis, ‘…while the Defence Department pondered the risks to which its own personnel were 
exposed, the nation’s diplomatic corps seemed to be evolving into a travelling salesman in soldiers’.4221 
As a result officials of the Defence and Foreign Affairs departments sometimes engaged in ‘ intense 
discussions’ about the restrained approach adopted by the Ministry of Defence, in the process of which 
Ter Beek and the officials in his Ministry put it to their colleagues in the Foreign Affairs department 
that they would not need to provide families with explanations if body bags were to return4222 The rift 
between the Foreign Affairs and Defence departments was thus partly due to the distinction between 
foreign and domestic policy. The position adopted by the Parliament was of paramount importance to 
the Department of Defence. Parliament had to be reassured. It was there that support had to be 
nurtured for its policy. In fact, the Foreign Affairs Department did not ignore the question of potential 
casualties in its deliberations. Here too, some officials found the willingness to act in relation to 
Yugoslavia ‘ghastly’ at times. Dutch diplomats also wondered sometimes how settled public opinion 
would remain if body bags were to return.4223 Another source of friction between the Foreign Affairs 
and Defence ministries lay in the fact that the armed forces were being restructured, which made it 
often difficult to find units that could be deployed. It was all too easy for inability on the part of the 
Defence Department to be interpreted as unwillingness by Foreign Affairs officials, who saw military 
deployment as a means of enabling the Netherlands to count for something on the international 
stage.4224

                                                 

4217 See also Berghorst, News, pp. 26-27. 

 This was linked to the fact that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was particularly taken with 
operations involving NATO, while this was less pronounced in the case of the Department of Defence. 
Maintaining political contact with NATO was primarily the responsibility of the Ministry of Foreign 

4218 DAB. VN algemeen, memorandum from De Winter to the Minister, 05/10/98. Also the interview with J. de Winter, 
20/07/00. 
4219 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 49. 
4220 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
4221 P.H. Kamphuis reviewing R. ter Beek, Manoeuvreren. ‘Herinneringen aan Plein 4’, Amsterdam 1996, in Bijdragen en 
Mededelingen betreffende de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, 114 (1999)1, p. 166. 
4222 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 176 and p. 205; interviews A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99 and F.J.J. Princen, 08/01/98. 
4223 Interviews A.P. van Walsum, 12/07/00 and H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. See also the interviews with R. Swartbol 
on 24/02/99 and 08/07/00. 
4224 Interview R. Swartbol, 24/02/99. 
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Affairs. In addition, NATO traditionally preferred a large-scale approach, whereas both pressure to cut 
costs and concern for its personnel meant that the Defence Department was more inclined to opt for a 
peacekeeping operation that required the commitment of fewer resources and reduced the chance of 
casualties amongst its own troops. Moreover, the Defence Ministry’s Directorate of General Policy 
Matters (Dutch abbreviation DAB) felt that there was a much smaller chance of a reversal of 
international developments following the Cold War than the Foreign Affairs Department. This is to say 
that the Directorate for General Policy Matters was more inclined to assume that there was no chance 
of a major conflict with Russia for a very long period of time, than the Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs (DAV).4225

In the meantime, as a result of growing Dutch involvement in UN operations, Ter Beek had 
started making numerous foreign trips and developing his own international network. This led to 
something of a ‘jalousie de métier’ in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

 Due to this division of aspirations and responsibilities it 
was almost inevitable that the Foreign Ministry spearheaded the Dutch offer for involvement in 
international military operations, in particular peacekeeping missions, while the Defence Department 
gave the impression that it was applying the brakes. 

4226 Especially the officials from 
the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs, who were the main people within the 
Foreign Affairs Department who maintained contact with Plein 4, and who were said to be Van den 
Broek’s confidants, had to get used to the more assertive approach adopted by the Defence Ministry. 
Moreover, because Ter Beek had abolished the Defence Council, of which the head of the Directorate 
for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs used to be a member, they no longer had direct contact 
with the leaders of the various branches of the armed forces. In principle, Foreign Affairs officials were 
not supposed to deal directly with these branches. Their contact was to be routed through the Ministry 
situated on the Plein. It was only when discussing peacekeeping operations that officials of the Foreign 
Ministry’s Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs and the Directorate for Political 
and UN Affairs (DPV) still had direct contact with Army representatives.4227

At the other end, Foreign Affairs officials viewed the Directorate for General Policy Matters as 
a competitor of their Ministry, a type of Foreign Affairs division within the Ministry of Defence, and 
preferred to deal with the Defence Staff..

  

4228 The view held by the Department of Foreign Affairs 
coincided with how the Directorate of General Policy Matters saw itself, as expressed by Directorate 
for General Policy Matters official, J. de Winter: “Here at the Directorate for General Policy Matters we 
have a rather wide-ranging view as to what we are entitled to do in relation to the Foreign Affairs 
Department, because we feel that we know something about foreign policy and sometimes believe we 
are somewhat more familiar with it. Of course, this is quite arrogant but this is what we feel”.4229

Unlike the situation that prevailed during the Gulf crisis and the Kosovo war, in the first half of 
the 1990s there was no interdepartmental structure comprising officials from the departments of 
General Affairs, Foreign Affairs and Defence in relation to the former Yugoslavia. Minister Van den 
Broek took a step in this direction at the very beginning of the UNPROFOR operation in March 1992 
but this came to naught.

 
However, during the consultations held between the Foreign Affairs and Defence Departments the 
latter always succeeded in presenting a united position, despite any differences in the views held by the 
Defence Staff and the Directorate for General Policy Matters. 

4230

                                                 

4225 Van Brouwershaven, Turbulentie, p. 156 and p. 168. 

 Early in March 1992 Van den Broek had voiced his concerns to his 
colleague, Ter Beek, about ‘the Defence Department’s increasing tendency to go its own way’ in 
relation to policy on defence and security. Ter Beek declared that there were no grounds for concern 

4226 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 224. See also ibid, pp. 36-37. cf. ABZ, Kabinetsarchief, Van den Broek coll. Corr. M/collegae 
1992 (Defence), Van den Broek to Ter Beek, 01/04/92. 
4227 Interviews R. in Den Bosch and F.A.M. Majoor, both on 19/04/00. 
4228 Interview J.M. Vos, 24/06/00. 
4229 Interview J. de Winter, 20 July 2000. 
4230 ABZ, kabinetsarchief: Van den Broek coll. Memorandum from Van den Broek to DGPZ, 06/03/92, no.15/92. 
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but Van den Broek continued to note a tendency on the part of the Ministry of Defence to exclude the 
Foreign Affairs Department from a range of matters in respect of which this ministry was also 
supposed to play a role. On 1 April 1992 he sought from Ter Beek ‘urgent correction, if mutual trust is 
to remain intact, and what is no less important, unity of policy’.4231

In the interim, the Ministry of Defence had assigned the Chief of Defence Staff responsibility 
for interdepartmental coordination and the Deputy Chief of Operations, and Command and 
Information Systems (SCOSIS) was charged with its implementation. The latter was required to ensure 
that policy was properly coordinated with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, if necessary in cooperation 
with the Directorate for General Policy Matters.

 

4232 However, in practice Foreign Affairs and Defence 
officials worked together on an ad hoc and personal basis.4233 For example, consultations were held 
about the substance of letters which the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Defence jointly sent to 
parliament, which was virtually always the case in connection with the (former) Yugoslavia.4234 Only at a 
relatively late stage – at the end of 1993 – was a representative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
admitted to the daily briefings of the Defence Crisis Management Centre in a bunker under the 
Department of Defence. The latter represented a deliberate ploy on the part of the Defence Ministry to 
gain a tighter grip on policymaking than had been the case during the Gulf War, when Foreign Affairs 
officials exercised considerable influence through the Gulf Team due to a lack of structure in the 
Defence Department.4235

Feeble attempts made by J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, a council adviser in the General Affairs 
Department who was responsible for policy on foreign affairs and security, to establish some form of 
interdepartmental coordination similar to what had existed during the Gulf War, floundered.

 

4236 
According to Merckelbach, one could point to a further reason for the different interdepartmental 
consultative structures that existed during the Gulf War and the situation in Yugoslavia. The 
Netherlands viewed the Gulf conflict as a war, whereas the Yugoslavian armed conflict ‘merely’ 
amounted to participation in peacekeeping operations. Such operations did not constitute a crisis and 
only became one at the time of the attack on Srebrenica in July 1995.4237

2. No willingness to enforce the Vance-Owen plan  

 

On 2 March 1993 Minister Kooijmans pointed out to the Parliament’s Committee for Emancipation 
Affairs that the international community was still not willing to embark on a military intervention in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. In particular, the USA insisted that this would need to be preceded by a 
potentially enforceable solution. In addition, a risk analysis would need to be conducted before any 
military intervention, according to the Minister.4238

                                                 

4231 ABZ, kabinetsarchief: Van den Broek coll. Van den Broek to Ter Beek, 01/04/92. 

 Nevertheless, in the first week of March there again 
appeared to be reason for optimism about the discussions held by Owen and Vance. Close 
consultations took place in New York covering the peace plan presented by the two mediators. With 
the support of Clinton’s deputy security adviser, Sandy Berger, Vance and Owen held discussions with 
Izetbegovic, Karadzic and Boban. On 3 March Izetbegovic signed the military component of the 
agreement, with the result that Owen and Vance now had seven of the nine signatures required for the 
plan. Only those of Izetbegovic and Karadzic were still missing below the map. At the same time the 

4232 DS. Memorandum from Van den Breemen to Ter Beek and Van Voorst tot Voorst, 19/03/93, S92/139/1056; Marstaf. 
Exh. 24/04/92, no. S14806/4431, Notes on information processing and Defence Staff coordination during the impending 
peace missions in Cambodia and Yugoslavia, 20/03/92. 
4233 For example, interviews B.J. van Eenennaam on 22/08/00 and J.M. Vos on 24/06/00; BSG. Van den Heuvel to Istha, 
02/04/92, V-350/92. 
4234 See the TK document series no. 22181. 
4235 Interview K.J.R. Klompenhouwer, 20/01/00. 
4236 Interview K.J.R. Klompenhouwer, 20/01/00. 
4237 Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00. 
4238 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 43, p. 9. 
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military staff at the NATO Headquarters in Brussels were drawing up plans for a peacekeeping force, 
which was to be deployed as soon as the plan was accepted. On 3 March senior NATO officials 
gathered in New York to consult leading UN administrators, such as the Undersecretary-General 
Annan, Lieutenant General Nambiar, Brigadier General Baril and the Boutros-Ghali’s deputy military 
adviser, Colonel Purola.4239

On Saturday 6 March, the negotiations being conducted with Izetbegovic in New York were 
suspended until the end of the following week. If he were to follow the Croats and also agree to the 
overall peace plan proposed by Owen and Vance, also the map, then it would subsequently be possible 
for the international community to exert considerable pressure on the Bosnian Serbs to do the same. In 
this connection, a crucial role had since been set aside for the government in Moscow. It would need to 
induce Milosevic, who would himself probably no longer be willing to bear the yoke of sanctions 
(possibly more severe) on account of the Bosnian Serbs, to exert so much pressure on the latter that 
they would also agree to the peace plan.

 In the meantime NATO Secretary-General Worner held discussions on the 
same subject with Warren Christopher. 

4240

A fresh development occurred at the beginning of March when Boutros-Ghali appeared to 
drop his objections to the use of force to execute the peace agreement

 

4241 and even thought of having 
the Vance-Owen plan implemented by a green-helmeted multinational force led by the Americans. 
Apparently, Boutros-Ghali saw this as an opportunity both to rid himself of the problem of Yugoslavia, 
which he believed was a millstone around the UN’s neck, and to avoid a major item of expenditure on 
the UN budget.4242 On 7 March 1993 the UN Secretary-General announced during a broadcast by the 
American television station, ABC: “Our objective is to secure the withdrawal of the Serbs and, if they 
fail to do so, we will have to take any measures that may be necessary.”4243 On the same day Berger 
declared that the US was prepared to join a peacekeeping force and perhaps even commit ground 
troops. The intention appeared to be to persuade Izetbegovic to put his signature below the map of the 
Vance-Owen plan by undertaking to despatch a considerable UN military force. Sixteen NATO 
countries were to provide the core of the peacekeeping troops, which would have to silence the Serbian 
artillery with force if need be.4244 The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not allow the world to wait 
long in anticipation of learning what the Netherlands’ position would be in such a case. On 4 March a 
spokesperson for the department declared that if the Security Council decided in favour of military 
intervention, the Netherlands would make a contribution.4245 When Minister Kooijmans spoke to 
Boutros-Ghali on 31 March, the latter still seemed to prefer outsourcing the implementation of the 
Vance-Owen plan to NATO. However, France in particular wanted a UN operation.4246

On 8 March Owen held a press conference in Brussels which was widely covered in the Dutch 
press. According to Owen, no country in the world was prepared to use military force to compel the 
Serbs to sign a peace agreement. If such an agreement was to be reached, a substantial international 
force would be required of between forty and one hundred thousand heavily armed troops. This was 
because the light armoured vehicles which the UN troops currently used, did not offer protection 

 

                                                 

4239 DS. Memorandum from Van den Breemen to Ter Beek, 9/03/93, SN93/216/1484. 
4240 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. COREU, 07/04/93, cpe/lon 268; COREU, 17/04/93, cpe/pres/cop 848. 
4241 ‘VN-chef pleit voor harde actie Bosnië’ (UN leader calls for tough action in Bosnia), de Telegraaf, 04/03/93; ‘VN-chef 
Boutros-Ghali wil meer risico’s nemen’ (UN leader Boutros-Ghali wants to take more risks), Haagsche Courant, 04/03/93; 
Nicole Lucas, ‘Amerikaanse actie te laat voor Cerska’ (American action too late for Cerska), Trouw, 04/03/93; ‘Geweld voor 
Bosnië’ (Force for Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 04/03/93. 
4242 Owen CD-ROM: Notes of Lord Owen’s reaction to the UN Secretary-General’s attitude towards implementing the 
Vance-Owen Plan, 03/03/93. See also ABZ, DPV/ARA/01813. Biegman 234 to Kooijmans, 11/03/92. 
4243 Oscar Garschagen, ‘VN en NAVO’ vijftigduizend man naar Bosnië’ (UN and NATO: fifty thousand troops to Bosnia), 
de Volkskrant, 08/03/93. 
4244 J. Klaassen, ‘Nederlandse deelname aan vredesmacht twijfelachtig’ (Dutch participation in peacekeeping force doubtful), 
de Volkskrant, 09/03/93. 
4245 ‘VN-chef pleit voor harde actie Bosnië’, de Telegraaf, 04/03/93. 
4246 ABZ, DOA/ARA/00017, Kooijmans 75 to PV New York, 01/04/93. 



574 

 

against mortar fire.4247 De Telegraaf noted that, in view of the fact that no international support was 
forthcoming to enforce a peace plan against the Serbs’ will, it remained ‘uncertain for the time being’ 
what should be done. ‘This would mark the materialization of the greatest danger facing a UN mission 
in one form or another, namely, confusion about its mandate.’4248 Following EC consultations with 
Owen, Kooijmans was hesitant in his reply to questions about the possibility of the Netherlands 
participating in a military force designed to impose peace. The Minister declared that it was not him but 
the government who would decide this.4249

De Volkskrant seemed to know more because on the morning of 9 March it reported that it was 
‘doubtful’ whether the Netherlands would be part of such a peacekeeping force.

 

4250 The demand would 
mainly be for ground troops and, after deploying marines in Cambodia, the Netherlands would not 
have any more soldiers available. In addition, difficulties were apparently encountered in the same 
month in efforts to assemble sufficient troops to send the third and final battalion of marines to 
Cambodia.4251

3. The Parliament debate of 9 March 1993 

 

Against this background, the Parliament conducted an exceptionally interesting plenary debate on 9 
March 1993. It had not invited Minister Ter Beek to join this debate, although the ministers of Foreign 
Affairs and Defence almost always acted jointly in matters relating to Yugoslavia.4252 This omission 
probably had something to do with the fact that the Parliamentary Committee for Defence was paying 
a visit to Dutch troops in Cambodia from 1 to 10 March. However, prior to the debate Kooijmans had 
already arranged with Ter Beek to itemise the possible ways in which the Netherlands could contribute 
to a UN peacekeeping force, which would need to be assembled if the peace plan were to be 
accepted.4253

This was the first time that Minister Kooijmans spoke in a plenary parliamentary debate about 
the former Yugoslavia. The Members of Parliament concluded that there appeared to be an impasse in 
the peace talks headed by Owen and Vance. The restrained approach adopted by the American 
government under Clinton, who had hinted at intervention during his election campaign, was 
particularly disappointing to them. In addition, the debate was strongly influenced by the statement 
made by Boutros-Ghali shortly beforehand, which the Parliament interpreted as a plea for the 
deployment of troops to impose peace. 

 

Eisma anticipated that the Netherlands would only be able to make a modest contribution to 
any international peacekeeping force that might be established, if at all: ‘This situation teaches us that 
we should adopt a more modest approach in the future. Modesty becomes a small country such as the 
Netherlands, which has little to offer.’4254

                                                 

4247 Theo Koelé, ‘EG-bemiddelaar: nu nog geen interventie in Bosnië’ (EC intermediary: no intervention in Bosnia yet), 
Trouw, 09/03/93; J. Klaassen, ‘Nederlandse deelname aan vredesmacht twijfelachtig’, de Volkskrant, 09/03/93. 

 Such cautious statements were lost on F.W. Weisglas, who 
spoke on behalf of the VVD (Liberals). Weisglas availed himself of the opportunity to make much of 
his irritation about the situation pertaining to the former Yugoslavia. According to him, endless 
negotiations were being held and the only thing to show for them was the powerlessness of the 
international community in the face of the violence and violation of human rights being perpetrated by 

4248 ‘Owen tegen geweld bij afdwingen vrede’ (Owen against using force to achieve peace), de Telegraaf, 09/03/93. 
4249 Wio Joustra, ‘Vredeshandhaving in Bosnië legt zware claim op krijgsmacht’ (‘Peacekeeping in Bosnia makes heavy 
demands on armed forces’), de Volkskrant, 10/03/93. 
4250 J. Klaassen, ‘Nederlandse deelname aan vredesmacht twijfelachtig’, de Volkskrant, 09/03/93. 
4251 ‘Ter Beek wil komende bataljon mariniers voor Cambodja inkrimpen’ (Ter Beek wants to reduce next battalion of 
marines for Cambodia), ANP, 24/03/93, 6 pm. 
4252 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3855, (09/03/93), Van Traa & De Hoop Scheffer. 
4253 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 12/03/93 prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
4254 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3850. 
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the Serbs in the main. Weisglas was also more critical than his fellow party member, Blaauw, had been 
several weeks earlier about the Vance-Owen plan, which he felt amounted to ‘a premium … on the 
violent territorial conquests of the Serbs and subscribed … to the reprehensible principle of ethnic 
homogeneity’.4255 Weisglas produced a veritable litany of complaints. He wondered how one could 
discuss peace with people who could soon be primary suspects in war crimes proceedings. According 
to him, the lack of unanimity within the EC was contrary to the Maastricht agreement on pursuing a 
common foreign policy. The sanctions against Serbia were not effective. The UN troops did not appear 
to be able to protect the aid convoys. Weisglas also suggested that the safety of UN personnel was 
allowed to weigh too heavily.4256

De Hoop Scheffer could not imagine what political objectives would be served by the massive 
military intervention that Weisglas envisaged. He was of the opinion that there was no alternative to the 
Vance-Owen plan. Moreover, large-scale military intervention would not be feasible at an international 
level if it were not based on a peace agreement.

 This summary of irritation led him to conclude ‘that one will not 
achieve anything with half-measures. And we will therefore need to opt for genuine involvement or 
withdrawal’. However, ‘after Auschwitz’, the latter option, which would lead to unbridled human rights 
violations, was no longer acceptable. Weisglas therefore repeated his plea for peace to be imposed in 
Bosnia, which he had made several months earlier when the Foreign Affairs budget had been debated. 
This should be done by NATO acting under the auspices of the UN. In addition, the Dutch 
government would need to draw the logical conclusions from its policy by assisting refugees as far as 
possible in their own region, namely, by establishing ‘safe areas’. 

4257 Nonetheless, what needed to happen was that 
previous agreements should be enforced: the prohibition of flights and economic sanctions. In 
addition, he referred to the establishment of ‘safe havens’ in Eastern Bosnia, for which he believed 
NATO had prepared plans. He called on the government ‘to keep that item on the agenda at any rate. I 
know that there are few countries who agree to this but that does not mean that you should stop 
pressing for it’.4258 According to De Hoop Scheffer, if a peace plan was to be agreed and it needed to be 
‘enforced’ by a large military force, the Netherlands should contribute to this. In a mini-debate with 
Weisglas, De Hoop Scheffer asked the VVD member of Parliament where he wanted to send the large 
contingent of troops he had in mind: ‘Do you send them to Belgrade where Mr Milosevic is running 
the show directly or at any rate indirectly?’4259 Weisglas replied that they should be sent to those places 
where people were suffering most: ‘… to the concentration camps to close them down, to those places 
where refugees are not treated as such, because they are detained. Those are the places which you 
should turn into a safe haven, a Safe Area. That is my primary intention and to achieve it, you will need 
a larger, more extensive military deployment than has been the case until now’.4260

Van Traa was of the opinion that this was not really the dilemma facing Parliament. More 
important was the question whether Parliament felt that force should be used, if necessary, in order to 
secure acceptance of the Vance-Owen plan, which admittedly was not ideal, because he did not 
anticipate that it would be in the interests of the Bosnian Serbs (‘that bunch’ as he referred to them) to 
offer wholehearted collaboration. He advised some restraint: ‘I believe that we should be a bit modest 
in this respect, because in the final analysis the problem is not the extent of the risk we are prepared to 

 De Hoop Scheffer 
agreed with Weisglas in principle but raised the ‘moral dilemma’ as to whether deployment in one camp 
would not have negative implications for people in another camp. 

                                                 

4255 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3852. 
4256 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3853. 
4257 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3854. 
4258 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3854. 
4259 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3856. 
4260 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3856. 
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take but rather that none of the larger countries wish to take any.’4261 It was clear to Van Traa that, if 
the Vance-Owen plan was implemented, it would result in a Safe Haven at the very least.4262

Ultimately, the three largest parties in Parliament agreed on the formula that the Dutch 
government should endeavour to secure an approach which would entail a willingness on the part of 
the United Nations to impose peace, following which the Netherlands would have to make a military 
contribution.

 

4263 Van Traa made a fervent plea for the Dutch government to adopt an active approach. 
He asked Lubbers and Kooijmans also to take the initiative outside formal meetings in Brussels, for 
example, to approach Paris, Bonn, Brussels and Madrid. The PvdA (Labour) member had already given 
up on London: ‘Unfortunately, the United Kingdom is a hopeless case.’4264 Opinions varied when it 
came to the question as to the nature of any Dutch contribution. Weisglas was of the opinion that, if 
necessary, the marines should be transferred from Cambodia to the former Yugoslavia. This idea met 
with major objections. The military felt that it was a foregone conclusion that any ground operations in 
Yugoslavia were a matter for the Army (Chapter 4). De Hoop Scheffer recommended that the absent 
Minister, Ter Beek, consider the possibility of an armoured infantry battalion, for example the first 
battalion of the Airmobile Brigade. Later De Hoop Scheffer announced that he had indeed discussed 
this idea with his parliamentary party first but had not discussed it with anyone else.4265 However, his 
colleague, De Kok, who was replaced by De Hoop Scheffer during this debate, held the view that De 
Hoop Scheffer ‘had not come up with this idea himself. He must have done so in consultation with the 
minister’.4266

4. Pressure to deploy a ‘grossly exorbitant showpiece’ 

 

Prior to the summer of 1992 the media had raised the idea of deploying the Airmobile Brigade in 
Yugoslavia on a number of occasions (Chapter 6). The Airmobile Brigade represented that part of the 
1991 White Paper on Defence which was to guarantee not only the reduction of Army spending but 
also its simultaneous modernization. At the time the 1991 White Paper on Defence was dealt with the 
permanent Parliamentary Committee on Defence had unanimously agreed to the Airmobile Brigade, 
although it seriously questioned several investments at the time and later on, and expressly reserved its 
judgement on the purchase of heavily armed military helicopters for the brigade. The minister and the 
Army therefore knew that Parliament’s watchful eye would be focussed on them where this brigade was 
concerned. For example, every six months the minister and his junior minister were required to report 
to Parliament on the progress made in establishing the brigade and the costs involved.4267

The substantial costs which the Airmobile Brigade accounted for had already been frequently 
seized upon by Oostlander, one of the foremost proponents of military intervention in Bosnia, in order 
to question the actual benefit that the brigade represented to the Netherlands. According to him, the 

  

                                                 

4261 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3857; emphasis added. 
4262 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3858. 
4263 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3857. 
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4265 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, 09/03/93, p. 3855; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.G. de Hoop Scheffer, 29/05/00, 
p. 176. 
4266 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 122. 
4267 Wio Joustra, ‘Kamer twijfelt aan tijdig gereedkomen brigade’ (Parliament doubts timely readiness of brigade), de 
Volkskrant, 06/02/92; ‘Ter Beek mag van Kamer doorgaan met luchtbrigade’ (Parliament gives Ter Beek green light for 
Airmobile Brigade), de Volkskrant, 07/02/92; Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Kamer heeft twijfels over luchtbrigade: stapsgewijze 
goedkeuring’ (Parliament has doubts about Airmobile Brigade: step-by-step approval), NRC Handelsblad, 06/02/92; ‘Kamer 
voortaan sneller ingelicht over luchtbrigade’ (Parliament to be informed sooner about Airmobile Brigade from now on), 
NRC Handelsblad, 07/02/92; M. van den Doel, ‘De luchtmobiele brigade dreigt nu al vleugellam te raken’ (The airborne 
brigade is already in danger of losing its wings now), NRC Handelsblad, 12/03/92. See also TK, 1991-1996, 22 327, nos. 1-
39. 
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Dutch Ministry of Defence would have been better off spending this money ‘on the establishment of a 
Franco-German fanfare’.4268

‘Now this raises the very simple question as to why we really need that 
prohibitively expensive Airmobile Brigade, that showpiece of the restructuring 
of the Netherlands armed forces. The official justification is crisis prevention. 
Van den Broek views this … differently. It is also clear that after Yugoslavia 
this brigade will never be deployed in a similar conflict because the risks are too 
great. All that money, all that money is being spent on the perpetuation of 
pretences which, when push comes to shove, we dare not live up to.’

 The political scientist and columnist, Koen Koch thought much the same: 

4269

Once the Airmobile Brigade had been included in the White Paper on Defence, the Army also began to 
doubt the usefulness of what was seen to be ‘the showpiece’ of the Defence Department and the 
Army.

 

4270 Some people felt that the airborne concept was already obsolete before it was implemented. 
They pointed out that it really represented a Cold War approach.4271 The Airmobile Brigade was 
designed to be flown in after an incursion of tanks in a major conflict, following which they were 
supposed to halt the attack until other units arrived. Airmobile troops would only be able to hold out 
for a brief period of time in view of their own limited protection.4272 As the Deputy Commander in 
Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army, Couzy was therefore in favour of establishing a multifunctional 
brigade in which both an airmobile and a mechanised component would be able to realize their full 
potential. However, Wilmink, the commander, had prevented him from elaborating on this idea. 
Wilmink argued that it had cost enough effort to convince Ter Beek of the benefit of having an 
Airmobile Brigade and that in turn the minister had had to devote a great deal of energy to persuading 
Parliament. It would take years to establish a new organization and this would threaten the Army’s 
purchase of helicopters in the interim. According to Couzy, Wilmink therefore issued orders that the 
Army should be ‘inflexible and unbending’ in its insistence that the airmobile concept was extremely 
feasible, even in the changed international circumstances.4273

12 January 1993 saw the release of Ter Beek’s Priorities Memorandum,
 

4274

                                                 

4268 MdZ, ‘CDA’er ziet Satan in Bosnië’ (CDA member sees Satan in Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 22/09/92. 

 which served as a 
follow-on to the 1991 White Paper on Defence. The most important changes in this policy statement 
were the announcement of the suspension of compulsory military service on 1 January 1998 and the 
reversal of the order stated for the defence of national territory and alliance commitments for so-called 
crisis management operations. The Priorities Memorandum was based on the premise that the Soviet 
Union no longer constituted a major threat. Whereas ‘the major conflict’ constituted priority number 
one in the White Paper on Defence, crisis management operations forced it into second place in the 
Priorities Memorandum. Peacekeeping operations accounted for part of these crisis management 
activities. According to this policy statement, peace-keeping required that four units of battalion 
strength manned by professional personnel should be able to operate in four different areas for at least 
three years. In the case of peace-keeping, allowances should be made for the deployment of no more 

4269 Koen Koch, ‘Goed gebruld leeuw’ (Lion with a throaty growl), de Volkskrant, 25/09/92. 
4270 Couzy, Jaren, p. 79; interview E.A.W. Koestal, 24/05/00; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, p. 86; 
Brantz Diary, p. 6; M.C. de Kruif, H.J. /05/ers and O.P. van Wiggen, ‘De luchtmobiele brigade: met beide benen op de 
grond’ (The Airmobile Brigade: with both feet on the ground), Carré (1993)9, p. 9; ‘De landmacht loopt het serieuze risico 
onder deze kostbare brigade te bezwijken’ (The Army runs a grave risk of succumbing to this costly brigade), ‘Nota zonder 
prioriteiten’ (White paper without priorities), Carré (1993)4, p. 7; former infantry Lieutenant Colonel F.J.D.C. Egter van 
Wissekerke, ‘Een voortdurend déja vu, deel 2’ (A continual déja vu, Part 2), Carré (1998)6, p. 20. 
4271 Interviews H. Couzy on 7, 14 and 17/09/98, and with J. Lemmen on 17/10/01. 
4272 This criticism was also evident in the main editorial comment, ‘Hoeveel en waarvoor?’ (How much and what for?), NRC 
Handelsblad, 01/04/92. 
4273 Interviews H. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98 and 04/10/01. 
4274 TK, 1992-1993, 22 975, nos. 1 and 2. 
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than one unit the size of a brigade. In view of the fact that only light and light-armoured units could be 
deployed for peace-monitoring, the three airmobile battalions, the two armoured infantry battalions and 
the reconnaissance battalion were eligible for these duties. Because every operational battalion required 
two others – one for refurbishment and the other for dismantlement and refuelling – the Airmobile 
Brigade, which was the only one that had three battalions for peacekeeping operations, appeared to be 
the ideal candidate. All of this was supposed to be possible although cutbacks were proceeding over 
and above those following the 1991 White Paper on Defence. According to the latter, personnel were 
to be reduced by 30% within seven years. The Priorities Memorandum increased this target to 44%. 
The peacetime strength of the Army was to be more than halved from 55,000 to 25,000 troops. 

The White Paper on Defence was released virtually at the same time as international debate 
about the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan commenced. Because the airborne brigade was 
considered to be eminently suitable to act in crisis management operations and it had been announced 
that the first airmobile infantry battalion would be operational by mid-1993,4275 it was not difficult to 
relate this to the situation in Yugoslavia. As early as 10 December 1992, during consultations held with 
the Permanent Parliamentary Committee on Defence, Junior Minister Van Voorst tot Voorst had 
noted that, ‘purely hypothetically’, it was conceivable that the Airmobile Brigade would be deployed in 
Yugoslavia, for example, if the Sarajevo airport was unusable.4276

On 25 February the first red berets were issued to those who had completed their training for 
the Airmobile Brigade. This also signalled the start of a campaign involving the erection of advertising 
billboards for the brigade throughout the Netherlands. In a column by Leon Wecke which appeared in 
Trouw on 23 February, the scholar from Nijmegen referred to the possible deployment of this brigade, 
incidentally warning against its excessively rosy portrayal in the survival advertisements. Its deployment 
in crisis situations could result in considerable loss of life, following which public support for 
involvement in such operations would rapidly diminish, according to Wecke.

  

4277 De Hoop Scheffer had 
now become the first member of Parliament to moot the potential deployment of the Airmobile 
Brigade in the former Yugoslavia. Van Traa also appeared to have the brigade in mind, when he asked 
the government which sections of the Army would be considered for deployment ‘also at a later stage if 
necessary’.4278 68

The combination of Kooijmans and Parliament 

 

In his reply to Parliament, Kooijmans was of the opinion that the members of Parliament had 
misinterpreted Boutros-Ghali’s words, thinking that he supported moves to impose peace. According 
to the government minister, no country was prepared to enforce peace. The UN Secretary-General was 
only in favour of peace-keeping, Kooijmans assured them.4279

                                                 

4275 TK, 1992-1992, 22 975, no. 2, p. 39. 

 Although the question pertaining to the 
concrete nature of the Netherlands’ contribution to the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan was 
something that he needed to discuss with his colleague, Ter Beek, Kooijmans felt that ‘he could 
confidently state that, in view of the Netherlands’ approach in the past, in principle the country was 
prepared to contribute to such a peacekeeping operation with the resources it had available for this 

4276 TK, 1992-1993, 22 327, no. 10, p. 13. See also ibid, p. 14, where the Junior Minister referred to possible deployment in a 
Bosnian scenario. 
4277 Leon Wecke, ‘Als er veel soldaten sneuvelen is het uit met steun voor de actie’ (Support for action will end if too many 
soldiers die), Trouw, 23/02/93;  

 

68 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3858. 
4279 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 3868. 
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purpose’.4280 With regard to its nature and size, Kooijmans assured Parliament that he would speak to 
Minister Ter Beek about this the following day.4281 One of the important questions now was when the 
Dutch government should make such an offer. This was because Parliament had reproached the 
government for placing a squadron of F-16s on standby on Christmas Eve to help enforce a flight ban 
above Bosnia, even though no provision had yet been made for this.4282

In the second term De Hoop Scheffer asked the minister to examine the issue of safe havens 
again: ‘Does he only envisage that they will be created by forcing through a peace plan mano militari 
[sic], hence using military resources? Or can he imagine a situation … where this could also occur 
without a peace plan?’

 

4283 Kooijmans recalled that the Dutch government had responded positively to 
the idea of safe havens already at an early stage. However, the idea had floundered ‘on objections from 
countries which argued that one would also need to be prepared to protect those Safe Havens’, and 
protecting them would require many ground troops, which were not available at that point in time. 
Nevertheless, according to the minister NATO and the WEU were discussing plans ‘and I believe that 
the establishment of a Safe Haven as part of a peace agreement, particularly in the neighbourhood of 
Sarajevo, could be viable’.4284

On 9 March 1993, the day on which the parliamentary debate was held, Van der Vlis, the Chief 
of Defence Staff, sent a memorandum to Ter Beek dealing with the question as to what contribution 
the Netherlands could make to a UN force of 40,000 to 50,000 troops who would be charged with 
peace-enforcement. In view of the potentially dangerous situation and the possibility of escalation, the 
Chief of Defence Staff believed it essential to equip any units that were to be dispatched with armoured 
vehicles. However, the four armoured infantry battalions which were on standby were not considered, 
because they consisted mainly of national servicemen who could not be compelled to agree to 
deployment. It would only be possible to deploy the first battalion of the Airmobile Brigade on 1 
November. Furthermore, Van der Vlis advised against deploying it because it first needed to be 
equipped with armoured vehicles, and one also needed to take into account that this battalion would 
have to replace the third battalion of marines in Cambodia at the end of 1993. According to Van der 
Vlis, the deployment of the marines in the former Yugoslavia would impose too much of a burden on 
them following their service in Cambodia. This would be contrary to the cycle of six months 
deployment in any period of eighteen months as stipulated in the Priorities Memorandum. Moreover, 
the marines also did not have any armoured vehicles. It was impossible to deploy a military engineers 
unit because their operations were being restructured. Apart from its current deployment of a signals 
battalion and transport unit, the most important contribution that the Netherlands could make would 
be in the form of a tailor-made logistics unit consisting of repair and supply components amongst 
others.

 

4285

On the morning of 10 March 1993 de Volkskrant carried a news analysis by the parliamentary 
editor, Wio Joustra, replete with charts which showed that the Netherlands was already making a major 
contribution to the United Nations’ peace operations. With 1829 personnel, the Netherlands was the 
seventh largest provider of UN troops (following France, the United Kingdom, Canada, Indonesia, 
Ghana and Poland). According to Joustra, the supply of combat units was out of the question for the 
time being, although it would be possible to ‘scrape’ together support troops from throughout the 
Army, who did not need to constitute an organic entity. According to the journalist of de Volkskrant, 
‘The Airmobile Brigade must offer a solution in the future,’ but it could be almost a year before it 

 Here ‘tailor-made’ was supposed to refer to a response that would meet the specific 
requirements for logistic support which the UN secretariat formulated. 
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would be ready to be deployed.4286 This article was based on information which the military adviser to 
the Netherlands’ Permanent Representative at the UN, Colonel R. van Veen, who was on leave, had 
submitted to the Defence Crisis Management Centre (DCBC) the day before.4287 The publication of 
this information was designed to send a signal to Minister Kooijmans and his department, and it was 
for this reason that the Defence spokesperson, Kreemers, had ‘leaked’ this article on Minister Ter 
Beek’s orders.4288

In the afternoon of 10 March Ter Beek met with Van der Vlis. Their discussion centred mainly 
on the question as to how realistic the chances were of achieving peace in Bosnia. Van der Vlis was 
exceptionally pessimistic about this. If the Vance-Owen plan was accepted by the leaders of all the 
parties involved, the Chief of Defence Staff felt that the local commanders would not comply with it, 
with the result that the agreement would need to be enforced, which he believed to be an impossible 
task.

 

4289 Van der Vlis remained sceptical about the possibility of achieving peace in the former 
Yugoslavia throughout 1993. He felt that the Netherlands was doing enough by providing a signals 
battalion along with the contribution of a transport unit.4290 In particular, he opposed the deployment 
of the Airmobile Brigade because the restructuring process had not yet been completed in the Defence 
Department.4291

Ter Beek shared the gloomy outlook of his military adviser in respect of the chances of 
achieving peace in the former Yugoslavia, but at the same time he felt Parliament – and the Foreign 
Affairs Department – breathing down his neck. On 10 March he asked the general to review all 
deployment alternatives again.

 

4292 While Van der Vlis compiled a new list, Ter Beek was paid a visit by 
Frinking and Van Traa, the spokespersons of the two governing parties. They made an impassioned 
plea for the minister to establish a combat unit for the former Yugoslavia comprising volunteers drawn 
from the various armoured infantry battalions. Ter Beek did not inform them that there were major 
objections to deploying such a unit, because the troops in question had not been trained to operate as a 
cohesive force.4293

Early in the evening of 10 March Minister Kooijmans, accompanied by Van Walsum and Van 
Eenennaam, then visited Minister Ter Beek, who was assisted by Van der Vlis and Barth. Kooijmans 
urged the deployment of combat units.

 

4294 According to Minister Ter Beek, the discussion ‘covered 
almost everything: tank squadrons, armoured infantry battalions, field artillery units, you name it.’ Yet 
Ter Beek had to respond to every wish by saying that he could give no guarantees.4295 The difficulty lay 
in the principle of voluntary commitment on the part of national service personnel. This is why Van 
der Vlis’ list did not feature a combat unit but only a tailor-made one comprising four hundred troops. 
Because the UN had not yet announced its requirements, it was decided not to reveal this offer yet.4296

Consequently, Kooijmans did not wish to disclose anything to the press after this discussion: 
‘For the simple reason that we drew up a list and nothing more’.

 

4297

                                                 

4286 Wio Joustra, ‘Vredeshandhaving in Bosnië legt zware claim op krijgsmacht’ (Peacekeeping in Bosnia makes heavy 
demands on armed forces), de Volkskrant, 10/03/93. 

 After these consultations Ter Beek 
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said that he ‘would like to exhaust all alternatives’ but simultaneously announced that one should not 
count on more than support in the form of military engineering, communications and transport.4298

Little information was withheld from de Volkskrant readers at the time. On 11 March, the 
morning after the discussion between Ter Beek and Kooijmans, Wio Joustra announced that, following 
consultations in his department, Ter Beek had ordered the leadership of the Army to draw up a list of 
alternatives for the establishment of a battalion comprising combat units drawn from various sections 
of the Army. The Dutch battalion was to consist of the first company of the Airmobile Brigade that 
was ready, and two armoured infantry companies made up entirely of volunteers.

 

4299 According to 
Kreemers, Joustra obtained this information from Frinking and Van Traa, who were said to have 
bumped into the journalist after their discussion with Ter Beek the day before. Kreemers says that both 
members of Parliament had given the impression that the minister had agreed to their proposal.4300

After the discussion between Ministers Ter Beek and Kooijmans, Van der Vlis received 
information which provided him with a clearer insight into NATO plans for the implementation of the 
Vance-Owen plan. Based on this, he drew up another list of alternative ways in which the Netherlands 
might contribute to the implementation of this plan. On 15 March he presented his list to Minister Ter 
Beek. NATO’s plans were based on a peacekeeping operation, according to Van der Vlis, but they 
would act decisively to protect their own personnel, which was indicated by the use of words such as 
‘go in heavy’, ‘robust’, ‘with massive self-defence’ and ‘with excellent self-protection measures’. The 
plan envisaged three divisions: one American, one Russian and one European (from the East and 
West). Every division was to consist of ten to sixteen brigades, each of which would comprise a large 
number of battalions. In total, this force would amount to 55,000 to 75,000 personnel, of which 34,000 
to 54,000 would be combat troops. As it happens, NATO headquarters only anticipated that little more 
than half of this force would be mobilised. Van der Vlis again cited a possible Dutch contribution 
comprising a tailor-made logistics battalion of approximately four hundred personnel in addition to the 
signals batallion and transport unit which were already there. Other alternatives summarized by Van der 
Vlis included the deployment of an artillery division with radar capacity for tracking down mortars. 
According to Van der Vlis, the deployment of combat units still floundered on the familiar problem 
pertaining to voluntary commitment on the part of national service personnel. He felt that the 
Airmobile Brigade would not be available for deployment, because NATO had clearly stated that there 
was no need for light infantry without armoured transport vehicles. However, it was possible to equip 
the first battalion of this brigade with YPR combat vehicles to transform it into an armoured infantry 
battalion, but Van der Vlis had major objections to this: 

  

‘This ‘new’ unit no longer fits in with the idea of an Airmobile Brigade in any 
way and undermines its normal establishment. There is a danger that the overall 
concept will be neglected as a result. The ‘improper’ deployment of an 
airmobile battalion as an armoured infantry battalion will project a negative 
image and will undermine the credibility of the Royal Netherlands Army’s 
recruitment efforts. This solution must therefore be strongly discouraged.’4301

After taking note of Van der Vlis’ memorandum, Ter Beek nevertheless ordered the Chief of Defence 
Staff in the course of the so-called political consultations of the senior political and administrative 

 

                                                 

4298 ‘Mogelijkheden voor extra bijdrage aan VN-acties gering’ (Limited opportunities for extra contribution to UN 
campaigns), Algemeen Dagblad, 11/03/93. See also the ANP report, ‘Ter Beek zoekt bijdragen VN-macht Bosnië’ (Ter Beek 
searches for contributions to UN force for Bosnia), 10/03/93, 2116. 
4299 Wio Joustra, ‘Ter Beek stelt leger vredesmacht samen uit delen landmacht’ (Ter Beek assembles peacekeeping force with 
parts of army), de Volkskrant, 11/03/93. 
4300 According to Kreemers, the minister did not inform them about the list which he had ordered Van der Vlis to prepare. 
Kreemers, Brigade, spring 1994, p. 5. Kreemers’ account does not explain how Joustra knew this anyway. 
4301 NIOD, Ter Beek Coll. Memorandum from Van der Vlis to Ter Beek, 15/03/93, SN93/216/1624. 
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management of the ministry to investigate whether armoured vehicles could be found, which could be 
added to the airmobile battalion at a later stage.4302 Van der Vlis now produced a new memorandum 
which was completed on 17 March and which covered the premises that Ter Beek had formulated. The 
most remarkable premise was the statement that the Airmobile Brigade could not be deployed prior to 
1 November 1993. The negative manner in which this premise was formulated barely concealed the 
fact that the Airmobile Brigade could be deployed after 1 November 1993. Further on, the 
memorandum also stated that the Royal Netherlands Army was unable to provide a combat unit ‘in the 
near future’, although in the meantime it was investigating whether the first battalion of the Airmobile 
Brigade could be equipped with armoured vehicles which the allies would have to provide: ‘This 
battalion would then become available for deployment at the end of the year’.4303

According to the memorandum, the information provided in it was ‘relevant to further 
discussions with the Minister of Foreign Affairs’. On 19 March the substance of this memorandum was 
revealed in the course of consultations held by both the CDA and PvdA government ministers.

 It is therefore 
indisputable that Ter Beek had issued a political directive to the Chief of Defence Staff and the Army 
to prepare for the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade. 

4304 It 
did not take long before the Foreign Affairs Department began to parade the concession yielded by the 
combined pressure brought to bear on Ter Beek by Minister Kooijmans and Parliament. Once the 
prospect of having the Airmobile Brigade ready for deployment by the end of 1993 was presented, the 
Foreign Ministry began to ‘air’ the idea, as Ter Beek put it.4305 A diplomat would naturally never express 
it in this way. For this reason Van Eenennaam declared that Foreign Affairs officials began to discuss 
the potential deployment of the Airmobile Brigade in Yugoslavia ‘where the occasion presented itself’ 
in consultations held with accredited foreign diplomats in The Hague.4306 In April 1993 the British 
ambassador in The Hague reported to his government that the Dutch government was considering 
making an airborne battalion available for the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan.4307 Lord Owen 
recalled reading in a report from the British embassy in The Hague that it was Van Eenennaam who 
began making announcements about this to British diplomats at the beginning of April. Ministers 
Lubbers and Kooijmans are even said to have felt that the deployment of an airborne battalion was too 
limited but that the provision of an armoured infantry battalion appeared to be impossible owing to the 
problems pertaining to voluntary undertakings by national service personnel.4308

On 6 April the Defence Staff reported to the minister that so far only Finland appeared able to 
satisfy the need for armoured vehicles. It was decided that the airmobile battalion would not yet be 
offered to NATO for deployment to implement the Vance-Owen plan.

 

4309 Two days later the Defence 
Department informed NATO about Dutch capabilities as formulated by Van der Vlis, omitting any 
reference to the Airmobile Brigade.4310

                                                 

4302 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 51. It is remarkable that the Bakker Committee 
barely mentions this exceedingly important turn of events in its report, although Van der Vlis had reported it when heard by 
this committee. In its report the committee moved directly from the memorandum of 15/03/ to that of 6/04/ and ignored 
the memorandum of 17/03/, which set out the change of policy. See TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 114. 

 The Foreign Affairs Department responded irritably. The 
Defence Ministry had not consulted either Kooijmans or Foreign Affairs officials about the nature of 
its statement. The Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs referred to the offer as 
meagre, certainly in view of the fact that the airmobile battalion was not yet mentioned in it. According 
to Foreign Affairs, NATO would:  

4303 DS. Memorandum from Van der Vlis to Ter Beek, 17/03/93, SN93/216/1680. 
4304 DS. Notes taken by Waltmann for BDZ, BLS and BDL, 18/03/93. 
4305 Interview R.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
4306 B.J. van Eenennaam to NIOD, 05/12/01. 
4307 Confidential information (29). 
4308 Interview Lord Owen, 27/06/01. 
4309 NIOD, Ter Beek Coll. Memorandum from Waltmann to Ter Beek, 06/04/93, SN93/225/2222. 
4310 ABZ, Kabinet, Correspondence of M – colleagues I, 1993, Waltmann to Kooijmans, 08/04/93. 
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‘definitely not be “impressed”. The same applies to the Americans, who will 
again be required to bear the bulk of the burden again, although they would 
expect a substantial European contribution as a prerequisite. Nor will our 
European partners be impressed by our “contribution”.’4311

5. Ter Beek’s visit to Bosnia 

 

On 15 and 16 March Minister Ter Beek paid a visit to Bosnia-Hercegovina to familiarize himself with 
the situation in the event that any Dutch troops were to be deployed, if this were requested within the 
context of a peace agreement. In Zagreb he spoke to Nambiar’s successor, who had been appointed 
several weeks before. Nambiar had no longer seen much point in the operation. At the end of February 
he had openly asked the question ‘why men and women from distant countries should lose their lives 
for communities who themselves failed to show that they were prepared to agree on a settlement’.4312 
At the beginning of March Nambiar had transferred command of UNPROFOR to the Swedish 
Lieutenant General Lars-Eric Wahlgren, who had prior experience of peacekeeping operations in 
Lebanon and Sinai. In the evening of his visit to Zagreb, Ter Beek’s dinner with Wahlgren was virtually 
a washout because the Swedish Lieutenant General was in almost constant communication with 
General Morillon, who found himself in difficult circumstances outside Srebrenica at that point in time. 
Following his visit to Zagreb, Ter Beek concluded that the deployment of new peacekeeping troops 
should occur gradually, because Wahlgren saw no benefit in the mass arrival of unprepared contingents. 
In addition, the general did not want to sideline the population from the peace process. Those 
countries which contributed troops would be committed for a very long period of time as a result. 
Wahlgren mentioned that a period of between fifteen and forty years would be required for a military 
and civil operation.4313 Ter Beek’s visit made an impression on Wahlgren , because the former said that 
he was under considerable political pressure ‘to do something’ with regard to the former Yugoslavia.4314 
This is why apparently several hours before his departure to Zagreb Ter Beek had directed Van der Vlis 
to include the possible deployment of the Airmobile Brigade somewhat further on in the future in his 
memorandum. Now that Wahlgren had referred to a rather long-term deployment of peacekeeping 
forces, the fact that it would still be more than half a year before the first battalion of the Airmobile 
Brigade could be deployed began to seem less important. The next day Ter Beek spoke to Morillion’s 
deputy, the Spanish general, Prado, in Sarajevo. Although an 82 mm shell fell a mere ten metres from 
the office of the French general Philippe Morillon, where the government minister was staying, upon 
his departure from Sarajevo Ter Beek still described the risks to be run by any Dutch soldiers who were 
to be deployed, as acceptable.4315

During his stay in Bosnia the Deputy Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army, 
Major General R. Reitsma, who was accompanying the minister, developed a new solution to the 
ongoing demand for combat units. At the time he realised that it would be difficult to assemble a 
logistics unit, and launched the idea of an artillery unit. Such a unit would require little artillery practice 

  

                                                 

4311 ABZ, Kabinet, Correspondence M – colleagues I, 1993, note from DAV to Kooijmans, z.d. (8 or 09/04/93). 
4312 Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Ex-Joegoslavië dreigt proeftuin van Europa te worden’ (Former Yugoslavia in danger of 
becoming Europe’s experimental field), NRC Handelsblad, 26/02/93; ‘Commandant van VN-macht geeft lucht aan 
frustratie’ (Commander of UN force vents his frustrations), Algemeen Dagblad, 27/02/93. 
4313 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Notes, ‘Discussions with Wahlgren, Prado, Cordy Simpson, z.d.; ‘UNPROFOR-commandant 
verwacht doorbraak bij Srebrenica’ (UNPROFOR commander anticipates Srebrenica breakthrough), ANP, 16/03/93, 2.29 
am; ‘Commandant tegen massale komst VN-soldaten in ex-Joegoslavië’ (Commander opposes massive influx of UN troops 
in former Yugoslavia), NRC Handelsblad, 16/03/93. 
4314 Interview L.-E. Wahlgren, 03/06/99. 
4315 W. Nieuwenhuis, ‘Sarajevo is nu eenmaal een onmenselijke barbarij’ (Sarajevo is quite simply inhuman barbarism), NRC 
Handelsblad, 17/03/93; ‘Mortiergranaat mist Ter Beek op haar na’ (Mortar narrowly misses Ter Beek), De Telegraaf, 
17/03/93; ‘Mortiergranaat slaat in vlak bij Ter Beek’ (Mortar explodes close to Ter Beek), Trouw, 17/03/93. 
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and its period of training could therefore be brief.4316 He decided to inform his findings immediately to 
the Dutch journalists who accompanied the minister during his visit. In NRC Handelsblad Reitsma 
launched the idea of providing a number of artillery batteries equipped with 155 mm howitzers as 
support for the division which Europe was to supply within the framework of the Vance-Owen plan. 
‘The advantage of artillery is that you can strike a powerful blow and that you have firepower present. 
The politicians want this and we can supply it.’4317 However, the despatch of an artillery unit did not 
tally with the peacekeeping operation which the UN envisaged at that point in time and the idea 
disappeared as quickly as it had been raised.4318

While Minister Ter Beek later visited the transport battalion in Busovaca, the journalists who 
were present received an ANP report that Prime Minster Lubbers was to send a letter to Parliament in 
which he proposed that once national service personnel had agreed to deployment, they would not be 
allowed to reconsider at a later stage (‘until the aircraft steps’). Ter Beek had not been notified 
beforehand of Lubbers’ intention to send this letter to Parliament. The minister and his adviser, 
Kreemers, made frenzied attempts to obtain greater clarity from The Hague but to no avail. The seven 
journalists who had accompanied Ter Beek, wished to speak to him but the minister remained 
incommunicado in his hotel room and finally sent Kreemers with a message that there was no difference 
of opinion between Ministers Ter Beek and Lubbers. The underlying principle remained one of 
voluntary commitment. Restricting the opportunity for soldiers to reconsider a commitment they had 
previously given would not resolve the difficulties relating to deployment, because there were too few 
volunteers in the first place.

 

4319

6. The Prime Minister and the Ministry of General Affairs 

 However, this move on the part of the Prime Minister was one of the 
signs that Lubbers, who had achieved little success abroad with his plea for a larger Western 
deployment in the former Yugoslavia, was beginning to take a more active role in the implementation 
of Dutch policy. Apparently, the Prime Minister was beginning to have enough of the Defence 
Department’s attitude of ‘we are willing but unable’. 

In principle, the Prime Minister and his officials in the Ministry of General Affairs had a role in 
coordinating the Foreign Affairs and Defence ministries in relation to Dutch security policy. However, 
the prime minister has traditionally played a modest role in the Netherlands. The constitution first 
made reference to the prime minister following its amendment in 1983. On this occasion the prime 
minister was assigned special responsibility for ensuring uniformity of government policy in his capacity 
as chairperson of the Ministerial Council. Nevertheless, ministerial autonomy has remained pronounced 
and the prime minister continues to be depicted as no more than primus inter pares.4320 He was subject to 
a sort of non-intervention principle in interdepartmental relations.4321 Typical of this was the reply 
Prime Minister Lubbers gave his interviewer, Cees Labeur, when the latter asked him on 23 April 1993 
whether military intervention had been discussed by the Ministerial Council that day: ‘No, because 
Minister Kooijmans was not present’.4322

                                                 

4316 Interview R. Reitsma, 04/10/99; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 184. 

 The prime minister could also not give individual ministers 

4317 W. Nieuwenhuis, ‘Nederland past grote broek gevechtspak Bosnië niet’ (Netherlands unable to fill Bosnian combat 
boots), NRC Handelsblad, 19/03/93. cf. interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
4318 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
4319 Interview W. Lust on 19/07/00; R. Reitsma, 04/10/99; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, pp. 185-86. 
4320 TK, 1987-1988, 20 559, no. 7, pp. 117-18; Van Thijn, Retour, p. 37; R.J. Hoekstra, ‘De minister-president en Europa’, 
Rehwinkel & Boven d’Eert & Hoekstra, Positie, p. 45. See, for example, the statement made by the VVD member of 
Parliament, G. Wilders in 2000: ‘I am not saying that the Prime Minister should keep quiet but he is no more than the first 
amongst equals and this should remain the case.’; ‘Parliament should not seek to govern’, de Volkskrant, 04/10/00. 
4321 Van Thijn, Retour, p. 37. 
4322 TV, Nederland 3, NOS/VARA, Nova, 23/04/93, 10.30 pm. 
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directions.4323 During the debate arising from the animosity between Van den Broek and himself about 
their positions in the European Council at the end of 1990, 4324

‘The chairperson of the Ministerial Council must be able to act in such a 
manner that he does not in any way impede the ministers in the performance of 
their work due to a lack of communication, by getting in the way of his 
colleagues, by displaying excessive enthusiasm thereby overshadowing as it were 
the policy of his colleague to whom a particular portfolio has been entrusted. 
This is one side of the coin. The other side of the coin is that indeed the 
chairperson of the Ministerial Council, because of his capacity as such, bears 
primary responsibility for ensuring that policy remains on the move, for 
clarifying its internal correlation, and for implementing it in a coordinated 
fashion, not only in the domestic arena but also in an international context.’

 Lubbers formulated his role as follows: 

4325

However, the Ministry of General Affairs had done little to coordinate the Defence and Foreign Affairs 
departments’ policy on Yugoslavia.

 

4326 At the beginning of the nineties the Prime Minister’s chief 
official advisers were eleven council advisers covering the various areas of policy which constituted the 
Prime Minister’s government. During this period J.P.M.H. Merckelbach was the adviser responsible for 
foreign affairs and security policy. Merckelbach explained that the General Affairs Department’s failure 
to coordinate policy on Yugoslavia was due to his efforts to exclude the Prime Minister from the affairs 
of other ministries. As long as he did not hear anything from the other ministries, he assumed that 
nothing untoward was happening.4327 Also according to other people involved, the General Affairs 
Ministry only came ‘on board’ when things really became exciting,4328

Neither Lubbers, Prime Minister since 4 November 1982 and en route to becoming the longest 
serving premier in the history of the Netherlands on 16 July 1993, nor his successor, Kok, felt a need to 
have the Ministry of General Affairs act as a type of shadow organization or super-Defence or super-
Foreign Affairs administration which constantly monitors how relations develop between the two 
departments.

 if there were noticeable 
differences of insight between ministries. 

4329 According to Ter Beek, the role played by Lubbers in directing defence and security 
policy was therefore ‘not a major one. This is putting it quite nicely. Now and then.’4330 As it happens, 
this restraint was not only attributable to the Prime Minister. Lubbers was known to other ministers for 
his willingness to ‘think through things with them’.4331

‘Lubbers’ approach was … always like this: he asked the Ministers of Defence 
and Foreign Affairs to consider matters together. He assumed that they would 
agree at some stage, but if this did not happen, he was willing and able to think 

 Ter Beek:  

                                                 

4323 R.J. Hoekstra, ‘De minister-president en Europa’, Rehwinkel & Boven d’Eert & Hoekstra, Positie, p. 45. 
4324 See the appendix dealing with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the CD-ROM that goes with the Dutch version of this 
report. 
4325 TK 1990-1991, Proceedings, p. 1127, (08/11/93). 
4326 Interview D. Barth, 08/10/99, P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00; B. Hiensch,13/07/00; J.Th. Hoekema, 05/03/98; K.J.R. 
Klompenhouwer, 20/01/00; J.L. Sandee, 12/06/00; R. Swartbol, 24/02/99; A.K. van der Vlis, 13/02/98; H.A.C. van der 
Zwan, 12/04/00. 
4327 Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00. 
4328 Interview B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00. 
4329 Amongst other things, interview W. Kok, 08/05/00; 28/05/00. cf. ‘Bijlmerramp. Lubbers: afhandeling ramp was bij 
Van Thijn in goede handen’, ANP, 12/03/99, 3.01 pm; ‘Tweede Kamer. Kosto: Vreemdelingentoezicht via uitkijkposten en 
vliegende brigades’ (Kosto in Parliament: Supervision of foreigners using watch towers and flying brigades), ANP, 
24/03/94, 11.43 pm. 
4330 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
4331 Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00; Metze, Stranding, p. 63; W. Breedveld, ‘Het geheim van de spil’ (The secret 
of the linchpin), Trouw, 07/11/92. 
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things through with them. Usually, this was an incentive to reach agreement 
quickly, because if Ruud joined in, things always only became more 
complicated. He had thought of ten problems by the time you had thought that 
you had a solution. All very creative.’4332

Despite all his yearning to find solutions for seemingly insoluble problems, Lubbers remained a 
hesitant, groping person.

 

4333 Again and again he came up with ideas – big and small – with which he 
peppered his fellow ministers in the form of memos, sometimes to the point of distraction.4334 During 
so-called ‘brief bilateral consultations’ in the Prime Minister’s office, the Prime Minister presented 
himself as a mediator, someone capable of reconciling people. His statements were sprinkled with 
terms such as ‘with each other’, ‘together’ and ‘as we go’. However, for some it was far from clear in 
which direction they were going.4335 Although he may have had the reputation of a Macher due to his 
sometimes resolute statements,4336 to political insiders he was ‘anything but a tough guy. Lubbers lets 
matters take their course’.4337 Lubbers himself said that he was not Prime Minster ‘in order to dish out 
discipline’.4338

Contrary to the above, in March and April 1993 Lubbers began to involve himself increasingly 
in the positions adopted by the various departments towards the conflict in the former Yugoslavia. He 
is said to have concerned himself, amongst other things, with the question of voluntary commitment, 
statements made by the Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army, Couzy, and 
developments relating to Srebrenica. 

 

Voluntary commitment on the part of deployed national service personnel 

The new security situation which emerged in Europe in about 1990, in which there was no longer a 
major threat but several smaller crises which needed to be managed, had occasioned a demand for 
flexible mobile units on standby. The White Paper on Defence only earmarked the Airmobile Brigade 
for crisis management. The Priorities Memorandum made it clear to professional soldiers that in the 
future they might be required to spend six of every eighteen months abroad for crisis management 
operations. Initially, career personnel were very enthusiastic about peacekeeping operations. According 
to a survey conducted by the Netherlands Institute for Public Opinion and Market Research (NIPO) in 
1992, 91% of professional personnel were positive about them and 38% declared that they would 
volunteer for them.4339 However, in the spring of 1992 an editorial in Carré, the journal of the 
Netherlands Officers Association, stated that career personnel could only be expected to remain loyal 
when deployed abroad, if this occurred on the basis of well-considered policy accompanied by clearly 
defined objectives.4340

                                                 

4332 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 

 It was difficult to view this remark in isolation from the fact that in August 1992 
two Dutch non-commissioned officers of the Corps of Signals had refused to return to their barracks 
in Sarajevo when the latter had come under mortar fire, saying that they found the situation too 
dangerous for the nine national servicemen entrusted to their care. They were sent back to the 
Netherlands and were sentenced to four months’ imprisonment by the Military Division of the Court 

4333 Metze, Stranding, pp. 55-56. 
4334 Metze, Stranding, p. 57. 
4335 cf. H. Righart, ‘De meestergoochelaar’ (The master magician), HP/De Tijd, 24/04/92; Max van Weezel & Leonard 
Ornstein, ‘Lubbers zit er niet om lellen uit te delen’ (Lubbers is not there to dish out punishment), Vrij Nederland, 21/01/93. 
4336 Willem Breedveld, ‘Het geheim van de spil’, Trouw, 07/11/92. 
4337 Jan Tromp, ‘Lubbers is helemaal geen krachtpatser’ (Lubbers is absolutely not a tiger), de Volkskrant, 18/09/91. 
4338 Max van Weezel & Leonard Ornstein, ‘Lubbers zit er niet om lellen uit te delen’, Vrij Nederland, 21/01/93. 
4339 Elands, Militairen, p. 32. Zie ook T. Lagas & L. Meijer, ‘Jan Soldaat knijpt ‘m’ (GI Joe gets the wind up), Trouw, 
30/05/92. 
4340 ‘Inzet van beroepsmilitairen: een uitweg?’ (Deployment of career personnel: a solution?), Carré 15(1992)10, p. 5. 
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of Arnhem at the beginning of 1993. In addition, they were given a dishonourable discharge for gross 
dereliction of duty.4341

At the beginning of March 1993 a survey conducted by the General Federation of Military 
Personnel revealed that more than half of the professional soldiers in the Netherlands were not 
favourably disposed towards peacekeeping missions as a relatively new task for the Netherlands Armed 
Forces. One third were even prepared to refuse involvement in them. Of the various branches of the 
armed forces, the Royal Netherlands Army was the one which accounted for the greatest resistance.

 

4342 
According to De Telegraaf, this ‘spineless (Jan Salie) mentality’ was unacceptable and the only possible 
response to it was dismissal.4343 Minister Ter Beek agreed with this view and made this clear in a talk he 
gave to Eurofedop, the European association of military personnel, in Veldhoven on 22 March. He 
declared it to be unacceptable for career soldiers who refused duty in peacekeeping operations, to 
benefit from favourable redundancy arrangements.4344 In this he received support from the Dutch 
public. The AVRO-NIPO survey of August 1992 referred to above revealed that 67% of those people 
who supported Dutch involvement in any intervention in Yugoslavia, felt that only professional 
military personnel should participate, while 28% were of the opinion that national servicemen should 
also fight.4345 According to the NIPO survey conducted at the beginning of February 1993, 82% of the 
respondents were in favour of the compulsory deployment of career soldiers in Yugoslavia, but not of 
the deployment of national service personnel.4346 In another NIPO survey conducted in April 1993 
65% of the respondents said that only professional soldiers should be deployed for military 
intervention in Yugoslavia, while 31% felt that the government should also be allowed to send national 
servicemen in such a case.4347

Following his discussion with Kooijmans on 10 March, Ter Beek had informed the press that 
voluntary commitment on the part of national service personnel imposed ‘substantial limitations’ on 
the deployment of combat units.

 

4348

The voluntary commitment of national service personnel began to form a major obstacle to 
Dutch involvement in peacekeeping operations. Already when sending the signals unit abroad, the 
Army had encountered great difficulty finding two hundred national servicemen who were prepared to 
be involved. Allegations were made that the sergeants had gone to great lengths to ensure voluntary 
commitment. In this connection the soldiers’ trade union, VVDM (Association of Compulsory Military 
Service Personnel), referred to ‘press-ganging practices’.

  

4349

                                                 

4341 e.g. P. Ruigrok, ‘Den Haag wist van niets, maar de onderofficieren móésten terug’ (The Hague knew nothing but the 
NCOs had to return), Vrij Nederland, 30/10/93, pp. 10-12; J. Marijnissen, ‘Werving militairen voor Bosnië is misleidend’ 
(Recruitment of troops for Bosnia is misleading), Brabants Dagblad, 12/02/94; Van Wondergem, Je komt, pp. 113-15 and 128. 

 The third contingent of the signals battalion 
was ‘a battalion of signals volunteers herded together from other sections and consisting of a large 
number of volunteers from general operations who were rushed into readiness with the aid of crash 

4342 BSG. Memorandum from Kreemers to Ter Beek, 04/03/93, V-299/93/298, with appendices: AFMP press report, 
03/03/93; ‘Militairen doen VN-werk met lood in de schoenen’ (Troops reluctant to perform UN duties), Trouw, 04/03/93; 
‘Geen gejuich voor VN-taken. Onzekere toekomst zit beroepsmilitairen dwars’ (No cheers for UN duties: Uncertain future 
bothers career personnel), Trouw, 16/03/93. With regard to the hesitancy of professional military personnel in relation to 
peacekeeping operations, particularly in the former Yugoslavia, see also the VARA TV programme, 29/01/93. 
4343 ‘Jan Salie’ (Ninny), de Telegraaf, 06/03/93. 
4344 ‘Ter Beek: geen regeling voor militairen met bezwaren tegen VN-operaties’ (Ter Beek: no provision for troops who 
object to UN operations), ANP, 22/03/93, 3.05 pm; ‘Geen pardon voor militairen. Weigeraars VN-taken krijgen geen 
aparte afvloeiingsregeling’ (No pardon for troops. Objectors to UN duties will not be eligible for separate redundancy 
scheme), Trouw, 23/03/93. 
4345 Radio 2, AVRO, News, 09/08/92, 1.04 pm. 
4346 ‘Slachtoffers aanvaardbaar bij actie in ex-Joegoslavië’ (Casualties acceptable during action in the former Yugoslavia), de 
Volkskrant, 02/02/93. 
4347 Boode & Everts, ‘Ontwikkelingen’, p. 188. 
4348 TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Den Haag vandaag, 10/03/93, 11 pm. 
4349 B. Bommels, ‘De landmacht de lucht in’ (Army goes airmobile), Elsevier, 04/04/92, p. 22; P. den Hollander, ‘VVDM: 
Yoego-expres rijdt te snel’ (VVDM: Yugoslavia express travelling too fast), Algemeen Dagblad, 13/03/92. 
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courses,’ according to Colonel, N. Stuiver, the chairperson of the Netherlands Officers Association 
(NOV).4350 In his annual address to the general meeting of this association, Stuiver had already 
exaggeratedly remarked that the situation could arise in which the Minister of Defence would have to 
tell the United Nations: ‘I shall first ask the national servicemen if I can accede to your request’.4351 In 
its chief editorial comment on 10 March, the day on which Kooijmans paid a visit to Ter Beek, NRC 
Handelsblad observed that if the obstacle of voluntary involvement were to be removed, the 
Netherlands would suddenly possess a ‘military capacity which would give weight to its actions and 
enable it to put its words into practice. Even if this was only because maintaining peace in the relevant 
circumstances is as essential to our national interests as the defence of the kingdom within the Atlantic 
alliance was during the Cold War’.4352

In the Ministerial Council meeting of 12 March 1993 it was announced that Milosevic had been 
‘summoned’ to Paris in connection with the approval of the proposed peace plan. He would be given 
to understand that, if Karadzic were to continue to refuse to approve the plan, the Security Council 
would decide on the complete isolation of Serbia and Montenegro. If the Serbs were to cooperate, then 
the peace plan would have to be implemented. In this case the UN forces would need to act in order to 
‘keep peace on the one hand, and enforce it on the other’. Vance and Owen had expressly referred to 
green instead of blue helmets because of the psychological threat implicit in the former. The 
peacekeeping force would therefore also need to carry heavier arms than was normal for a UN 
peacekeeping force. NATO was considering a peacekeeping force of 75,000 troops, namely, a division 
from the US, one from the former Soviet Union and a European division. Establishing the latter 
division would be ‘an enormous task’, as was noted by the Ministerial Council. This was because 
Germany and Italy would not be participating and the question remained as to whether a French unit 
could be included in the NATO command structure. The problem would be exacerbated if there were 
to be resistance not only from local leaders but also at a structural level. In this case 125,000 to 150,000 
troops might even be required.

  

4353

Nor would the Royal Netherlands Army be able to do all that much, according to one of the 
government ministers. There was an obstacle in the form of the Frinking resolution, which had been 
unanimously adopted by Parliament when the Compulsory Military Service Act (Dienstplichtwet) had 
been amended in 1987, and which only permitted the deployment of national service personnel on a 
voluntary basis. It was therefore impossible to provide an armoured infantry battalion. However, it was 
possible to despatch military engineers and signals troops, although quite a large number of them were 
already in Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. In reality, the Frinking resolution merely demanded that 
Parliament be given timely opportunity to express its views on the compulsory deployment of national 
servicemen outside the area covered by the NATO treaty.

 

4354 However, in the course of time it became 
practice for the government and Parliament to acknowledge that there was a prohibition against the 
compulsory deployment of national service personnel.4355

                                                 

4350 N. Stuiver, Colonel in the Dutch Airforce retired., chairperson of the NOV, ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht op weg waar 
naar toe? Jaarrede 1992’ (Dutch armed forces en route to where? Annual Address 1992), Carré 15(1992)12, p. 8. 

 One of the ministers felt that confidential 
consultations should be held with Parliament if the government were to decide to deploy national 
servicemen. Another minister did not consider this to be a useful approach and saw more point in 
seeking an interim solution in terms of which national servicemen would no longer be able to decline 

4351 N. Stuiver, Colonel in the Dutch Airforce retired, chairperson of the NOV, ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht op weg waar 
naar toe? Jaarrede 1992’, Carré 15(1992)12, p. 8. 
4352 ‘Nederland en Bosnië’ (Netherlands and Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 10/03/93. 
4353 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 1203/93 prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. cf. ABZ, 999.241, No Fly Zone, Part III. Jacobovits NATO 680 to Kooijmans, 23/04/93. 
4354 TK, 1987-1988, 16 521, no. 13. 
4355 R.C.R. Sieckmann, ‘Geen verbod onvrijwillige uitzending’ (No ban on dispatch of non-volunteer troops), Trouw, 
20/03/93. 
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deployment at the very last moment but would have to make a legally binding commitment at an earlier 
stage.4356

After the Ministerial Council meeting Lubbers informed the assembled press that the option 
had not been excluded of partially suspending the voluntary involvement of national service personnel 
in any deployment outside the NATO treaty area with a view to despatching them to the former 
Yugoslavia in order to implement the peace plan. According to the Prime Minister, the Netherlands 
had ‘a moral duty’ to participate in any peacekeeping force which would have to enforce the Vance-
Owen plan if required, and this would be awkward to achieve on the basis of absolute voluntary 
involvement.

 

4357 In this connection, his thoughts were turning in the direction of the establishment of 
an armoured infantry battalion. Any national serviceman who upon commencement of his compulsory 
service voluntarily reported to a unit which was prepared to participate in armed campaigns outside 
NATO territory, would not be allowed to change his mind at a later stage.4358 Of the major parties, only 
the CDA appeared to support the Prime Minister. His fellow party member, Frinking, the spiritual 
father of the 1987 resolution, warned Lubbers that he would not easily obtain support for his proposal 
from Dutch members of parliament.4359 The General Association of Military Personnel in the 
Netherlands (AVNM) and the Dutch National Servicemen’s Association (VVDM) also rejected 
Lubbers’ ideas.4360 ‘Seldom has the Prime Minister sewn the seeds of so much confusion,’ wrote Wio 
Joustra a week later in de Volkskrant. ‘Terms such as “mercenary army”, “press-ganging practices” and 
“foreign legion” suddenly began to do the rounds.’4361

When Lubbers raised the issue of voluntary involvement in a letter addressed to Parliament on 
17 March, Ter Beek responded from Bosnia that, as far as he was concerned, everything remained the 
same as it had been. He had no need of people who were not properly motivated. Moreover, according 
to Ter Beek, it only happened sporadically that, once he had agreed, a national serviceman later 
changed his mind; the numbers involved were negligible. The problem was that initially too few 
national service personnel had immediately reported for deployment in peacekeeping operations. In 
other words, Lubbers was seeking a solution for a problem that did not exist.

 

4362

                                                 

4356 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 12/03/93, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 

 Lubbers’ proposal also 

4357 ‘Kabinet zoekt wegen voor inzet dienstplichtigen bij VN-operaties’ (Government searches for ways to deploy national 
service personnel in UN operations), de Volkskrant, 13/03/93. See also Radio 1, TROS, Aktua, 12/03/93, 5.07 pm; TV, 
Nederland 3, Nova, 12/03/93, 11 pm; ‘Soldaat verplicht richting Bosnië. Vrijwilligheid dienstplichtige op helling’ (Mandatory 
military service in Bosnia: Voluntary service by national servicemen under fire), de Telegraaf, 13/03/93; ‘Ook dienstplichtige 
naar brandhaard’ (National service personnel also destined for inferno), Trouw, 13/03/93. 
4358 ‘Soldaat verplicht richting Bosnië’, de Telegraaf, 13/03/93; ‘Kabinet zoekt wegen voor inzet dienstplichtigen bij VN-
operaties’, de Volkskrant, 13/03/93; ‘Vrijwilligheid bij uitzending naar Joegoslavië ter discussie’ (Voluntary nature of service 
in Yugoslavia up for debate), ANP, 12/03/93, 6.50 pm; L. Meijer, ‘Waar de soldaat “nee”’ zegt’ (Where soldiers say ‘No’), 
Trouw, 19/03/93. 
4359 ‘Kabinet zoekt wegen voor inzet dienstplichtigen bij VN-operaties’, de Volkskrant, 13/03/93; ‘Bolkestein tegen 
onvrijwillige VN-inzet dienstplichtigen’ (Bolkestein opposed to mandatory UN deployment of national service personnel), 
ANP, 15/03/93, 11.47 pm; ‘Kamer wil duidelijkheid over uitzending dienstplichtigen’ (Parliament wants clarity on 
deployment of national servicemen), ANP, 16/03/93, 1.31 pm; ‘Commandant tegen massale komst VN-soldaten in ex-
Joegoslavië’, NRC Handelsblad, 16/03/93; ‘Ter Beek oneens met Lubbers. “Dienstplichtigen niet tegen hun wil naar 
brandhaard’ (Ter Beek disagrees with Lubbers: ‘National service personnel not to go to inferno against their will’), Algemeen 
Dagblad, 18/03/93. 
4360 ‘Dienstplichtigenbonden voelen niets voor suggesties Lubbers’ (National servicemen not happy with Lubbers’ 
suggestions), ANP, 13/03/93, 3.15 pm; ‘Dienstplichtige moet kunnen weigeren’ (National service personnel must be able to 
refuse), Trouw, 15/03/93. 
4361 Wio Joustra, ‘Kabinet móet wel dienstplichtigen naar Bosnië sturen’ (Government must send national service personnel 
to Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 19/03/93. 
4362 ‘Verschil van mening Lubbers en Ter Beek over inzet dienstplichtigen’ (Differernce of opinion between Lubbers and 
Ter Beek about deployment of national servicemen), ANP, 17/03/93, 7.42 pm; ‘Ter Beek ontzenuwt argument Lubbers 
over dienstplicht’ (Ter Beek refutes Lubbers’ argument about national service), ANP, 18/03/93, 12.43 am; ‘Ter Beek 
oneens met Lubbers: “Dienstplichtigen niet tegen hun wil naar brandhaard’, Algemeen Dagblad, 18/03/93; ‘Ter Beek wil 
dienstplichtige niet dwingen tot deelname VN’ (Ter Beek does not wish to force UN involvement on national servicemen), 
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appeared to contain an element of injustice. Compulsory military service was scheduled to be scrapped 
within five years. So why should the last few batches of national servicemen, who already had ‘bad 
luck’, have such a heavy burden added to their load? The question was even more pertinent in view of 
the fact that the period of national service had already been reduced to nine months, a period which 
was not long enough to permit both training and deployment. The implementation of Lubbers’ idea 
could perhaps even have an adverse effect. From now on those national servicemen who might be 
willing, could have second thoughts before signing up for peacekeeping operations.4363

It very much looks as though Lubbers not only actually attempted to do something about 
‘voluntary commitment until the aircraft steps’ but mainly wished to send a political signal that the 
Netherlands would have to make an additional effort with the acceptance or enforcement of the 
Vance-Owen plan on the horizon. During his press conference on 12 March Lubbers said that the 
Netherlands felt ‘morally obliged’ to participate in any military intervention with ground troops.

 

4364 If 
the Prime Minister’s intention was to send a political signal, then Lubbers succeeded in doing so. In 
response to his suggestion, the chief editorial comment in Trouw described the Parliament’s proposal to 
despatch a combat unit consisting of career personnel as ‘more realistic’.4365

‘The political discussion can now focus on the heart of the matter, which is that 
the Netherlands can simply not afford to remain on the sidelines if it is decided 
to establish a large armed force to supervise compliance with the peace plan for 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, which the negotiators, Vance and Owen, have drawn up. 
The Netherlands has been manoeuvred into this position by the loudly 
proclaimed need for military intervention …. Little will remain of the 
Netherlands’ international credibility if it lets other countries do the dirty work. 
Indeed, even the national electorate would not understand a shred of it and 
would become even more convinced of the CDA-PvdA coalition’s lack of 
decisiveness. For the moment, Parliament and the rest of the government are 
not satisfied with Ter Beek’s initial input, namely, support or logistics units such 
as those which the Netherlands has already provided to UNPROFOR I and II. 
We need to do all in our power to mobilise a battalion of heavily armed combat 
troops.’

 Whether he intended to do 
so or not, the fact that Prime Minister Lubbers encouraged people to think about the Netherlands’ 
participation in the implementation of the Vance-Own plan with his remarks about limiting voluntary 
involvement, is evident, for example, in an article published in de Volkskrant on 19 March 1993, which 
noted that the political dust had settled after a week:  

4366

De Telegraaf mainly questioned the timing of Lubbers’ announcement. The Dutch Government had 
favoured forceful action in Bosnia for some time. Why had this matter not been raised earlier? ‘The fact 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

de Telegraaf 18/03/93; Theo Koelé, ‘Ter Beek wil inzetten dienstplichtigen zo houden als het nu is’ (Ter Beek wants to retain 
status quo for the deployment of national service personnel, Trouw, 18/03/93; ‘Ter Beek niet eens met Lubbers over 
vrijwilligers’ (Ter Beek disagrees with Lubbers about volunteers), NRC Handelsblad, 18/03/93; interview Ter Beek, 
13/01/00. 
4363 L. Meijer, ‘Waar de soldaat “nee” zegt’, Trouw, 19/03/93; Theo Koelé, ‘Ter Beek wil inzetten dienstplichtigen zo houden 
als het nu is’, Trouw, 18/03/93, and ‘Nederland wil veel, maar kan weinig’ (The Netherlands wants a lot but can only offer a 
little), Trouw, 20/03/93; W. Nieuwenhuis, ‘Nederland past grote broek gevechtspak in Bosnië niet’ (The Netherlands does 
not fit into the big combat boots required for Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 19/03/93. 
4364 ‘Ook dienstplichtige naar brandhaard’ (National service personnel also to go to the inferno), Trouw, 13/03/93; 
Merckelbacht doubted whether Lubbers really wanted to send a political signal. According to him, Lubbers was a person 
who thought in highly pronounced organizational terms and who felt that he should be able to rely on people. Anyone who 
had said ‘Yes’ at some stage, should not be able to say ‘No’ later on. Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/05/00. 
4365 ‘Dienstplicht en vrijwilligheid’, Trouw, 18/03/93. 
4366 Wio Joustra, ‘Kabinet móet wel dienstplichtigen naar Bosnië sturen’, de Volkskrant, 19/03/93. 
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that this has not been done, amounts to gross negligence which does not enhance the credibility of the 
government’s tough political position.’4367

Couzy and freedom of speech for military personnel 

 This credibility was further eroded at the time by the overt 
signs of differences between Dutch politicians and the Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands 
Army, Couzy. 

Couzy also understood that the government had begun to move in favour of deploying troops. At the 
end of March it was revealed that he would be quoted in the following edition of Twintig, the VVDM 
magazine, as saying that he was not ‘champing at the bit’ to leave for the former Yugoslavia with 
combat units. According to the commander, enforcing peace could entail ‘dozens of deaths’ amongst 
Dutch troops and he suggested that Dutch parliamentarians were not paying enough attention to the 
implications. The question was whether fighting ‘a bunch of men who think like bandits’ was worth 
Dutch lives. He doubted whether he would be able to explain to the family of fallen Dutch soldiers that 
they had died for a good cause. He also had no illusions about the outcome of deployment in 
Yugoslavia. The politicians had not even defined a clear objective. In addition, the UN command 
structure did not function and UN troops were deployed without enough weapons. According to him, 
any operation should only be led by NATO or the United States and not the United Nations. Couzy 
was of the opinion that his comments did not entail that he was straying into politics. He himself was 
responsible for the safety of his personnel. As soon as it was threatened, he felt that ‘he was first and 
foremost the commander and not a Defence Department member of staff’. The commander’s 
statements were the source of considerable irritation amongst the major parties represented in 
Parliament, who felt insulted.4368 According to VVD MP Weisglas, they even reeked of ‘anti-
parliamentary sentiment’.4369

The 1991 White Paper on Defence had in principle opted to delegate powers as far down the 
ranks as possible within the organization based on the principle of ‘decentralized, unless’. In 1992 a 
corporate structure was introduced into the Defence Department in terms of which the Ministry 
became the executive body as it were and the various branches of the armed forces acquired the role of 
operating companies.

 It was not the first time that Couzy had drawn the ire of politicians on 
account of his public statements.  

4370 As a result, at the beginning of 1992 the command of each branch came to be 
held by a commander who assumed overall responsibility for the operation of ‘his’ service. The 
addition of a tight line organization with far-reaching delegation of powers, which was then 
implemented, represents a sound chain of communication from the top down and vice versa. In the 
case of the Defence Department this meant that the various services needed to be quite familiar with 
the policy requirements of their political masters, while at the other end the services had to provide the 
information required for the formulation of policy. The services therefore needed to have a clear 
understanding of the information which the government ministers required in order to bear political 
responsibility for the operation of the military apparatus. Because political responsibility could manifest 
itself on an ad hoc basis, the services needed to develop a ‘nose’ for political susceptibilities. In many 
cases this was asking too much of them or, as Minister Ter Beek put it, ‘… I have never managed to 
catch the Royal Netherlands Army displaying excessive political sensitivity’.4371

                                                 

4367 ‘Vrijwillig’ (Voluntary), de Telegraaf, 16/03/93. 

 Many military personnel 

4368 ‘CDA en PvdA hekelen uitspraken generaal Couzy’ (CDA and PvdA denounce Couzy’s remarks), ANP, 25/03/93, 5.50 
pm; ‘Generaal Couzy heeft twijfels over ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (General Couzy has doubts about intervening in Bosnia), ANP, 
25/03/93, 1.05pm; ‘Waarschuwing Couzy valt fout in Kamer’ ‘Bevelhebber bezorgd om veiligheid Bosnië’ (Couzy’s warning 
irks Parliament: Commander concerned about safety in Bosnia), de Telegraaf, 26/03/93; ‘Couzy’, de Telegraaf, 27/03/93; 
‘Generaal vreest zinloze interventie’ (General afraid of meaningless intervention), Trouw, 25/03/93; ‘Waarschuwing Couzy 
schiet Kamer in het verkeerde keelgat’ (Couzy’s warning annoys Parliament), Trouw, 26/03/93. 
4369 Quoted in P.G.M. van Even, ‘Onparlementair’ (Unparliamentary), Armex, 77(1993)5, p. 4. 
4370 See the Appendix Dealing with the Defence Department in a changing world. 
4371 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. See also Rosenthal et al., Calamiteiten- en incidentenmanagement, pp. 8, 11, 17 and 19-20. 
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felt that politicians should not interfere in matters affecting implementation. They also failed to 
understand the political decision-making process, which appeared to them to be laborious and not 
direct enough. They also held politicians’ military expertise in low regard. ‘The realization that final 
responsibility for the state of affairs within the armed forces is not borne by the commander but by the 
relevant government ministers, is not held by all military personnel to the same degree,’ the head of the 
Ministry of Defence Information Directorate, H. van den Heuvel, noted cautiously in this respect. 
According to him, some military personnel were also under the misapprehension that they were doing 
their branch of the armed forces a service by playing it against the central organization.4372 The various 
services had a tendency to close ranks, particularly if they realized that their performance had left 
something to be desired. At the other end, the central organization failed to communicate the political 
aspects involved in, for example, deployment for the purposes of peacekeeping operations.4373

The relationship between the central organization and the Royal Netherlands Army resembled 
that prevailing between ‘elephants grinding against each other’, as Minister Ter Beek put it. Within the 
so-called corporate model much depended on the relationship between the minister himself and the 
commanders, particularly after Minister Ter Beek decided to abolish the Defence Council, which had 
been the forum in which the political and official heads of the Defence Department met with the Chief 
of Defence Staff and the commanders. In his memoirs of his time as a minister, Manoeuvreren, Ter Beek 
presents the view that his method of conducting separate discussions with the various commanders 
worked well.

  

4374 However, it was a public secret that Ter Beek and Wilmink, the Commander in Chief 
of the Royal Netherlands Army, found it difficult to get along with each other.4375

On 10 September 1992 General Couzy succeeded Wilmink. Couzy’s image was one of a desk 
officer in The Hague who had little experience with the troops

 

4376 and he made his entry at a time when 
major spending cuts had to be implemented in the Netherlands armed forces, particularly the Royal 
Netherlands Army. Consequently, there was a danger that the general might wish to portray himself as 
someone who stood up for his men and women, which could occur at the expense of his relationship 
with the minister.4377 At the same time Couzy sometimes encountered difficulties when seeking contact 
with Minister Ter Beek. When Couzy wished to oppose specific cutbacks, it appeared that the minister 
was shielded by his staff. According to Couzy, he found it difficult to gain access to Ter Beek ‘and it 
was absolutely impossible if there were some chestnuts in the fire. I always had to beg and plead before 
an appointment could be made with him by the grace of God’.4378 However, the minister was always 
ready to assist him where operational matters were concerned, such as deployment in Yugoslavia.4379 
According to Couzy, however, it sometimes happened that he and Ter Beek did not see each other for 
months at a stretch and did not even speak to each other on the phone:4380

‘As the commander, I therefore had hardly any idea what the minister was up to 
and what he felt about important matters. I did not see him and hardly heard 

  

                                                 

4372 BSG. Notes taken by Van den Heuvel for Voorhoeve, ‘De val van Srebrenica en de beeldvorming van Defensie’, 
18/08/95, no. V95015937. See also Van Kemenade, Omtrent Srebrenica, II, interview Voorhoeve, 31/08/98, p. 8; interview 
H. van den Heuvel, 05/11/01. 
4373 BSG. Memorandum from Van den Heuvel to Voorhoeve, 24/08/95, no. V95016235. With regard to the latter cf. BDL. 
Major General B.A.C. Droste, future commander of the Air Force, to PCDS, 18/08/95, no. BDL 95.058.466/252. 
4374 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 220. 
4375 Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Nederlandse generaal commandant NAVO’ (Dutch general is NATO commander), NRC 
Handelsblad, 15/06/92; F.J.D.C. Egter van Wissekerke, ‘Verdient Ter Beeks beleid wellicht een beter onthaal?’ (Does Ter 
Beek’s policy deserve a better reception perhaps?), Carré 16(1993)4, p. 11. 
4376 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 234; Couzy, Jaren, pp. 15-16; interview J.T. Bruurmijn, 07/04/99. 
4377 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
4378 Couzy, Jaren, p. 14. 
4379 Interview H. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98; Robijns, Baas, p. 12. 
4380 NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. File 8c, decision-making pertaining to the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade; interview H.A. 
Couzy, 21/04/95. 
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from him. At most, I met with him once every two months, although it was 
necessary for us to synchronise matters far more often than that.’4381

According to Ter Beek on the other hand, he and Couzy saw each other two to three times a month. 
He felt that matters were not hampered by the fact that Couzy could sometimes not reach him at times 
when crucial decisions needed to be made. In those cases he was familiar with the commander’s views 
on the issue in question.

 

4382

For his part, Ter Beek complained that he missed a transparent approach within the Royal 
Netherlands Army. According to him, the Army was used to playing its cards close to its chest, with the 
result that the minister always needed ‘to tug and pull in order to find out certain things’.

  

4383 Couzy, on 
the other hand, also felt that Ter Beek waited very long before he revealed what he thought: ‘He first 
covered his political flanks and only then did he present his decision. You were never sure whether he 
would support genuine military interests if push came to shove’.4384 Van der Vlis also thought that the 
minister took a long time to play his cards.4385

Apart from this, Couzy did not have much feel for political relations and behaviour. He had a 
very direct approach.

 

4386

‘A military official shall refrain from any public disclosure of his thoughts or 
feelings, or from exercising his right to associate or meet with others, or to 
demonstrate, if it were no longer possible, in a reasonable manner, to ensure the 
proper fulfilment of his duties or the proper operation of public services in so 
far as the latter may be related to the performance of his duties, due to the 
exercise of such right.’ 

 This could present difficulties. At the beginning of the 1990s public freedom 
of speech for military personnel was still formally regulated by Article 12a of the Military Personnel Act 
1931, which provided as follows: 

In 1992 a document drawn up by the Secretary-General for Defence, Directive for Contact with the 
Media, was released. This directive was based on the minimal exercise of freedom of speech. Contact 
with the media was reserved for the ministry’s Directorate of General Information. 

Couzy repeatedly obstructed Ter Beek by making public statements contrary to this directive.4387

                                                 

4381 Couzy, Jaren, p. 107. 

 
The awkward relationship between Couzy and Ter Beek was not only due to the somewhat deficient 

4382 Robijns, Baas, p. 12. 
4383 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/04/99. 
4384 Couzy, Jaren, p. 13. 
4385 Interview Van der Vlis, 12/02/99 
4386 Interview J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99. 
4387 See for example ‘PvdA en VVD willen dat bevelhebber landmacht zwijgt’ (PvdA (Labour)and VVD (Liberals) want 
army commander to be silent), ANP, 14/01/93, 7.14 pm; W. Joustra, ‘Bevelhebber Couzy mòet zich wel roeren’ 
(Commander Couzy must get involved), de Volkskrant, 18/03/93; Wio Joustra, ‘Sfeer tussen minister en generaal te rellerig’ 
(Mood between minister and general too antagonistic), de Volkskrant, 29/01/94; P. Petit and J. Warners, ‘Legertop vreest 
hoog dodental’ (Military leaders fear extensive casualties) and ‘Ik een politiek onbenul, dan lach ik in mijn vuistje’ (Me a 
political dimwit? I would be laughing up my sleeve.), Algemeen Dagblad, 25/03/93; Marcel Reijmerink, ‘Vooral luisteren naar 
de generaal’ (Listen especially to the general), Algemeen Dagblad, 15/06/95; ‘Slechte relatie tussen krijgsmacht en politiek 
verontrust PvdA en D66’ (Poor relationship between the armed forces and politicians worries PvdA and D66), de 
Volkskrant, 09/11/95; ‘Dwarsligger Couzy’ (Couzy the trouble-maker) and Henk Bouwmans, ‘Ter Beek liet probleem-
Couzy achter voor opvolgers’ (Ter Beek left the Couzy problem for his successors), Het Parool, 06/02/96; ‘Weer Couzy’ 
(Couzy again), Dagblad de Limburger, 06/02/96; ‘PvdA dringt aan op aftreden Couzy’ (PvdA urges Couzy’s dismissal), NRC 
Handelsblad, 08/02/96; ‘Coup van Couzy’ (Couzy’s coup), Elsevier, 09/02/96; Ton Olde Monnikhof & Pierre Petit, ‘De 
generaal is een taaie dwarsligger’ (The general is a tough trouble-maker), Algemeen Dagblad, 10/02/96; A. van der Horst, ‘De 
eigen oorlog van Hans Couzy’ (Hans Couzy’s personal war), HP/De Tijd, 16/02/96; Rudie Kagie, ‘Het spreekverbod. Wat 
generaal Couzy wel en niet mag zeggen’ (The ban on public statements: What General Couzy may and may not say), Vrij 
Nederland, 30/01/93. 
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communicative skills of the former, as Ter Beek suggested.4388

On 10 November 1992, two months after assuming the position of commander, Couzy used 
the comments column of the NRC Handelsblad to air his criticism of the growing move to reduce the 
transitional period for the suspension of compulsory military service.

 At a structural level communication 
between the armed forces and politicians was awkward. The abolition of various forms of consultation 
between the central organization, i.e. the top of the Ministry of Defence and the armed forces had 
narrowed communication to that between the minister and the commander, beyond which there was 
no recourse. As a result, there was a great temptation for members of the armed forces to use the press 
to air those of their views which they felt the central organization was paying little or no attention to. 

4389

‘to support the policy pursued by the Minister of Defence. This also means that 
I unconditionally accept the decisions taken by the Minister about the future 
structure of the Royal Netherlands Army and compulsory military service, and 
am prepared to present and implement the relevant policy without 
reservation.’

 Couzy’s statements appeared at 
a very unfortunate moment for Ter Beek. Within government he still needed to persuade Prime 
Minister Lubbers and Minister Van den Broek that compulsory military service should be suspended. 
In addition, Couzy’s statements could give one the impression that Ter Beek hung on the commander’s 
every word in relation to the transitional period, which could jeopardise the political acceptance of the 
Priorities Memorandum which was being prepared. Ter Beek therefore sought written evidence from 
Couzy that his statements were designed: 

4390

In practice, this document, which had been drafted by Van den Heuvel and became known as a 
declaration of loyalty, became a bone of contention to the Army. In the eyes of the military, this 
incident made Couzy a martyr, which was to his advantage as it happens,

  

4391 and led the Army to 
despise the Directorate of General Information, which it felt chose sides with the Minister too often 
and underplayed the Army’s views.4392 It ensured that Couzy acquired a reputation as someone who was 
‘solidly behind his people’, who idolized him.4393

On 14 January 1993 Couzy again made a controversial public announcement. On this occasion, 
two weeks after his visit to the Dutch troops in the former Yugoslavia, he said in the NCRV radio 
programme, Goedemorgen, Nederland, that military intervention in that region was ‘absolutely impossible’. 
Western soldiers would be faced with a guerrilla war there: ‘Then you will get a second Vietnam’.

  

4394

                                                 

4388 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 234; Leonard Ornstein, ‘Het eergevoel van Relus ter Beek’ (Relus ter Beek’s sense of honour), 
Vrij Nederland, 18/03/95. 

 

4389 H.A. Couzy, ‘Afschaffen dienstplicht vergt ruime overgangstijd’ (Abolition of compulsory national service demands long 
transitional period), NRC Handelsblad, 10/11/92. 
4390 F. Peeters, ‘Couzy verbergt zijn twijfels achter ferme uitspraken’ (Couzy conceals his doubts behind robust statements), 
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The PvdA MP, M. Zijlstra, repeated what he had already said in November 1992 in response to 
Couzy’s statements about the transitional period for the abolition of compulsory military service: ‘We 
have generals to command our troops and not to indulge in politics’.4395 Blaauw referred to teh 
Commander’s comment as ‘a cheap comparison’ and felt that it was time Couzy acquired some wisdom 
in relation to his public statements. He did not really feel like ‘saying it is so frightening and dangerous. 
By saying that, we in the Western world would be putting our credibility up for grabs’.4396 The VVD 
MP thought that Ter Beek should ask Couzy ‘to take his foot off the accelerator somewhat’.4397 
However, Minister Ter Beek did not rap the commander on the knuckles this time. The former 
Defence ministers, Stemerdink, Van Mierlo and Bolkestein, also felt that the general had done no more 
than his duty.4398

The fear of casualties amongst Dutch military personnel while involved in a peacekeeping 
mission in the former Yugoslavia played a role in statements made by Couzy in the Algemeen Dagblad on 
25 March 1993. Shortly before this Couzy had said in Commentaar, the CMHF magazine, that, as 
someone responsible for a ‘company’ and for ‘his’ people, he could allow himself to make more far-
ranging public statements than policymaking officials, at least as long as no political decisions had yet 
been made. This challenging approach led Wio Joustra to present an analysis in de Volkskrant on 18 
March to the effect that Couzy had now become like a ‘wounded animal’. The minister would be chary 
about handing out a second yellow card to the commander whom he himself had appointed, because 
this would automatically amount to a red one. Moreover, in such a case Ter Beek would run the risk of 
a confrontation with ‘the generals’, according to Joustra.

 

4399 Shortly before this, one of them had said 
that Couzy should never have signed the statement: ‘If Ter Beek had thrown him out, I know for sure 
that more high-ranking officers would have threatened to resign. This would have put the minister on 
the spot.’4400

Perhaps encouraged by such inflammatory remarks, in an interview with the Algemeen Dagblad 
on 25 March Couzy stated that he had warned Minister Ter Beek that there would be ‘a substantial 
number of casualties’ if Dutch troops were made available to enforce the Vance-Owen plan. Although 
the minister did not treat the possible risks light-heartedly, this was different in the case of some 
parliamentarians, according to the general. In the same interview Couzy also entered the debate about 
the voluntary involvement of national service personnel in any deployment. He understood that it was 
appropriate for him to show ‘considerable restraint’ in this matter but if the situation remained as it 
was, it would be rather ‘difficult’ to make units available: ‘Then we will not be going.’

 

4401

The Defence Ministry did not wish to become too concerned about the commander’s remarks. 
The ministry even tried to calm the waters: ‘Couzy made his statements within the context of his 
responsibilities. The minister was aware of this.’ However, the members of parliament did not wish to 
be depicted as ‘a bunch of madmen who are simply intent on throwing our boys to their death’.

 

4402

                                                 

4395 ‘PvdA en VVD willen dat bevelhebber landmacht zwijgt’, ANP, 14/01/93, 19:14; R. Kagie, ‘Het spreekverbod. Wat 
generaal Couzy wel en niet mag zeggen’, Vrij Nederland, 30/01/93; Couzy, Jaren, p. 111. 

 Not 
only did Couzy receive support from Ter Beek, assistance was also forthcoming from unexpected 
quarters. The Podium column in Trouw featured a piece by Faber, the IKV (Interchurch Peace Council) 
secretary, who expressed concern about the criticism levelled at the commander, because he detected 

4396 Radio 1, KRO, Echo, 14/01/93, 1.10 pm. 
4397 Rudie Kagie, ‘Het spreekverbod. Wat generaal Couzy wel en niet mag zeggen’, Vrij Nederland, 30/01/93. 
4398 Rudie Kagie, ‘Het spreekverbod. Wat generaal Couzy wel en niet mag zeggen’, Vrij Nederland, 30/01/93. 
4399 Wio Joustra, ‘Bevelhebber Couzy mòet zich wel roeren’, de Volkskrant, 18/03/93. 
4400 W. Joustra, ‘Bevelhebber Couzy mòet zich wel roeren’, de Volkskrant, 18/03/93. 
4401 P. Petit en J. Warners, ‘Legertop vreest hoog dodental’ and ‘Ik een politiek onbenul, dan lach ik in mijn vuistje’, Algemeen 
Dagblad, 25/03/93. See also the news report on the Nederland 2 TV channel, 25/03/93, 6 pm. 
4402 Teun Lagas, ‘Openheid generaal valt nu ineens blijkbaar goed bij minister Ter Beek’ (Minister Ter Beek suddenly 
appears to appreciate the general’s candour), Trouw, 26/03/1993. See also Van Traa in the news report on the Nederland 2 
TV channel, Journaal, 25/03/93, 6 pm: ‘Wij zijn geen Don Quichottes, we zijn niet gek’ (We are not Don Quichotte: we are 
not crazy). 
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too many indications in it that politicians were shielding their ears from the warnings of an expert.4403 
During the Ministerial Council of 26 March 1993 various government ministers expressed their concern 
about Couzy’s statements. They asked themselves why Couzy felt he should advise Minister Ter Beek 
in public and regretted the fact that he was creating the impression that the Dutch government did not 
carefully weigh up matters when deploying Dutch troops. At the same time mention was made during 
the Ministerial Council that Couzy was acting in accordance with his responsibilities by pointing out the 
possible risks involved in any action. He had not undermined the primacy of the political process.4404 
After the meeting Lubbers announced on NOS television that ‘generals are allowed to say something 
from time to time’. After all, other senior officials did this as well. However, the Prime Minister held 
the view that Couzy had gone a bit too far by suggesting that the members of Parliament had failed to 
have sufficient regard to the risks involved in any military intervention in the former Yugoslavia.4405

7. Srebrenica under siege 

 

Morillon’s position in Bosnia 

While the Dutch minister, Ter Beek, was visiting Bosnia on 16 and 17 March, events occurred 
elsewhere which had major implications for further developments in that country. On board the same 
Antonov 32, which the Russian government had placed at the disposal of the UN, and in which Ter 
Beek had flown from Zagreb and landed in Sarajevo, the Bosnian president, Izetbegovic, left shortly 
afterwards for talks in New York. During his visit to Sarajevo Ter Beek was allowed to sleep in the bed 
of the French general, Morillon, who was visiting Srebrenica at that time. Philippe Pierre Lucien 
Antoine Morillon, 58 years old, was born in Casablanca. He was a former platoon commander in the 
French Foreign Legion at the time of Algeria’s struggle for independence, later commanded the French 
army corps in Germany and finally became commander of the first French army corps in Metz. With 
his silver-grey hair and an athletic figure despite his age, he was known to be a charismatic, captivating 
and dedicated man. However, he could also act impulsively.4406

There was an ongoing difference of opinion between Morillon and his superiors in Zagreb and 
New York. The French general held the view that, while it was true that UNPROFOR needed to be 
impartial, the UN force was never allowed to tolerate ethnic cleansing. He was not a proponent of 
large-scale military intervention but, according to him, the UNPROFOR troops that were on the scene, 
had to be allowed to display their power in order to halt Bosnian-Serb aggression. Morillon could not 
accept that force was only permitted for the protection of his own troops and not for the population. 
He referred to the attitude of his UN superiors as perverse angelic behaviour. It irritated him when he 
was challenged to abide by the text of the UNPROFOR mandate. According to Morillon, one could 
interpret Security Council resolutions any way one wanted to. One could find evidence to counter 
everything they contained. He felt that the issue at stake was to act in accordance with the spirit of the 
mandate. Morillon himself maintained that he engaged in heated telephone conversations with the UN 

 

                                                 

4403 Mient Jan Faber, ‘In hun eentje staan soldaten in Bosnië voor hopeloze taak’ (On their own, our soldiers face a hopeless 
task in Bosnia), Trouw, 31/03/93. 
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4405 TV, Nederland 3, NOS, interview the Prime Minister, 11.05 pm; ‘Joegoslavië. Lubbers kapittelt Couzy over sneuvelen 
militairen’ (Yugoslavia: Lubbers lectures Couzy on military casualties), ANP, 27/03/93. See also TK, 1992-1993, schedule to 
the Proceedings, no. 462. 
4406 With regard to Morillon see for example Henk Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, HP/De Tijd, 21/05/93, pp.20-24; 
Stoltenberg and Eide, Dagene, p.p. 82-83; interview J. Zoutendijk, 6/04/01. Especially with regard to his impulsiveness see 
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staff in Zagreb every day, in the course of which he repeated that UNPROFOR needed to elicit 
respect, otherwise the peacekeeping force might as well withdraw.4407

Morillon had seen how rapidly the United Nations had lost credibility with the Bosnian 
Muslims. Although the first blue berets had been greeted by tram conductors ringing their bells in 
Sarajevo in March 1992 and they had always been offered drinks at the sidewalk cafés,

 

4408 MacKenzie 
had been forced to move out in the face of threats. The population of the Bosnian capital had definitely 
not adopted a more welcoming approach towards the UN after a visit by Boutros-Ghali at the end of 
December 1992. The UN Secretary-General had appealed to his Muslim audience to start negotiations 
and not to wait for foreign intervention.4409 He was rewarded with widespread incomprehension. The 
inhabitants of Sarajevo accused him of being a fascist and a murderer.4410 At the press conference he 
gave before departing from the Sarajevo airport, the United Nations Secretary-General told his 
audience that he could present them with a list of ten places in the world where the people were worse 
off. Those who were present, were so stunned into silence that no one asked him which places he was 
referring to.4411 It was a rude awakening for people who had really believed that the letters, PRO, in 
UNPROFOR, actually stood for ‘protection’.4412

Like MacKenzie, Morillon came to the conclusion in the course of 1992 that the various parties 
in the Bosnian conflict only differed marginally from each other in the pursuit of evil. As a UN official 
stated at the time, ‘The Serbs are mass murderers, the Croats are assassins, and the Muslims are 
killers.’

 

4413 Morillon was also inundated with Muslim frustration with the United Nations, which 
appeared to stand in the way of military intervention to their advantage and simultaneously enforced an 
arms embargo, with the result that the Bosnian government found it difficult to act as a sovereign 
state.4414 Morillon saw how the propaganda machine of the Bosnian Muslims attempted to pull the 
wool over the eyes of the world in order to secure military intervention. For instance, in the autumn of 
1992 stories were doing the rounds of cannibalism in Zepa as a result of food shortages but, when the 
first convoys carrying humanitarian aid entered this enclave in December 1992, there appeared to be an 
abundance of cattle and poultry.4415 At the same time ‘spontaneous’ demonstrations by the family 
members of the inhabitants of Srebrenica, Zepa and Gorazde were held outside Morillon’s 
headquarters in Sarajevo. Towards the end of the year the UNPROFOR vehicles were targeted with 
snowballs containing stones and over Christmas Morillon’s headquarters were shelled with mortars 
fired from positions held by the Bosnian government army.4416

Relations between Morillon and the Bosnian government sank to their lowest when on 8 
January 1993, several days after the presentation of the Vance-Owen plan, the Serbian militia shot and 
killed the Bosnian Deputy Prime Minister, Hakija Turajlic, in an outer suburb of Sarajevo while being 
escorted in a UN armoured vehicle. Representatives of the Bosnian government accused Morillon of 
being the really guilty person.

 

4417

                                                 

4407 E. Vulliamy, ‘The general who told troops to tear up UN mandate’ and ‘Only passivity is dishonourable’, The Guardian, 
12/01/96. 

 Muslim demonstrators portrayed him as a murderer, Izetbegovic 
sought his dismissal from the government in Paris, and journalists made things uncomfortable for 

4408 ‘Militairen vertrekken naar Joegoslavië’ (Troops leave for Yugoslavia), de Volkskrant, 28/03/92. 
4409 Sremac, War, p. 136. 
4410 Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 52; Maass, Neighbor, pp. 177-79. 
4411 Owen CD-ROM, Press Conference of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, held on 31/12/92 in Sarajevo; 
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‘posteni’Morillon’, Ljiljan, 25 /05/1998, p. 17. 
4415 Morillon, Croire, pp. 133-34. 
4416 Morillon, Croire, p. 141. 
4417 Morillon, Croire, p. 144. 
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him.4418 But the French government maintained Morillon on his difficult assignment. From here 
Morillon continued to voice his scepsis regarding the possibilities of a military intervention. The sole 
solution for the conflict in Bosnia could only come from diplomatic negotiations.4419

In mid-February Morillon angered the Muslim authorities again, when he said that he 
understood that the ferocity of the Bosnian-Serb offensive in Eastern Bosnia was partly due to the fact 
that, after capturing Kamenica the VRS (the military forces of the Bosnian Serbs) had discovered a 
mass grave containing dozens of Serbs who had been badly tortured in November 1992.

 

4420 The 
reinterment of the corpses in Zvornik bore the characteristics of an official event and was attended by 
Karadzic, amongst others, who not only held the Bosnian Muslims responsible for the death of these 
Serbs but also the West. He said that following the discovery of this atrocity the last opportunity for 
Serbs and Muslims to live together ever again had been lost.4421 At this time Mladic displayed signs of 
being extremely upset by the death of 1,500 Serbs in Bratunac and surroundings in the months before, 
which the Muslims of Srebrenica were guilty of, according to him. He said that it had made a great 
impression on him to fly in a helicopter – contrary to the ban on flights, incidentally – over places such 
as Tegari, Ratkovici, Fakovici and Skelani, where these murders had been perpetrated, and at the same 
time to see ‘fellow Serbs’ playing football on the other side of the Drina.4422

It had not escaped Morillon that there was more hatred to be found ‘in this remote corner of 
Bosnia’ than anywhere else. He was convinced that Mladic was intent on seeking revenge for the dead 
Serbs.

 

4423 Reports began to appear in the press that thousands of Muslims had been killed during a Serb 
offensive in Cerska, a town with six thousand inhabitants,4424 after which Morillon personally visited the 
place on 5 March, three days after its fall. Following a brief inspection, Morillon reported that he 
believed no slaughter had occurred. There were several wounded people, who could be evacuated. His 
statement, ‘Je n’ai pas senti l’odeur de mort’ in the course of a press conference was one that the 
Muslims held against him for a long time.4425

At the beginning of March the Bosnian Serbs briefly opened a corridor for those Muslims who 
were in Cerska, Kamenica and Konjevic Polje. The Bosnian Serbs argued that they had decided on this 
humanitarian deed in the face of international pressure but in reality it represented one of the methods 
they used for ethnic cleansing in Eastern Bosnia.

 The Muslims in the Drina valley took it as a sign that they 
could expect nothing from the French general. 

4426 On 6 March a British captain, David Bennett, an 
escort to Morillon, announced that the purpose of the French general’s visit to Eastern Bosnia was to 
remove as many Muslims as possible from those of their enclaves which had been surrounded: ‘If that 
encompasses the evacuation of all refugees, so be it’. This policy was supported by the UNHCR.4427

                                                 

4418 See for example ‘Bosnische regering wil vervanging VN-bevelhebbers’ (Bosnian government wants UN commanders 
replaced), ANP, 11/01/93, 16.00. However, the French government retained Morillon in his difficult post. There he 
continued to express his sceptism about the potential for military intervention. According to him, diplomacy offered the 
only solution to the conflict in Bosnia (H. Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, HP/De Tijd, 21 /05/1993, p. 22). 

 
However, the Muslim authorities did not appreciate what they viewed as Morillon’s support for ethnic 
cleansing. On 11 March the political parties in Tuzla, the Citizens’ Forum and the Association of 

4419 H. Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, HP/De tijd, 221/05/93, p. 22. 
4420 T. Barber, ‘Generall Philippe Morillon – Bosnia, I am with you’, The Independent, 21/03/93; Janine di Giovanni, ‘Morillon 
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4421 ‘Karadzic attends funeral in Zvornik of “massacred” Serbian victims’, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 24/02/93; 
Donald Forbes, ‘Karadzic renounces Muslim-Serb brotherhood on grave of “martyrs”’, The Herald (Glasgow), 23/02/93. 
4422 Sherman, Zerschlagung, p. 169. 
4423 Cohen, Hearts, p. 234. 
4424 See for example Raymond van den Boogaard, ‘Bloedbad na val Bosnische stad Cerska’ (Bloodbath after the fall of the 
Bosnian town of Cerska), NRC Handelsblad, 03/03/93. 
4425 Morillon, Croire, pp. 164-165; Hollingworth, Christmas, pp. 176-177; ‘VN-generaal: geen bewijs bloedbad’ (UN general: 
no evidence of a bloodbath), HP/De Tijd, 07/03/93; Thieu Vaessen, ‘Morillon roept kritiek op VN-vredesmacht over zich 
af’ (Morillon draws criticism of the UN peacekeeping force), ANP, 08/03/93, 14:32. 
4426 Adrian Brown, ‘UN general braves fighting to help trapped Muslims’, The Daily Telegraph, 06/03/93. 
4427 Adrian Brown, ‘UN general braves fighting to help trapped Muslims’, The Daily Telegraph, 06/03/93. 
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Bosnian Muslim Intellectuals, called on the government in Sarajevo to declare Morillon persona non grata 
because of his ‘open support for the aggressor’.4428

Srebrenica  

 

11 March was also the day on which Morillon left for a visit to Srebrenica, which was surrounded. 
Srebrenica was situated in a valley encircled by mostly forested mountains rising to between six 
hundred and a thousand metres about three kilometres from the Drina River. More than other parts of 
Yugoslavia, the Drina valley, which was known as the Podrinje, had been the scene of battles in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although the Drina formed the border between Bosnia and Serbia, 
the people living on both sides of the river, did not feel it was.4429 In the nineteenth century, when 
Serbia won independence, many Muslims had been driven out of it and had sought refuge on the other 
side of the Drina in Eastern Bosnia. Conversely, Serbs from Eastern Bosnia had sought sanctuary in 
Serbia. Those Serbs whose main territorial base was on the south bank of the river, subsequently found 
it easier to cross the river than the Muslims. Nevertheless, in about 1990 not only Serbian but also 
Muslim students from Eastern Bosnia went to school in Serbia and many of their parents travelled the 
same route to work on the other side of the Drina.4430 In times of want, for example, during the First 
World War, when the Serbs fought against the Austrians in this region, or during the Second World 
War, when the hilly, forested land of Eastern Bosnia was the terrain in which the partisans waged war 
against the monarchists, Croat extremists, Italian and German troops with varying success, the 
inhabitants retreated to either river bank as required and gave each other support.4431 For instance, 
Serbs in the areas around Bratunac and Srebrenica volunteered for service in the Serb army in 1913.4432  

 

                                                 

4428 Ekrem Abdic in a report from Tuzla for Croat radio. BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 11/03/93; Morillon, Croire, p. 165. 
4429 See also, for example, Thomas, Serbia, p. 134. 
4430 Frans van Deijl, ‘Ik hou van jou, mijn Bosnië’ (I love you, my Bosnia), HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, p. 25. 
4431 See also Appendix Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië.passim, in particular, p. 18 et seq., p. 35, and p. 47. 
4432 Appendix Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
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Nevertheless, the Serb population felt closer ties with their immediate neighbours on the other 
side of the river than with Belgrade, a situation which also existed in the first half of the 1990s. Neither 
the Serbs nor the Muslims in the Drina valley felt that they were part of a national state.4433 The 
Podrinje was actually a peripheral area, relatively isolated from both Belgrade and Sarajevo, and even 
from Tuzla. If Eastern Bosnia was isolated, than this was even more so in the case of Srebrenica.4434 
This town was situated at the end of the Krizevica River valley. It could only be accessed from 
Bratunac, a place with approximately 7,700 inhabitants in 1991, which was situated 12 kilometres away. 
The hamlet of Potocari lay halfway between both towns. The town of Srebrenica was surrounded by 
numerous settlements where time appeared to have stood still even more so than in the surrounding 
areas. Many of the villages could only be accessed by almost impassable tracks and their population 
lived mainly off their own agricultural produce and cattle farming. Agricultural production barely 
exceeded subsistence levels. The proportion of the inhabitants of the Eastern Bosnian towns of 
Bratunac and Srebrenica that was employed abroad, was significantly lower than elsewhere. At the 
beginning of the 1980s a quarter of the population of both places was still illiterate.4435

There were virtually no Croats in Bratunac and Srebrenica, which probably contributed to the 
development of greater antagonism between the two ethnic groups. On the eve of the conflict in the 
1990s Muslims accounted for two thirds of the Opstina Bratunac and Serbs one third.

 The only reason 
why Srebrenica had drawn the attention of the central authorities in the past, was because of its 
strategic importance in the form of lead, zinc, bauxite and silver mines. It was this last type which gave 
Srebrenica its name, which literally means silver city. 

4436 In the 
Opstina Srebrenica almost 73% of the inhabitants were Muslim and more than a quarter were Serbs.4437 
The population of the town of Srebrenica increased by more than a quarter in the 1980s, from 4,512 
inhabitants in 1981 to 5,746 in 1991.4438 On the other hand, in the same period the number of 
inhabitants in the district of Srebrenica fell from 31,780 to 30,920. The Muslim population of 
Srebrenica experienced a spectacular rate of growth, rising by almost half, while the number of Serbs 
only increased by one sixth.4439

The events of the Second World War were well remembered in the area. Unlike developments 
elsewhere in Yugoslavia, hardly any people of the Srebrenica district were tried for misconduct during 
the war. Nevertheless, the local populace knew all too well which families had played an important role 
in the perpetration of blood baths.

  

4440

Ethnic consciousness was said to be poorly developed amongst the young people of 
Bratunac.

 

4441

                                                 

4433 Smit, Geography, p. 391. 

 However, by the end of the 1980s ethnic and national sentiments had also become 
palpable in Bratunac and Srebrenica. To the Serbs the source of this was initially Milosevic’s Belgrade, 
to the Muslims, Sarajevo. In a certain sense this had the effect of shifting the political orientation of 
these peripheral regions from their own locality to the metropolitan centres within the country. The 
major protagonist of the development of enhanced ethnic awareness amongst the Serbs in Srebrenica 
was the judge, Goran Zekic, who was soon competing with more extremist elements, however. 
Amongst the Muslims this role was played by Besim Ibisevic, the curator of the district museum. 
Ibisevic was soon joined by Ibran Mustafic, who later became his competitor. Both had studied in 
Sarajevo and had returned to the villages near Srebrenica where they had been born. These nationalist 
leaders found support mainly in the villages around Srebrenica, most of which were ethnically 

4434 For a more detailed account of the history of Srebrenica see appendix Duijzings Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië; 
Smit, Geography. 
4435 Smit, Geograhy, p. 395. 
4436 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 30. 
4437 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 31; Hren (ed.), Overlevenden, pp. 15-16. 
4438 Smit, Geography, p. 396. 
4439 Smit, Geography, p. 396. 
4440 UN, A/48/177 and S/25835, annex: Memorandum, p. 6. 
4441 Frans van Deijl, ‘Ik hou van jou, mijn Bosnië’, HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, pp. 24-27. 
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homogenous. Prior to this, when no free elections were held, the communists had never worried much 
about these villages. Now the bulk of the Muslim villages supported the SDA and the Serbian ones 
opted for the SDS. Not only were the nationalist leaders responsible for a revolt against communism – 
where they went, the villagers removed pictures of Tito from the walls – but they also recalled the 
atrocities of the First and Second World Wars. 

In Srebrenica rising ethnic consciousness was fuelled by conflicting economic interests, 
especially in relation to the question of allocating jobs in various companies. A media campaign was 
launched to expose the actual or supposed prejudice against the Serb community, while the Serbs 
interpreted their declining proportion of the population as confirmation of the way they felt themselves 
to be disadvantaged. This campaign was influenced by so-called leaks of confidential information about 
discrimination against Serbs by the Serbian national security service, the SDB. Despite acts of 
moderation on the part of the current community leaders in Bratunac and Srebrenica, polarization 
occurred between these ethnic groups. Social life was increasingly broken down in accordance with 
ethnic divisions. Anyone who tried to continue efforts towards mediation, received threats. Rumours 
began to circulate amongst Muslims and Serbs that the other group was secretly arming itself. Anyone 
who could afford to, left the district. As they had done so often before, the Serbs moved to the other 
side of the Drina. After the SDA and SDS made gains in the area around Srebrenica in the elections 
held in November 1990 – the first free elections since the Second World War – the two nationalist 
parties initially worked together, driven by the need to unite in order to eradicate the institutional and 
individual rule of the communists. The conflict in Croatia also cast a shadow over Srebrenica. Tensions 
rose when Ibisevic and Mustafic advised Muslims not to respond to a call-up from the Yugoslavian 
National Army in May and June 1991 not only because they did not consider the Serb cause to be 
worthy of Muslim lives, but also because Muslims would be required in Srebrenica if fighting were to 
break out. When they were therefore summoned to appear before the military tribunal in Sarajevo, they 
ignored this order. Government authority was increasingly ignored or undermined. Community 
property was stolen, such as electricity and wood. Serbs refused to pay rates to the municipal council in 
Srebrenica, in which Bosnians held the majority. The first major incident to take place in the region of 
Bratunac and Srebrenica occurred at the beginning of September 1991. This happened in Kravica, a 
hotbed of Serbian nationalism since time immemorial.4442 This was the source of agitation for the 
expropriation of land from Muslim landowners after the First World War. In December 1941, during 
the Second World War, the inhabitants of Kravica used guns, knives and sticks to commit the mass 
murder of 68 Muslim residents of the hamlet of Sopotnik on the Drina. For their part, Croat extremists 
slaughtered more than a hundred Serbs in Kravica in July 1943. An incident had already occurred there 
in 1971 when a drunk Muslim from Konjevic Polje entered a pub in Kravica after visiting a fair in 
Bratunac. There he had remonstrated with the Serbs about their role in the Second World War. First he 
was stabbed with a knife but, when he pulled the latter from his side and began to wave it around 
menacingly, the barman shot him. Fatally wounded, he collapsed in front of the door to the pub. When 
his fellow villagers from Konjevic Polje arrived to collect the corpse, shooting ensued between the 
residents of Kravica and the visitors but no one was wounded. The military police acted in order to 
restore order.4443

In the autumn of 1990 Muslims hardly dared to travel through Kravica in the same way that 
Serbs hardly dared to pass through Potocari between Bratunac and Srebrenica. Barriers had been 
erected across the road in both places where members of the other ethnic group were checked.

 

4444

                                                 

4442 Appendix Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 

 In 
1991 Kravica became the weapon distribution and training centre for Serbs from the surrounding 
settlements. Muslim daredevils began provocative drives through Kravica cursing the Serbs, waving 
green flags and playing loud ‘Eastern’ music. In order to ‘teach them a lesson’ three local Serbs, assisted 

4443 Interviews L. Bogdanovic and N. Stjepanovic, 20/10/00. 
4444 Appendix Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
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by three policemen from Bratunac, fired on one of these cars on 3 September 1991, killing two 
Muslims. Thousands of Muslims then took to the streets to protest in Bratunac.4445

In March 1992 Serbs slit the throats of two Muslims near Bratunac. Fear took hold of the 
people in and around Bratunac and Srebrenica from that time on. Hardly any men still went to work, 
discussing the situation on the street and in coffee houses instead. Others fled the area. At the 
beginning of April, when rumours spread that Serbs from outside Bratunac were planning to attack the 
Muslims in the town, a large group of Muslims left Bratunac and retreated to the mountains where they 
hid in the forests for days on end. Some fled to neighbouring towns while others sent their wives and 
children to safer areas.

 Following the 
referendum on the independence of Bosnia-Herzegovina, ethnic tensions rose even further in Bratunac 
and Srebrenica. 

4446

In mid-April the Serbs gave the Muslims in Srebrenica and the surrounding villages an 
ultimatum. They were required to hand in their weapons before 18 April. When this ultimatum expired, 
the first mortars were fired on Srebrenica and surroundings. A large proportion of the population and 
several armed Muslims fled into the snow-covered hills surrounding the town. Only 365 Muslims, 
mainly older people, remained in there.

 

4447 Militia from Arkan, Seselj, Beli Orlovi and groups from 
Bijeljina then entered Srebrenica under the guidance of local Serbs, including Goran Zekic, the Serbian 
representative in the parliament of Bosnia-Herzegovina.4448 They plundered the place, set fire to various 
houses and murdered 27 people.4449

On 5 May troops from Arkan and Seselj surrounded Bratunac.
 

4450 They were mainly troops that 
had previously gone on the rampage in Zvornik.4451

The men were taken to the gymnastics hall of the Vuk Karadzic primary school. While 150 to 
200 armed Serbs surrounded the school, the imprisoned Muslims were horrifically tortured over several 
days. Many were beaten to death with clubs or hammers. People were cut with knives and forced to eat 
clothes. A total of several hundred Muslim men are said to have been murdered. Some of the corpses 
were burnt. The remaining bodies were thrown into the Drina. Finally, four hundred Muslims were 
exchanged for Serbian prisoners.

 Together with radical Serbs from Bratunac and 
surroundings, they chased the Muslims out of their homes in Bratunac and neighbouring villages, after 
which they confiscated all their valuable possessions. Anyone who tried to escape, was shot. They set 
fire to several villages. Several thousand Muslims were arrested. Approximately seven hundred of them 
were taken to the police station, where the troops from Arkan and Seselj were in control. The following 
day Serbian troops took several thousand Muslim women and children to the stadium of the local 
football club, Bratstvo. Several girls are said to have been moved to the local hotel, Fontana, where they 
were raped. Eventually, the women and children were taken by bus to Kladanj, which was held by the 
Bosnian government. 

4452 On 23 May another seventy Muslims are said to have been 
murdered in front of the mosque of neighbouring Glogova led by the SDS chairperson of Bratunac, 
Miroslav Deronjic.4453

On 6 May Muslim fighters from Srebrenica launched a counterattack on the Serbs in this town. 
Goran Zekic was murdered on 8 May 1992. The Serbs allege that this was the work of a Muslim police 

 

                                                 

4445 See also ‘Geweld breidt zich uit naar Bosnië’ (Violence spreads to Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 06/09/91. 
4446 F. van Deijl, ‘Ik hou van jou, mijn Bosnië’, HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, p. 25. 
4447 Hren (ed.), Overlevenden, p. 17. 
4448 Hren (ed.), Overlevenden, pp. 58-59 and 103. 
4449 Hren (ed.), Overlevenden, pp. 17 and 59-60. 
4450 Williams and Cigar, III.C.1; United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2 (Vol. I), 28/12/94, Annex III.A, IV.A.10. 
4451 Ludwig Boltzmann Institute, ‘Operations’, par. 5.2. 
4452 Different figures are cited for the number of Muslims murdered, varying from two to several hundred. B. Rijs, ‘Sporen 
van een massamoord’ (Traces of mass murder), HP/De Tijd, 28/08/92, pp. 10-12; Westerman & Brug, p. 71; United 
Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2 (Vol. I), 28/12/94, Annex III.A, IV.A.10. 
4453 United Nations, S/1994/674/Add.2 (Vol. I), 28/12/94, Annex III.A, III.C, Forces of Miroslav Deronjić and IV.A.10. 
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officer in Srebrenica, Hakija Meholjic.4454 This murder heralded the exodus of Serbs from Srebrenica, 
an event that was observed to occur on numerous occasions in the Bosnian conflict following the death 
of a prominent local figure. This exodus received added impetus in the form of two other Muslims, 
Naser Oric and Zulfo Tursonovic, who had assumed the role of commanders and who began to attack 
surrounding villages inhabited by Serbs and then advanced on Srebrenica. A large number of Serbian 
refugees found sanctuary in Bratunac. This nearby town, which had once had a Muslim majority, 
became a place that was almost entirely Serbian. In this way the logic of the process of mutual ethnic 
cleansing on the part of the Muslims and Serbs in this section of the Drina valley resulted in the 
physical division of these two groups. Now it was no longer only a question of Muslims against Serbs 
but a battle between those of Srebrenica and those of Bratunac, a situation exacerbated by the fact that 
there had already been animosity between the two towns for years, fuelled by the superior wealth of 
Srebrenica.4455

Throughout the remainder of 1992 the Serbs remained on the defensive in this region. Overall, 
Muslim fighters from Srebrenica attacked 79 Serbian places in the districts of Srebrenica and Bratunac. 
They followed a certain pattern. Initially, Serbs were driven out of ethnically mixed towns. Then 
Serbian hamlets surrounded by Muslim towns were attacked and finally the remaining Serbian 
settlements were overrun. The residents were murdered, their homes were plundered and burnt down 
or blown up. There was a preference to launch these attacks on Serbian public holidays (those of Saint 
Joris, Saint Vitus and the Blessed Peter, and Christmas Day), probably because least resistance was 
expected. Yet it simultaneously contributed to the development of profound Serbian grievances. Many 
of these attacks were bloody in nature. For example, the victims had their throats slit, they were 
assaulted with pitchforks or they were set on fire. 

 

It is estimated that between 1,000 and 1,200 Serbs died in these attacks, while about 3,000 of 
them were wounded. Ultimately, of the original 9,390 Serbian inhabitants of the Srebrenica district, 
only 860 remained, mainly in the four villages of Skelani, Crvica, Petrica and Lijesce.4456 Serbian 
attempts to defend other villages met with little success. The Serbs in the district of Bratunac were 
largely driven back to the town of the same name. Faced with a constant shortage of troops, the 
authorities of the Republika Srpska (Serb Republic) showed little interest in defending the area. On the 
other hand, the Muslims of Srebrenica could not count on the authorities in Sarajevo showing much 
interest in them. Confronted with the remark that the Muslims in Eastern Bosnia had also committed 
atrocities, the Bosnian vice-president, Ganic, said, ‘The Muslims along the Drina have never received 
support from us. They obtained their own weapons.’4457

Naser Oric from Potocari had already distinguished himself as a fearsome Muslim fighter, when 
the fighting broke out around Srebrenica and Bratunac. Oric was born in Potocari on 3 March 1967. 
He attended the police academy in Zemun near Belgrade and subsequently joined the anti-terrorism 
unit run by the Ministry of the Interior. After some time he became a bodyguard to Milosevic. When a 
warrant was issued for his arrest in Belgrade – for theft according to some, for murder according to 
others

 

4458

                                                 

4454 With regard to questions surrounding Zekic’s death, see Duizings, Appendix. 

 – he went to Ilidza, where he stayed for six months. From there he returned to Srebrenica at 
the beginning of 1992 when tensions were rising in Bosnia. At the time he assumed the position of 
local police officer, which is said to have transpired upon the recommendation of the SDA official, 
Ibran Mustafic, a relative of Oric’s mother. Together they are said to have used SDA funds to purchase 

4455 Appendix Duijzings, Geschiedenis en herinnering in Oost-Bosnië. 
4456 For a detailed list of the attacks, victims, suspected perpetrators and witnesses, see UN, A/48/177 en S/25835, Annex: 
Memorandum, p. 6. 
4457 Nicole Lucas, ‘Bosnische vice-president: “Kroaten hebben ons nodig”’ (Bosnian vice-president: ‘The Croats need us.’), 
Trouw, 23/02/93. 
4458 Based on the MID Archives, Directorate of Operations, Dutch Army, Department of Intelligence and Security, 
Intelligence Division, Supintrep Enclave Srebrenica, no. 30370/4/021194, p. A-1 – for the murder of as many as seven 
people. 
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weapons, although it is doubtful whether the money and arms were always used for their original 
purpose, the defence of Muslims. Oric prepared for battle against the Serbs with 17 friends. Due to a 
combination of bravery and cruelty, at the start of hostilities Oric developed into a charismatic war 
hero who was in the vanguard of the attacks and division of any booty.4459

On 7 January 1993 Oric led a major attack of Muslims on Kravica during the Serbs’ Christmas 
festivities. At the time the inhabitants of this Serbian village numbered 353 in total. 28 of them were 
killed, after which the place was reduced to rubble. This event was not noticed by the Western press at 
the time, unlike the attack on the Deputy Prime Minister, Turajlic, which occurred in Sarajevo almost 
simultaneously, where the representatives of the international media had assembled. At the end of 
January the Muslims of Srebrenica almost overran another Serbian village, Skelani. The area which the 
ABiH (the military forces of the Bosnian Muslims) held around Srebrenica, was now the largest it 
would become. After the Muslims of Srebrenica succeeded in establishing access to the Muslim area of 
Zepa, which was situated more to the south, in January they also managed to forge a line of 
communication with the enclave of Cerska to the west of Srebrenica. At that point in time the Muslim 
area of Eastern Bosnia was the largest it would ever be: approximately 900 square kilometres. The 
ABiH had advanced from various sides to within three kilometres of Bratunac. 

 Although he was a master of 
ambush tactics, this did not make him a great strategist. In addition, he was no stranger to the idea that 
he could claim privileges in exchange for his valour. Initially, Oric was one of the local commanders of 
Srebrenica, and was primarily responsible for the northern section of the enclave. However, upon the 
insistence of the military leadership in Sarajevo and aided by his membership of the SDA, he soon 
acquired authority over the other commanders in Srebrenica. Despite achieving numerous military 
successes during the second half of 1992, Oric failed to link up with the Muslim area around Tuzla. In 
addition, he neglected to capture Bratunac, which would have enabled him to control a major supply 
route. 

The Serbian offensive in Eastern Bosnia and difficulties providing humanitarian aid 

In the meantime, in October 1992 the VRS had launched an offensive against the Muslim enclave, 
which stretched from Cerska to Zepa and beyond at the time. This enclave and the one around Tuzla 
only allowed for a narrow opening near Zvornik for a line of communication between the Bosnian-
Serb military forces and Serbia on the other side of the Drina. At the time units of the Yugoslavian 
army, the VJ, had joined the Serbian paramilitary forces in Bajina Basta on the Serbian side of the 
Drina. Targets within the area of Srebrenica were fired on from the slopes of the Tara mountains in 
Serbia.4460 The winter delayed the VRS offensive but in January it surged ahead with a massive attack on 
Konjevic Polje to the north of Srebrenica. This constituted part of the Bosnian-Serb plan to ensure that 
Eastern Bosnia would not become a Muslim area as provided for in the Vance-Owen plan. The 
Bosnian Serbs appeared to be bent on creating a situation which was to their advantage, and on 
presenting the international community with a fait accompli.4461

Following heavy artillery bombardments the starving population in the Muslim enclaves were 
encouraged to evacuate to Tuzla through various corridors. As a result places such as Cerska, Konjevic 
Polje and Skelani fell to the Bosnian Serbs at the beginning of February. Thousands of Muslims did 
indeed avail themselves of this opportunity to make good their escape. At the same time Karadzic 
called for referendums to be held in the area along the Bosnian-Serb border marked by the Drina River 
to examine whether they wished to be part of the Muslim area or that of the Serbs.

  

4462

                                                 

4459 Amongst other things, interview P. Koring, 05/07/00. 

 Other residents 

4460 Cekic, Aggression, pp. 276-77. 
4461 ‘Bosniërs wijzigen in de Drina-vallei de kaart van Vance en Owen’ (Bosnians change the map of Vance and Owen in the 
Drina valley), de Volkskrant, 06/02/93; F. Westerman, ‘Serviërs proberen door zuiveringen plan te wijzigen’ (Serbs try to 
change plan through ethnic cleansing), de Volkskrant, 10/02/93. 
4462 ‘“Etnische zuiveringen” Bosnië op andere leest’ (‘Ethnic cleansing’: Bosnia on different lines), Trouw, 08/02/93. 
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of the Muslim villages that had been captured, fled to Srebrenica, with the result that the number of 
inhabitants of that town rose drastically. 

Humanitarian conditions in Eastern Bosnia were appalling. Every day dozens of people 
perished from starvation and cold in Cerska, Gorazde, Srebrenica and Zepa. According to the Bosnian 
ambassador to the UN, signs of cannibalism had even been observed, although the UNHCR refuted 
this allegation as an example of ‘the growing hysteria’.4463

In the meantime, Ogata, the High Commissioner for Refugees, had repeatedly sought attention 
for the extremely difficult circumstances in which aid had to be provided. On 15 January she appealed 
to Boutros-Ghali in the form of a letter in which she pointed out that the Bosnian-Serb authorities 
were denying access to the convoys, while the Bosnian government was adopting an increasingly critical 
attitude towards aid, because they viewed it as an obstacle to military intervention.

  

4464 At the end of 
January the UNHCR had to halt all convoys to Sarajevo from the Dalmatian coast, because the 
Bosnian-Croat forces were stopping trucks loaded with aid supplies for the Muslims in Central Bosnia. 
At the end of January Ogata was given an undertaking by Cosic, Milosevic, Tudjman, Izetbegovic, 
Karadzic and Boban that they would do all in their power to allow the aid convoys through.4465 This 
had hardly any effect. Despite daily efforts to reach the eastern enclaves, no aid convoy had succeeded 
in reaching Gorazde since 19 January. In Zepa this had not happened since 17 January and the 
inhabitants of Srebrenica had not seen a convoy since 10 December 1992.4466

In mid-February the authorities in Sarajevo and Tuzla prohibited the distribution of aid supplies 
in these two cities ‘in solidarity’ as long as the Bosnian Serbs prevented the trucks carrying aid supplies 
from getting through to Cerska and Gorazde in Eastern Bosnia.

 

4467 The action taken in Sarajevo was 
said to be a concession to a delegation from Srebrenica, who had demanded that the authorities in 
Sarajevo should draw the world’s attention to the suffering in Srebrenica by killing a Serb in Sarajevo 
for every death in Srebrenica. The Bosnian government did not wish to go as far as that. It viewed the 
denial of food to its own population as a ‘second-best’ solution.4468

In the meantime the UN threatened to halt aid to the Bosnian Serbs if they failed to allow 
convoys through to the eastern enclaves. However, the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the 
Republika Srpska, Todor Dutina, stated that the Serbs could not permit Eastern Bosnia to belong to 
the Muslims.

 

4469 The Serbian press agency, Tanjug, was of the opinion that the aid went to the Muslim 
fighters in the enclaves instead of the residents. It suggested that it was difficult to accept that the 
survivors of Muslim ‘atrocities’ should permit ‘their future murderers’ to be fed.4470

The refusal to allow the food convoys through was reason enough for Ogata to halt all aid to 
the Muslims on 17 February. In addition, she did not want convoys to wait for permission at 

  

                                                 

4463 ‘Getergde VN staken hulp voor heel Bosnië’ (Annoyed UN suspends aid to all of Bosnia), de Volkskrant, 18/02/93; ‘VN 
zet hulp aan Bosnië toch voort’ (UN nevertheless resumes aid to Bosnia), de Telegraaf, 18/02/93. 
4464 ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. Ogata to Boutros-Ghali, 15/01/93. 
4465 ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. Ogata to Boutros-Ghali, 02/02/93. 
4466 See for example ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. UNHCR Updates on Ex-Yugoslavia, 2/02/93 and 12/02/93. 
4467 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 15/93, 16/02/93; ‘Pakhuizen overvol in 
Sarajevo’ (Warehouses overflowing in Sarajevo), Trouw, 13/02/93; ‘Serviërs houden hulp Oost-Bosnië tegen’ (Serbians 
obstruct aid to Eastern Bosnia), Trouw, 15/02/93; ‘Laatste bakkerij Sarajevo moet zijn deuren sluiten’ (Last bakery in 
Sarajevo forced to close), Trouw, 16/02/93; ‘Bewoners Sarajevo achter boycot VN-hulp’ (Sarajevo residents back UN aid 
boycott), Trouw, 17/02/93; ‘Nieuw dieptepunt Bosnië: spelletje met voedselhulp’ (New deterioration in Bosnia: Food aid 
games), Trouw, 19/02/93; ‘Serviërs blijven voedselhulp voor moslims tegenhouden’ (Serbians continue to obstruct food aid 
for Muslims), de Telegraaf, 15/02/93; ‘VN woedend over cynisch spel met hulpgoederen voor Bosnië’, (UN angry about 
cynical games with aid for Bosnia) de Telegraaf, 17/02/93; ‘Moslims in de aanval in Sarajevo’ (Muslims on the attack in 
Sarajevo), de Volkskrant, 12/02/93; ‘Hulpkonvooi voor Moslims opnieuw tegengehouden’ (Aid convoy for Muslims 
obstructed again), de Volkskrant, 16/02/93. 
4468 Hollingworth, Christmas, p. 168; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 179. 
4469 ‘Serviërs willen oosten van Bosnië niet opgeven’ (Serbians do not wish to abandon Eastern Bosnia), ANP, 15/02/93, 
15:06; ‘Moslim-enclave blijft van hulp verstoken’ (Muslim enclave continues to be denied aid), de Telegraaf, 16/02/93. 
4470 Ibid. 
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roadblocks for days on end. The constant political obstacles to the provision of humanitarian aid were 
a thorn in her flesh. Two stranded UNHCR convoys that had been denied access to Cerska and 
Gorazde, returned. A convoy that was ready to travel to Zepa, did not leave.4471

By taking this action Ogata astounded friend and foe alike. In a response to Ogata’s decision, 
Morillon, who showed himself to be increasingly annoyed by the powerlessness of the peacekeeping 
troops, announced that UNPROFOR would then send its own convoy to the Muslims in Gorazde. He 
immediately left for Rogatica to negotiate with the Bosnian Serbs in order to secure the removal of the 
roadblocks en route to the Eastern Bosnian enclave.

 

4472 However, UN headquarters in New York 
wanted him to remain detached4473 and Morillon was overruled by Wahlgren.4474 The Security Council 
was piqued because it felt that the decision which Ogata had taken, fell within the council’s prerogative 
and not that of the UNHCR.4475 Biegman, the Netherlands’ Permanent Representative at the UN, 
termed it ‘somewhat absurd’ that the hunger strike in Sarajevo referred to in Ogata’s statement was 
treated the same as the Serbs’ months-long refusal to allow food through to Eastern Bosnia, a policy 
which amounted to enforced starvation in the areas that the Serbs did not yet hold: “It is an illustration 
of the ineradicable even-handedness that is adopted towards the aggressors and the victims, as well as 
towards the Croats and other profiteers in this conflict’.4476 Izetbegovic responded to Ogata’s decision 
to halt aid by asking the American government to airlift supplies to the Muslim towns that were 
surrounded.4477 In addition, he decided to boycott the peace negotiations in New York for as long as 
Bosnia did not receive any supplies.4478

Boutros-Ghali found it necessary to overturn Ogata’s decision publicly.
 

4479 On 21 February 
Ogata announced that aid convoys would be resumed after she had received guarantees from all three 
warring factions in Bosnia that they would no longer obstruct them.4480

The attitude adopted by the authorities in Sarajevo and the decision subsequently taken by 
Ogata had had an impact in the meantime.

  

4481 On 21 February a convoy was allowed into Zepa for the 
second time since the outbreak of war in Bosnia.4482

In its main editorial comment the Dutch morning newspaper, Trouw, complained that the 
Western European countries, ‘are not moving a finger, that is to say they are not making any aircraft 

 The American government also decided to airlift 
supplies to the eastern enclaves, an operation which commenced on 28 February. The European 
Community felt overwhelmed by the rapid action taken by the Americans and initially failed to make 
any actual response. It was only a month later that French aircraft also began to participate in the food 
drops. 

                                                 

4471 ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. UNHCR Update on ex-Yugoslavia, 17/02/93; Boddens Hosang 176 to Kooijmans, 17/02/93; 
Hollingworth, Christmas, pp.166-168. 
4472 ‘Flüchtlingskommissariat zieht Konvois Anet Bleich, Kontroverse in der UNO über Bosnien’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 
19/02/93; John F. Burns, ‘Bosnia Cheering Decision by U.N. to Resume Aid’, The New York Times, 20/02/93. 
4473 Hollingworth, Christmas, p. 166. 
4474 Minear et al, Action, p. 88. 
4475 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Biegman 148 to Kooijmans, 17/02/93. 
4476 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Biegman 148 to Kooijmans, 17/02/93. 
4477 ‘Voor VN-helpers in Bosnië is grote wachten begonnen’ (Long wait has started for UN helpers in Bosnia), de Telegraaf, 
19/02/93; ‘VS gekant tegen opschorten hulp’ (US opposes suspension of aid), Trouw, 19/02/93. 
4478 ‘VN-chef gelast hervatting hulpoperaties in Bosnië’ (UN chief orders resumption of aid operations in Bosnia), de 
Telegraaf, 20/02/93. 
4479 ‘VN-chef gelast hervatting hulpoperaties in Bosnië’, de Telegraaf, 20/02/93; ‘VN-chef haalt uit naar Japanse. 
Hulpoperaties voor ex-Joegoslavië moeten worden hervat’ (UN chief lashes out at Japanese woman: Aid operations for the 
former Yugoslavia must be resumed), Trouw, 20/02/93; Susan Chira, ‘Japanese Diplomat Puts Refugees Before Politics’, The 
New York Times, 07/04/93. 
4480 ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. UNHCR Update on ex-Yugoslavia, 21/02/93. 
4481 Ejub Ganic: ‘“It was the only way we could show solidarity. Moreover, the world needed to be woken up again.” That 
happened he concluded with satisfaction…., Nicole Lucas, ‘Bosnische vice-president: “Kroaten hebben ons nodig”’, Trouw, 
23/02/93. 
4482 The previous convoy had reached the town in mid-January 1993. 
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available to participate in this operation’.4483 The VVD ( Liberals) member, Weisglas, felt it was a 
‘shameful situation’ for the Americans to pull the chestnuts from the fire in Europe. For this reason, 
his parliamentary party – like that of the PvdA and the CDA – supported the proposal presented by 
Ministers Kooijmans and Ter Beek to support the American food drops with F-16s, although the 
members of parliament would have preferred to see the convoys on the ground breach the barricades 
with firepower.4484 A spokesman for the Defence Department stated that it would be possible to deploy 
the F-16s almost immediately: ‘If the Americans say that they wish to commence the food drops in 
several days’ time, we will be able to get involved straightaway’.4485 Washington immediately declined 
the offer.4486 Following a discussion with Boutros-Ghali, Clinton made it clear that this was to be solely 
a humanitarian operation and that the transport planes would not be escorted by fighter aircraft. The 
Bosnian-Serb leaders had undertaken not to attack these planes.4487

This rejection was painful for the Dutch government, which had already been turned down on 
two previous occasions when it had offered F-16s (at the time of the Gulf War and after the 
announcement of the flight ban). After all, the drops, only 30% of which reached their target,

 

4488 were 
mainly intended to serve a symbolic purpose: they were to break the blockade of ground transport 
imposed by the Bosnian Serbs.4489

On 2 March, several days after the food drops had commenced, the VRS captured one of the 
areas for which they were intended, the enclave of Cerska, following a siege of ten months. According 
to some commentators, the Serbian triumph was due to the fact that the Muslim troops had deserted 
their posts to go in search of the food parcels that had been dropped.

 

4490 After the fall of Konjevic 
Polje and Cerska at the beginning of March 1993, Srebrenica was virtually cut off from the outside 
world. As a result of ethnic cleansing in 1992 and the Bosnian-Serb offensive conducted from the 
autumn of that year, Muslims from Zvornik, Bijeljina, Visegrad, Bratunac, Vlasenica, Konjevic Polje, 
Cerska and numerous other nearby settlements fled to Srebrenica and Potocari, which boosted their 
original population by several tens of thousand. Consequently, there was a severe shortage of food 
while sanitary conditions deteriorated rapidly. The British doctor, Simon Mardel, an aid worker with the 
World Health Organization (WHO), who managed to reach Srebrenica on 6 March, reported that at 
least two thousand of the people there were sick or wounded. The last convoy to reach the enclave had 
arrived on 10 December. Every day forty people were said to be dying and about nine hundred children 
were reported to be living on the streets with their parents. According to Mardel, the situation could 
easily withstand comparison with countries such as Afghanistan, Ethiopia and Liberia. He saw families 
who had not eaten for an entire week. ‘Children lay without stirring. Parents were indifferent.4491

                                                 

4483 ‘Absurde beelden’ (Absurd images), Trouw, 02/03/93. 
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4484 De Kok and Valk on Radio 1, NCRV, Hier en Nu (Here and Now), 23/02/93, 1.10 pm; ‘Kamer positief over aanbod 
Kooijmans en Ter Beek. Onze F16’s naar Bosnië als steun voedseldroppings’ (Parliament positive about the Kooijmans and 
Ter Beek offer: Send our F-16s to Bosnia to support food drops), de Telegraaf, ong. 23-25/02/93. 
4485 ‘Verdeelde reacties op plan VS voor droppen voedsel boven Bosnië’ (Mixed response to US plan to drop food over 
Bosnia), Trouw, 24/02/93. See also ‘Nederland wil voedseldroppings met F-16’s steunen’ (The Netherlands wishes to 
support food drops with F-16s), ANP 23/02/93, 4:08 pm. 
4486 ‘Kans op inzet Nederlandse F-16’s in Bosnië uiterst klein’ (Extremely small chance of Dutch F-16s being deployed in 
Bosnia), ANP, 24/02/93, 5:55 pm; ‘Geen bijdrage NAVO-partners aan voedseldroppings VS’ (No contribution from 
NATO allies to US food drops), ANP, 26/02/93, 3.47 pm. 
4487 ‘Voedseldroppen boven Bosnië wordt riskant voor vliegtuigen’ (Food drops over Bosnia will be risky for aircraft), Trouw, 
25/02/93; Theo Koelé, ‘Vlag met Navo-ster wappert nog lang niet boven Bosnië’, Trouw, 26/02/93. 
4488 ‘Moslims mogen uit Cerska. Karadzic neemt verholen driegement over terrorisme terug’ (Muslims may leave Cerska: 
Karadzic retracts disguised threat of terrorism), Trouw, 05/03/93. 
4489 American Defence Secretary, Les Aspen, quoted in ‘Serviërs veroveren Cerska en eisen ontwapening moslims’ (Serbs 
capture Cerska and demand that Muslims be disarmed), de Telegraaf, 03/03/93. 
4490 ‘Moslims slaan weer massaal op de vlucht’ (Muslims flee again en masse), De Telegraaf, 04/03/93. 
4491 ‘Wanhopige Moslims tot alles bereid om Srebrenica te verlaten’ (Desperate Muslims prepared to do anything to leave 
Srebrenica), ANP, 31/03/93, 2.10 pm; ‘VN-commandant wekt woede van Bosniërs’ (UN commander raises Bosnian ire), de 
Telegraaf, 08/03/93; ‘“Geen massamoorden in Cerska.” Bosniërs woedend over snelle conclusie VN-commandant’ (‘No 
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the situation in Srebrenica was worse than what he had seen during civil wars in other parts of the 
world. According to him, some people even resorted to eating hay in order to stay alive.4492 A special 
aid convoy that sought to evacuate a hundred heavily wounded people from Srebrenica, were, however, 
refused access to the enclave on 9 March.4493

In the meantime the VRS attacked Srebrenica. In doing so, the Bosnian-Serb army received 
support from the border town of Bajina Basta in Serbia. There eye witnesses saw the movement of 
large numbers of tanks, armoured vehicles, artillery, missiles, aircraft and helicopters, and they reported 
the involvement of the Titove Uzice and Valjevo Corps, both from Serbia. The operation was headed 
by General Ojdanic, the commander of the Uzice Corps.

 

4494 At the same time Seselj’s Cetniks led by 
Branislav Vakic advanced on Srebrenica from Skelani with the support of the MUP (Serbian Ministry 
of the Interior) official, ‘Badza’ Stojicic. Early in 1992 they had undergone training at the military base 
of Bubanj Potok near Belgrade and were later transferred to a new base at Bajina Basta, just on the 
Serbian side of the Drina close to Bratunac and Srebrenica. There they received further training from 
Frank (‘Frenki’) Simatovic from the Serbian Ministry of the Interior, who was stationed there with his 
own special troops. The Cetniks from Seselj were equipped with the best weapons that they had had 
until now: mortars, machine guns and sniper rifles fitted with night vision devices, after which 
Simatovic led them in strikes against the Muslims of Srebrenica. Arkan’s Tigers were also active in this 
area.4495 An attempt made by the Bosnian government to do something about the precarious position 
of the Muslim fighters around Srebrenica failed when a convoy carrying thousands of Milan anti-tank 
missiles, which had been procured in Malaysia, was confiscated by Croat troops as part of the struggle 
that had broken out between Croats and Muslims in Central Bosnia.4496

On 11 March Owen and Vance held a five-hour meeting with Milosevic in Paris under the 
auspices of Mitterrand and Dumas. It was made clear to Milosevic that acceptance of the Vance-Owen 
plan could ensure that Serbia would regain a worthy place within the European community of states. 
On the other hand, its rejection would result in far-reaching sanctions and isolation. It became clear to 
his discussion partners that Milosevic was more impressed by economic than political arguments, and 
was easier to move in relation to Krajina than Bosnia-Herzegovina. Nevertheless, he finally promised 
that he would ask Karadzic, Mladic and Koljevic to go to New York for discussions on 14 March.

 

4497 
However, once he had returned from Paris, Milosevic noted that Karadzic had major objections to 
Mladic participating in the discussions in New York.4498 Mladic himself would have liked to go to New 
York, because he personally wanted to see what happened around the negotiating table to what he had 
achieved by military means. When Karadzic refused to take Mladic with him, the latter decided – 
according to his own account – to torpedo the negotiations with a fierce attack on Srebrenica.4499

                                                                                                                                                                  

mass murder in Cerska’: Bosnians furious about UN commander’s rapid conclusion), Trouw, 08/03/93; Holligworth, 
Christmas, pp. 174 and 178-83. 

 

4492 ‘Evacuatie per helikopter uit Srebrenica’ (Helicopter evacuation from Srebrenica), De Telegraaf, 15/03/93. 
4493 ‘Cosic Een multinationaal Bosnië zal kansloos zijn’ (Cosic: A multinational Bosnia will not have a chance), De Telegraaf, 
10/03/93. 
4494 Comment by Senad Avdic, editor of Slobodna Bosna, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 08/03/93; Ekrem Abdic in a 
report from Tuzla for Croat radio, ibid, 11/03/93; interview N. Mujkanovic, 20/05/1999; Williams and Cigar, War Crimes, 
VB.1; Cekic, Aggression, pp. 277-78. 
4495 Jonathan S. Landay, ‘Belgrade Regime Tied to Alleged War Crimes’, The Christian Science Monitor, 26/11/93; Julian 
Borger, ‘Inside Story: The President’s Secret Henchmen’, The Guardian (London), 03/02/97; Williams & Cigar, War Crimes, 
III.B.2. 
4496 John Pomfret and David B. Ottaway, ‘U.S. Allies Fed Pipeline of Covert Arms to Bosnia’, The Washington Post, 
12/05/1996. 
4497 Owen CD-ROM, note by Lord Owen’s private secretary on co-chairmen’s meeting with President Milosevic, Paris, 
11/03/93; ibid, Lord Owen’s assessment of the meeting in Paris on 11/03/93 with President Mitterrand and President 
Milosevic for the British Prime Minister and Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, z.d.; ABZ, 
DPV/ARA/02050. COREU message from the Danish Presidency of the EC, 12/03/93, cpe/pres/cop 570. 
4498 Owen CD-ROM, Lord Owen’s note of co-chairmen’s meeting with P5 Amabassadors, New York, 16/03/93. 
4499 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 170. 
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Finally, an instant hero 

After the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) in New York asked Morillon for 
information about the gravity of the situation in Srebrenica, the French general decided to investigate 
the situation personally.4500 He took UNHCR personnel along with him to survey the refugee situation, 
MSF (Médecins sans Frontières) staff to inspect the hospitals, two American soldiers to visit the places 
where food was dropped, five Canadian soldiers, two of his closest aides, and four UNMO (United 
Nations Military Observer) officials to inspect the security situation.4501

Various stories later did the rounds as to Morillon’s motives for visiting Srebrenica. Anonymous 
UN officials alleged that Morillon had decided to go to Srebrenica to get back at Ogata, who had 
previously suspended aid operations to Eastern and Central Bosnia. Morillon himself denied this.

 

4502 
Furthermore, in the briefing given by Ogata to the Security Council on 11 March, one does not get the 
impression that there was any rivalry between UNHCR and UNPROFOR in relation to this concrete 
issue. There Ogata declared that Karadzic had promised her several times in the preceding weeks to 
grant UNHCR access to Konjevic Polje and Srebrenica in order to evacuate the wounded and other 
vulnerable categories of people from there. However, whenever negotiations occurred in the field new 
conditions were imposed which were unacceptable to UNHCR, such as the exchange of ethnic groups. 
In addition, Ogata stated that UNPROFOR could make some of UNHCR’s tasks easier, especially in 
Eastern Bosnia.4503

Soon after his arrival in Bosnia in October 1992, Morillon had interpreted his duties to include 
the creation of conditions for the implementation of a peace plan in addition to providing support for 
humanitarian aid. He believed that in principle it would be necessary to end the siege of various areas in 
order to achieve this, as well as to restore the free movement of people and goods. However, according 
to Morillon, the most important reason for his mission was to counter any new ethnic cleansing, 
because this would raise obstacles for negotiations about the Vance-Owen plan.

 

4504

                                                 

4500 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 

 For some time now 

4501 Hollingworth, Christmas, p. 188. 
4502 Morillon, Credo, p. 132; Ed Vulliamy, ‘Only passivity is dishonourable’, The Guardian, 12/01/96. 
4503 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Statement by Ogata to the Security Council, 11/03/93, accompanying PV New York to 
DPV/PZ et al, 12/03/93, fax no. 2767. 
4504 Morillon, Credo, p. 132; Ed Vulliamy, ‘Only passivity is dishonourable’, The Guardian, 12/01/96; Janine di Giovanni, 
‘Morillon takes flak in his finest hour’, The Times, 04/04/93; ‘Morillon mag in Bosnië blijven’ (Morillon is allowed to stay in 
Bosnia), ANP, 18/04/93, 9.52 pm; Morillon, Credo, pp. 138-40; idem, Paroles, p. 75. 
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he had been annoyed by the objections which the Bosnian Serbs raised against the provision of 
humanitarian supplies to Srebrenica and Zepa. He felt that this discredited UNHCR and UNPROFOR 
in the eyes of the Bosnian government.4505

On 11 March Morillon arrived in Srebrenica with his small band following difficult negotiations 
with the Serbian commanders in Zvornik to allow himself and an aid convoy through.

 Based on the map that was part of the Vance-Owen plan, 
the Eastern enclaves were situated in a Muslim province. If the VRS were to succeed in overrunning 
Srebrenica and the two other enclaves of Zepa and Gorazde, there would be a danger that there would 
no longer be any prospect of implementing the Vance-Owen plan. Moreover, the plan was based on 
the principle that everyone should be able to live where he would like to. However, Mladic seemed 
intent on transforming the west bank of the Drina into a homogenous Serbian territory.  

4506 Morillon was 
only able to continue travelling to Bratunac and Srebrenica after calling on assistance from the 
Yugoslavian president, Cosic.4507 Once Morillon had familiarised himself with the situation in 
Srebrenica and wanted to leave, a crowd of Muslims, mainly women, prevented him from doing so. 
They demanded protection against the Serbian offensive and the arrival of humanitarian aid.4508 This 
abduction was almost a repeat of what had occurred a few days earlier in Konjevic Polje, when several 
British UN soldiers had been held for a day by angry Muslims because, after consulting the Serbs, they 
had only been prepared to evacuate women and children and not also the wounded men. According to 
some sources, the abduction had been called for by Murat Efendic, a former mayor of Srebrenica, who 
now lived in Sarajevo and maintained radio contact with his former place of residence.4509 Kumar 
points to Ejub Ganic as the person who issued the instructions but incidentally does not cite a source 
for this.4510 According to yet another source, the decision was taken by Oric and the Opstina.4511 
Morillon himself believes that Naser Oric had been ordered by Sarajevo to hold him. However, he does 
not mention the identity of the person in Sarajevo who gave the command.4512

It is a fact that the government in Sarajevo and the military authorities in Tuzla found it difficult 
to accept that, by agreeing to the evacuation of Muslims from the eastern areas, the Bosnian Serbs 
would still manage to perpetrate ethnic cleansing. When the Serbian authorities had opened a so-called 
‘one-way humanitarian corridor’ from Cerska at the beginning of February, thousands of people used it 
to flee to Tuzla. The place fell shortly afterwards. Apparently, the morale of the fighters who remained 
behind, weakened as soon as the women and children had left. 

 

The Bosnian government was undoubtedly aware that the evacuation of Muslims who were in 
danger, had since become a deliberate policy on the part of the UNHCR. Following the fall of Cerska, 
on 2 March Ogata wrote to Boutros-Ghali stating that it was not enough to provide on-site aid to the 
victims of ethnic cleansing. In view of the fact that Srebrenica and villages around Cerska were also on 
the point of falling, a concerted effort was required to evacuate people to the area around Tuzla, ‘which 
would appear to be the only remaining “Safe Area” for the Bosnian Muslim people in the region’, 

                                                 

4505 Morillon, Croire, pp. 132-133. 
4506 For a report of the discussions held on 10 March see the annex to the interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
4507 UN Archives, no. 87305, DFC, 3300 – Srebrenica, vol. 2, Mar 93, R. Denyft, ‘Special report on situation in Srebrenica 
area’, z.d., appendix to, Wahlgren to Annan, 15/03/93, UNPROFOR-Z-327. 
4508 There are many reports and accounts of Morillon’s abduction. See for example Morillon, Croire, pp. 172-73; CRST. Col. 
P. Leentjes (BH Comd Main Kiseljak to LN Der Zagreb, 12/03/93, 22200, Special sitrep Srebrenica 122200A Mar 93; 
UMNY, DPKO, Coded Cables UNPROFOR, Wahlgren to Annan, 13/03/93, UNPROFOR Z-321, Special report on Gen 
Morillon’s situation in Srebrenica; ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part V-VI, /05/1992 -
/04/93, MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 20/93, 17/03/93; Morillon, Credo, pp. 112-13; 
McCarthy, Fall, p.33 and p. 111; Honig and Both, Srebrenica, pp. 128-31; Henk Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, HP/De Tijd, 
21/05/93, p. 24; Hren (ed.), Srebrenica, p. 254; Hollingworth, Christmas, pp. 195-98. 
4509 Hollingworth, Christmas, p. 214. 
4510 Kumar, Divide, p. 62. 
4511 Interview N. Mujkanovic, 20/05/99. 
4512 Morillon, Paroles, p. 75; Ed Vullima, ‘Only passivity is dishonurable’, The Guardian, 12/01/96. 



611 

 

according to Ogata.4513

Being the strategist he was, Morillon followed up an unsuccessful attempt to escape at night

 The Bosnian authorities should therefore take action to prevent Srebrenica from 
suffering the same fate as Cerska. 

4514 
by deciding to make a virtue of necessity. He let it be known that he was staying in the town of his own 
volition in order to boost the inhabitants’ morale and to secure the arrival of the aid convoy. He 
proclaimed Srebrenica to be a protected UN area and demanded that the Bosnian-Serb army allow the 
wounded to be evacuated.4515 This action on the part of Morillon elicited praise in France and beyond. 
The media believed that it had finally discovered a white dove in a conflict teeming with scoundrels.4516 
It was briefly forgotten that heroism could not be reconciled with the appeasement implicit in the 
UNPROFOR operation. ‘Now, at last, we know what is right and what is wrong,’ a relieved Tony 
Barber wrote in The Independent.4517

Morillon reached an agreement with the combatants around Srebrenica for the evacuation of 
Muslims from Srebrenica to Tuzla in exchange for the similar treatment of Serbs in the Muslim-
controlled town. In addition, he decided to remain in Srebrenica until the first aid convoy arrived, 
which could then be used to start the evacuation. 

 Morillon’s act was probably no more than an attempt on his part to 
secure his own release. In this connection, he probably considered that the political damage caused by 
his statement could not be great, because the plan envisaged by Owen and Vance provided for 
Srebrenica to be part of a Muslim-dominated province. 

In the meantime neither the food drops nor Morillon’s stay led to a reduction of Serbian 
military pressure on Srebrenica. On the contrary. On 18 March the VRS troops had advanced to five 
kilometres from the town and Serbia still prevented a convoy from reaching Srebrenica. On 18 March 
Izetbegovic announced in New York that he would not be participating in any peace talks as long as the 
Bosnian-Serb offensive continued against Srebrenica. 

In these circumstances Ejub Ganic and Naser Oric presented Morillon with a proposal to make 
Srebrenica an open city protected by UNPROFOR. Morillon announced that he supported this. In this 
case the town would need to be demilitarized.4518

On 19 March a convoy carrying 175 tonnes of aid and medicine managed to reach Srebrenica 
with Morillon at its head. Again the media sang General Morillon’s praises.

 

4519

                                                 

4513 ABZ, PV New York, Joegoslavië/algemeen, September 1991 – December 1995. Ogata to Boutros-Ghali, 02/03/93, 
accompanying PV New York to DPV/PZ and DEU/OE, 03/03/93, fax no. 2571. 

 The Bosnian Muslims 
were now prepared to forgive him for what they had previously accused him of. ‘Thank God for 
General Morillon,’ said the Bosnian ambassador to the UN, Sacirbey. ‘We have had many differences 
with him. But it seems that one man with a blue helmet has more commitment and guts than the entire 

4514 Morillon, Croire, pp. 173-74; interview N. Mujkanovic on 20 /05/1999 and Lt. Colonel Burt Horn on 17/11/99. 
4515 Morillon, Croire, pp. 174-75; Hollingworth, Christmas, p. 198. 
4516 ‘Steun Bosnië voor vredesplan. Serviërs willen hervatting vredesonderhandelingen uitstellen’ (Support for Bosnian peace 
plan: Serbs want to postpone peace talks), Trouw, 15/03/93; ‘VN-generaal in Bosnië is plots “een man met een missie” 
geworden’ (UN general in Bosnia has suddenly become ‘a man with a mission’), Trouw, 16/03/93; ‘Evacuatie per helikopter 
uit Srebrenica’, De Telegraaf, 15/03/93; ‘VN-commandant beschermt in zijn eentje moslim-enclave’ (UN commander 
protects Muslim enclave on his own), De Telegraaf, 16/03/93; ‘Morillon, van potentaat tot held’ (Morillon: from potentate to 
hero), Het Parool, 16/03/93. See also the superlatives which the French press showered on Morillon as quoted in H. 
Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, HP/De Tijd, 21/05/93, p. 24; Alan Riding, ‘France Finds a Hero in Balkan Town’, The New 
York Times, 20/03/93. 
4517 T. Barber, ‘General Philippe Morillon – Bosnia, I am with you’, The Independent, 21/03/93. 
4518 Honig & Both, Srebrenica, p. 133; UNPROFOR, Box 195, 2-5-2, Sitreps BH Command, Headquarters BH Command 
Kiseljak to UNPROFOR Headquarters in Zagreb, 18/03/93, 0240, Sirep for period 170001A to 172359A Mar 93; ‘Morillon 
is de held van Srebrenica’ (Morillon is the hero of Srebrenica), De Telegraaf, 20/03/93; ‘Morillon zegeviert. VN-generaal 
brengt hongerend Srebrenica eten’ (Morillon victorious: UN general takes food to starving Srebrenica), Trouw, 20/03/93. 
4519 ‘Konvooi hulpgoederen bereikt Srebrenica’ (Aid convoy reaches Srebrenica) and ‘Morillon is de held van Srebrenica’ 
(Morillon is the hero of Srebrenica), De Telegraaf, 20/03/93. See also the interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01; Tony Barber, 
‘General Philippe Morillon – Bosnia, I am with you’, The Independent, 21/03/93. 
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United Nations.’4520

A maligned hero 

 Despite the euphoria UN observers wondered whether help had not arrived too 
late, because the town’s fall appeared to be imminent. 

The outside world was not allowed to know that Morillon’s heroic deed was occasioned by abduction. 
To many in the UN bureaucracy Morillon’s actions therefore appeared to be more evidence of his 
intractability. Although Morillon had maintained radio contact with Kiseljak and through the 
headquarters there with Zagreb, Paris and New York while he was in Srebrenica,4521 he had not in any 
way been authorised to proclaim the town a Safe Area.4522 ‘Personne d’autre que moi ne croyait à mes 
chances de succès,’ he later wrote about his own actions following his abduction.4523 He also believed 
that he had saved the UN’s honour ‘en désobéissant à Srebrenica’.4524 If Morillon was not guilty of 
insubordination, at the very least he had exceeded his mandate.4525 At the beginning of 1996 he stated in 
a NOVA broadcast, ‘It was my decision, because I was the only one in a position to take it. I was the 
only one who was familiar with the theatre, the actors, the situation, and in essence it was a logical part 
of my responsibilities as a commander in the field.’4526

Not everyone in the international community appreciated Morillon’s initiative. Anonymous UN 
officials vented criticism and branded him as an unguided missile.

 

4527 ‘We would be able to contain our 
grief if he were to leave,’ one of them remarked scornfully.4528 Another asserted that the religiously 
inclined general appeared to consult no one other than God before he undertook anything.4529 Boutros-
Ghali is said to have personally reprimanded the general for ‘exceeding his mandate’.4530 Morillon’s act 
of proclaiming Srebrenica a ‘safe area’ had undermined the UNHCR’s efforts to evacuate its inhabitants 
and the refugees who were there.4531

Morillon’s fellow officers in France were sharply divided about his actions. Some allowed him 
his sudden fame in the media, while others urged that he be replaced. The chiefs of staff in the military 
headquarters in Paris also held it against Morillon that he had failed to consult them. Their colleague’s 
heroism appeared to irritate them and by acting as he did, he was said to have unintentionally exposed 
the shortcomings of the UN’s operations. The French army leadership were therefore reported to have 
called for his replacement and to have even appointed one in the person of General Michel Zeisser, the 
commander of France’s First Army in Metz.

 

4532 On 13 April the new French Minister of Defence, 
Léotard, announced that Morillon would be replaced at the end of April. According to Léotard, who 
had visited Morillon in Sarajevo several days before, this step should not be regarded as a punishment, 
yet the French minister also failed to provide a clear explanation for this sudden decision.4533

                                                 

4520 T. Barber, ‘General Philippe Morillon – Bosnia, I am with you’, The Independent, 21/03/93. 

 A day 
later, the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, Alain Juppé, and the spokesperson of President 

4521 Morillon, Croire, p. 186. 
4522 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00; N. Mujkanovic, 20/05/99; M. Toholj, 14/12/99; L. Wahlgren, 03/06/99. 
4523 Morillon, Credo, p. 113. See also ibid, p. 143. 
4524 Morillon, Paroles, p. 45. 
4525 Ibid, p. 48. 
4526 NPS, NOVA, 16/01/96. 
4527 Janine di Giovanni, ‘Morillon takes flak in his finest hour’, Sunday Times, 04/04/93; Stoltenberg & Eide, Dagene, pp. 82-
83. 
4528 Jonathan C. Randall, ‘France Likely to Recall General Leading U.N. Troops in Bosnia’, The Washington Post, 14/04/91. 
4529 Jonathan C. Randall, ‘France Likely to Recall General Leading U.N. Troops in Bosnia’, The Washington Post, 14/04/91. 
4530 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 169. 
4531 Claire Tréan, ‘Le conflit dans l’ex-Yougoslavie et l’éventualité du départ du général Morillon.’, Le Monde, 13/04/93. 
4532 Charles Bremmer, ‘Morillon limelight irks French officers’, The Times, 10/04/93; Claire Tréan, ‘Le conflit dans l’ex-
Yougoslavie et l’éventualité du départ du général Morillon.’, Le Monde, 13/04/93; Sharon Waxman, ‘France pulls UN general 
out of Bosnia’, Chicago Tribune, 14/04/93; Patrick McDowell, ‘Likely Recall of Heroic General Provokes Outcry’, The 
Associated Press, 16/04/93. 
4533 ‘Parijs roept Morillon tegen eind/04/ terug’ (Paris to recall Morillon at the end of/04/), ANP, 13/04/93, 5.30 pm. 



613 

 

Mitterrand, Muriel de Pierrebourg, revealed that claims to the effect that the Serbs wanted Morillon 
recalled, were incorrect.4534

However, Morillon received support from various quarters. His predecessor, MacKenzie was 
outspoken in his view of the UN bureaucrats who had branded Morillon as an unguided missile: ‘I 
don’t know what they’re smoking, but it has to be pretty good.

  

4535 He felt that Morillon was right to 
take food and medicine to the Eastern Bosnian town himself after others had failed to do so. 
Moreover, MacKenzie did not believe that Morillon had acted entirely on his own initiative. According 
to him, no French officer did such things: ‘It would stretch my imagination beyond the realms of 
possibility to suggest he was operating entirely on his own’.4536

On 14 April Morillon received public support from Boutros-Ghali, who emphatically 
announced to the media that Morillon had remained within his mandate.

 

4537 The former British Prime 
Minister, Thatcher, also came to Morillon’s support, saying that he had finally offered a ray of hope and 
had provided leadership in the Bosnian war, in response to which Western governments had shown 
themselves to be so passive that she did not hesitate to refer to ‘complicity in a new holocaust’.4538 
Thatcher’s statement struck a chord with the general public in Europe but not with the British 
Secretary of State for Defence, Malcolm Rifkind, who said that the West needed to ‘guard against 
decisions prompted by emotions’.4539

Several days after the arrival of the first aid convoy in Srebrenica since December 1992, 
Izetbegovic wrote a letter to the European Community, in which he expressed the fear that the fall of 
Srebrenica would lead to the mass murder of its civilian population.

 

4540 This was reason enough for the 
committee to propose that those UNPROFOR troops that were now in Srebrenica, should also remain 
there after the aid convoys had arrived.4541 According to reports presented by Judith Kumin, the 
UNHCR head in Belgrade, which also reached the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Srebrenica had 
actually fallen and the enclaves of Zepa and Gorazde would soon share this fate. Kumin also 
anticipated a ‘mass slaughter’ in Srebrenica. Partly at the request of the UNHCR an attempt was 
therefore made to arrange a meeting between Morillon and Milosevic, who needed to be persuaded to 
ensure that Mladic and the local commanders moderated their actions. Van der Zwan, the head of the 
Political Affairs Department of the Directorate of UN Political Affairs in the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, noted on this report, ‘Mass slaughter forecast – what can be done?’ An unknown 
person wrote underneath this, ‘Pray!’4542

Evacuation or ethnic cleansing? 

 

The trucks of the convoy that had entered Srebrenica on 19 March, were used to evacuate 674 
wounded people the following day. This transport operation was chaotic. When the trucks were readied 

                                                 

4534 Michael Evans/James Bone, ‘Morillon withdrawn for keeping too high a profile’, The Times, 14/04/93; Sharon Waxman, 
‘France pulls UN general out of Bosnia’, Chicago Tribune, 14/04/93. 
4535 Alan Ferguson, ‘MacKenzie blasts U.N. over recall of his successor’, The Toronto Star, 15/04/93. 
4536 Alan Ferguson, ‘MacKenzie blasts U.N. over recall of his successor’, The Toronto Star, 15/04/93. 
4537 Hugh Nevill, ‘M. Boutros-Ghali: ‘le général Morillon a agi en conformité avec les resolutions de l’ONU’, Agence France 
Presse, 14/04/93. 
4538 ‘Internationale bemoeienis wijzigt verloop Bosnische oorlog niet’ (International intervention is not changing the course 
of the Bosnian war), ANP, 16/04/93, 6.37 pm; Hugh Nevill, “M. Boutros-Ghali: ‘le général Morillon a agi en conformité 
avec les resolutions de l’ONU”, Agence France Presse, 14/04/93; Patrick McDowell, ‘Likely Recall of Heroic General 
Provokes Outcry’, The Associated Press, 16/04/93. 
4539 ‘Tumult over kritiek Thatcher op optreden Westen in Bosnië’ (Uproar following Thatcher’s criticism of the West’s 
actions in Bosnia), ANP, 14/04/93, 3.11 pm. 
4540 ABZ, Communications archives. COREU message from the Danish Presidency of the EC, 24/03/93, cpe/pres/cop 
653. This letter is also referred to in ABZ, 345169, COREU message from the European Commission, 24/03/93, cpe/cee 
135. 
4541 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. COREU message from the European Commission, 24/03/93, cpe/cee 135. 
4542 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Engels 83 to Kooijmans, 25/03/93. 



614 

 

for departure, people fought for places on them. UN staff could not contain the frenzied advance of 
the crowd. As a result of this chaos, the UNHCR was only able to take 40 of the 97 wounded people 
who should have been given priority during the evacuation.4543

An attempt to evacuate sick and wounded Muslim civilians from Srebrenica by helicopter was 
disrupted on 24 March when Bosnian Serb mortars fell on the landing strip. Three people were killed 
and six wounded, including two Canadian peacekeepers.

  

4544

As a result of the VRS’ escalating attacks on the Muslim enclave, the capture of Srebrenica 
appeared to be imminent.

 The Serbs refused to allow a French mobile 
hospital access to the enclave. Mortar fire resumed from the Tara and Zvijezda mountains in Serbia, 
amongst other places. 

4545 The situation was all the more dangerous as both Serbia and Srpska 
seemed to have little concern for international opinion. Prominent Serbian leaders continued to declare 
with undiminished vigour that they did not want a Muslim-controlled area in Eastern Bosnia on their 
border. In the first half of April the Speaker of the Serbian parliament, Lilic, paid a visit to the Serbian 
area on the other side of the Drina opposite Srebrenica and fiercely condemned the Bosnian Muslims 
who were said to be firing on Serbian territory, a statement that appeared to legitimise Yugoslavia’s 
growing involvement in the military struggle in Eastern Bosnia.4546 Yugoslavian officers openly 
conceded that armoured and reconnaissance units of the VJ had crossed the border between Bosnia 
and Serbia and had provided direct support to the VRS in Eastern Bosnia, because Serbia could not 
tolerate a Muslim-dominated area along its border as envisaged in the Vance-Owen plan.4547

In the meantime the peace talks conducted under the guidance of Owen and Vance between 
the Bosnian parties in New York were becoming seriously bogged down by developments around 
Srebrenica. Izetbegovic, who wrote that he feared a mass murder if Srebrenica were to fall, refused to 
speak to Karadzic. He confined himself to his hotel room and refused to participate in substantive 
negotiations until the Bosnian Serbs halted their offensive in Eastern Bosnia and Sarajevo.

  

4548 This 
threatened to jeopardise the attempt of Vance and Owen to persuade the Muslims to accept their plan, 
as the Croats had previously done, after which it would be possible to impose the peace plan on the 
Serbs.4549

On 25 March Izetbegovic signed the comprehensive Vance-Owen plan, including the map and 
interim arrangements, albeit under considerable American pressure. However, he indicated that he 
would withdraw his signature if the Serbs failed to sign it as well. At the press conference which 
followed, Izetbegovic declared that he was not enthusiastic about the peace plan but other solutions 
would be even worse. He appeared to have abandoned the hope that the international community 
would sanction a military intervention in support of his government. The Bosnian president told the 
journalists that, having lost his trust in the rest of the international community, he still had unswerving 
faith in the good will and influence of the American government in Washington. Izetbegovic stated that 
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he had been assured by the Washington administration that the international arms embargo of his 
country would be lifted if Serbian aggression did not cease.4550

Almost immediately after Izetbegovic had signed the plan, the Security Council called on the 
Bosnian Serbs to sign it as well ‘without delay’ and ‘with immediate effect’ to cease ‘the violence, 
military campaigns, ethnic cleansing and the obstruction of humanitarian convoys in Bosnia-
Herzegovina’. The Council held up the prospect of ‘taking the necessary steps that will be required to 
achieve a final peace settlement’. Christopher announced that, if the Serbs were to refuse, the American 
government would press for far-reaching UN economic sanctions against Serbia, such as cutting off its 
lines of transport, freezing its financial assets, and confiscating any means of conveyance which violated 
existing sanctions.

 

4551 The governments in London and Paris endorsed this objective immediately.4552

Following Milosevic’s intervention, on 26 March Morillon reached agreement with Karadzic 
and Mladic concerning a ceasefire in Eastern Bosnia and the evacuation of all Muslims who wanted to, 
subject to the condition that they leave their arms behind.

 

4553

On 29 March 20 trucks which had earlier delivered food and medicine to Srebrenica, were to 
take approximately 2,300 people from this place to Tuzla, being mainly women, children and the 
wounded. Upon their arrival it appeared that a number of those evacuated had suffocated to death.

 After this it would be possible to start 
transporting people from Srebrenica to Tuzla. On 28 March a ceasefire came into effect throughout 
Bosnia. 

4554 
Two days later another 2,000 people arrived in Tuzla. Again people died during the journey. Two 
children were trampled in Srebrenica when people stormed the trucks as they stood ready to leave. 
Although five ABiH soldiers were stationed on each truck before their departure, they were unable to 
prevent people from storming the empty trucks. Mothers who had lost hope of leaving themselves, 
threw their children on the trucks. At least four people died on the way.4555

Following the arrival of this convoy, the Second Corps in Tuzla announced that further 
evacuations were contrary to their military objectives.

  

4556 According to these authorities, evacuation 
amounted to complicity in ethnic cleansing.4557 Moreover, the enclave gave the Bosnian government 
some leverage over the international community. Finally, the presence of Muslim troops in the enclave 
put pressure on the Bosnian-Serb front. The Bosnian authorities seemed prepared to put up with the 
fact that this meant that they were holding their own people in the enclave against their will. Abdulah 
Sabic, intelligence officer of the Second Corps, is reported to have said, ‘We are prepared to sacrifice 
these people.’4558
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evacuations. The UNHCR trucks were to be empty when they left for Srebrenica – without food or 
medicine – and were permitted to be full – of people – when they returned.4559

Under pressure from representatives of the international community, on 4 April Izetbegovic 
finally agreed to permit the evacuation of wounded civilians, people older than sixty and women with 
small children.

 

4560 However, despite this undertaking given by Izetbegovic, no further evacuations from 
Srebrenica appeared to be possible. On the same day that the Bosnian head of state undertook to 
permit limited evacuations, eight trucks returned empty from Srebrenica. The local authorities in the 
town had prevented the transportation of people, arguing that they refused to collaborate in ethnic 
cleansing. The UNHCR, which had hoped to evacuate a further 15,000 of the 60,000 people or 
thereabouts in Srebrenica, saw its plans undermined.4561

In order to eradicate the fear of the local authorities that Srebrenica would fall because too few 
people remained, Morillon decided to try and post 150 Canadian peacekeepers to the town. Their 
presence was to guarantee that the VRS would not capture it.

 

4562 In doing this, Morillon was acting in 
tandem with Ogata, who sent a letter to Boutros-Ghali at the same time, in which she wrote that efforts 
should be directed either towards ensuring that Srebrenica was a Safe Area by increasing the 
UNPROFOR presence there, or by providing humanitarian aid there on a much larger scale. If neither 
alternative was successful, then mass evacuation was the only solution.4563

In the meantime an overall humanitarian impasse threatened to envelop the town. While the 
Muslim leaders in Srebrenica refused to allow people to leave, the Bosnian Serbs refused to allow the 
transportation of 20,000 tents for refugees in the area. Morillon, who wished to travel to Srebrenica 
with an escort of 23 Canadian peacekeepers, was prevented from doing so by the VRS, because the 
Republika Srpska had never given its permission for UN troops to be stationed in or around 
Srebrenica. He was only permitted to continue his journey with ten people in an armoured vehicle. 
However, he had to abandon his attempt to reach Srebrenica when a crowd of 300 angry Bosnian Serbs 
obstructed him 40 km from the enclave. On 7 April the Muslim authorities in Srebrenica nevertheless 
gave permission for the evacuation of 1,600 women and children. The next day saw the departure of 
about 2,000 people, who again ignored the procedures which the local authorities had drawn up for the 
evacuation.

 

4564 On the way this group was stoned in the open vehicles in which the people were seated, 
after which the local Muslim authorities no longer permitted departures on open trucks, because they 
felt this to be ‘inhuman in the prevailing cold and dangerous’. The UNHCR would have to return with 
closed trucks.4565 On 13April another convoy left with 650 evacuees according to press reports of the 
time.4566
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8. Enforcing the no-fly zone 

After the Bosnian Muslim leaders had accepted the comprehensive Vance-Owen plan on 25 March, as 
the Bosnian Croats had done before them, one could expect the Security Council to adopt a resolution 
supporting the peace plan and holding out the prospect of placing further pressure on the Bosnian 
Serbs as the only party who had not yet signed it. At that time two alternatives were being considered, 
both of which had been discussed for some time already: tightening the sanctions against Serbia and 
Montenegro, and enforcing the no-fly zone above Bosnia. The approach adopted by the American 
government was important in both cases. 

On the same day that Izetbegovic signed the plan the section of the American government 
which was involved with policy on Bosnia decided that a choice should be made between either lifting 
the arms embargo and halting the air strikes or arranging a ceasefire, after which it would be possible to 
offer enclaves such as Srebrenica a certain amount of protection.4567 The American armed forces had 
major objections to the first solution. Apart from the leadership of the air force, who held the view that 
the Bosnian Serbs could be controlled from the air, the prevailing opinion was that there were too few 
substantial targets for large-scale air strikes. Only ground troops would really have an impact. Colin 
Powell tried to make it clear to Clinton what he had previously told Bush, namely, that only ground 
troops could really influence the actions of the Bosnian Serbs. Heavy bombardments would not be able 
to drive the Serbs from the areas they occupied. Limited air strikes would make little sense, because the 
Bosnian Serbs would have their tanks seek shelter in the forested areas and mists of Bosnia. Even if the 
terrain and weather did not help them, they could position their tanks and artillery close to civilian 
locations or take UN personnel hostage.4568 During a hearing held by the American Senate’s 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense the Chief of Staff of the American air force, General Merrill 
A. McPeak, was forced to concede that ground and weather conditions made it considerably more 
difficult to launch air strikes over Bosnia than against Iraq during the Gulf War.4569 Apart from 
objections to air strikes in connection with their troops on the ground, the British chiefs of staff also 
felt that the mist which frequently gathered in the valleys of Bosnia, would make air strikes very 
difficult in practice.4570

There was considerable division within the American government and senior officials in the 
State Department as to the precise tools that were to be used.

 

4571 The Secretary for Defence, Les Aspin, 
and security adviser, Anthony Lake, followed Powell’s line to the effect that there should first be a 
political objective or a diplomatic solution before American troops could be deployed. The American 
ambassador to the United Nations, Madeleine Albright, was a leading proponent of military action.4572 
She sent a memorandum to the White House, in which she called for air strikes, from the USA alone if 
necessary, in order to protect the Muslim towns under siege from the VRS. At the same time 12 senior 
officials in the State Department who dealt with Eastern Europe or the UN, took a most unusual step 
in sending an emotional letter to Christopher, in which they referred to American policy on Bosnia as a 
fiasco. They also pleaded for attacks on the Bosnian Serbs in order to protect the Muslims against 
genocide and recommended that the arms embargo against the Bosnian government be lifted. 
Christopher met with these officials and told them very diplomatically that he did not view their plea as 
a revolt against his policy but as a healthy part of the process of determining policy.4573
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In a discussion he had with the Danish EC President, Minister Uffe Ellemann-Jensen, early in 
1993, the Bosnian Vice-President, Ganic, had already let it be known that he was in favour of the 
international community enforcing the no-fly zone. It irritated him that the Serbians were still able to 
move their troops by helicopter. He did not show himself to be susceptible to the argument that this 
would endanger humanitarian aid. This aid was already ‘too little, too late’, according to the Vice-
President. If the Serbs were to halt this aid because of air strikes, this would last about two to three 
weeks but Ganic was probably convinced that, after this, it would reach all areas for which it was 
destined, which was not the case at that point in time.4574

At a meeting held in London on 8 February for those countries who were providing troops, 
Nambiar and Goulding nevertheless raised serious objections against the enforcement of the flight ban, 
because it would endanger the UN’s ground personnel. Goulding was of the opinion that peacekeeping 
on the ground and enforcement in the air represented an impossible combination. Nambiar even said, 
‘In that case pull us out of it.’ Nambiar’s successor, Wahlgren, also held the view that enforcing a no-fly 
zone could have major negative implications for both the provision of humanitarian aid and the safety 
of UN personnel on the ground. Like so many others, he pointed out that the violations of the flight 
ban had hardly any significant impact on the military situation. In general, the air transport of personnel 
was highly limited.

 

4575 However, the French and British governments had since become convinced that 
an air dimension needed to be added to the UNPROFOR operations, irrespective of whether or not 
the Vance-Owen peace plan would meet with success.4576 Nevertheless, Owen and Vance wanted to use 
the flight ban as a means of bringing pressure to bear on the Bosnian Serbs to agree with their peace 
plan. They felt that this means should only be used once Izetbegovic had accepted the three elements 
of their peace plan.4577

In the five months following the imposition of the no-fly zone on 9 October 1992 UN 
personnel on the ground and AWACS aircraft in the air had detected 465 instances of its violation. 
According to Boutros-Ghali, no attacks on ground targets had been observed in this connection.

 

4578 
Nevertheless, the inhabitants of Srebrenica repeatedly complained about attacks from Serbian aircraft 
from the autumn of 1992.4579 In the first ten days of February 1993 alone 56 people are said to have 
died in Srebrenica and more than a hundred are reported to have been wounded in these attacks.4580 On 
13 March 1993, while Morillon was in Srebrenica, the villages of Gladovici and Osatica to the south of 
the town were attacked by three single-engine agricultural planes. Presumably, they took off from an 
airstrip near Bratunac.4581 They dropped a total of nine bombs on the two villages, after which they 
disappeared out of sight over the Drina above Serbian territory, according to eye witnesses. These 
bombardments were reason enough for Vance and Owen not to delay the enforcement of the flight 
ban any longer with the negotiations in mind, and to call on the Security Council to commence the 
enforcement of the five-month old no-fly zone.4582

On 31 March 1993 the Security Council adopted resolution 816, which, referring to Chapter 
VII of the UN Charter, authorised member states to enforce the flight ban above Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
At the last moment the Russians managed to secure an undertaking that this action had to be confined 
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to Bosnian air space and was not applicable to Serbian air space. Attacks on ground targets would only 
be acceptable in connection with immediate self-defence. The resolution was to take effect seven days 
later and a further seven days would be required for NATO to organize these operations and to 
coordinate them with the UN. This transitional period was also intended to enable those countries with 
ground troops in Bosnia to take measures to protect their troops from any Serbian retaliation. On 8 
April NATO assumed responsibility for the implementation of the resolution. Because Resolution 816 
called for proper cooperation between the UN on the one hand, and the countries or organizations that 
were to perform the operation on the other, NATO posted communications officers to the 
UNPROFOR headquarters in Zagreb and Kiseljak. For their part, UNPROFOR stationed liaison 
officers in Vicenza in Italy, from where the aircraft of the NATO countries operated. The NATO 
commander responsible was the Commander in Chief, Allied Forces Southern Europe (CINSOUTH), 
Admiral J.M. Boorda. On 12 March, four days after NATO undertook to implement the resolution 
Operation Deny Flight commenced under the command of NATO’s Fifth Allied Tactical Air Force 
(5ATAF) in Vicenza. In addition to the USA and France, the Netherlands participated with 18 F-16 
combat aircraft (twelve fighter and six reconnaissance planes), which operated from the NATO base of 
Villa Franca in Northern Italy. The 314 Dutch military personnel required for this deployment boosted 
the total number of Dutch troops serving in and around the former Yugoslavia to 1,750. Moreover, the 
six Dutch reconnaissance aircraft would soon be replaced by a further six interceptor jets.4583 Several 
weeks after the operation commenced, British and Turkish planes joined those of France, the 
Netherlands and the USA. Incidentally, the instructions governing the use of force which were issued 
for the planes participating in Operation Deny Flight, were highly restrictive. They were not allowed to 
violate Serbian air space. The NATO pilots were only permitted to take action against anyone who 
violated the flight ban, if they actually saw the plane or helicopter which committed the violation, 
engage in hostile action. In practice, violators heeded NATO pilots’ warning to land. Then they waited 
on the ground until the NATO plane was forced to return to base.4584 As mentioned, attacks on targets 
on the ground were prohibited. In addition, almost all the Bosnian-Serb helicopters had a red cross 
painted on their side, irrespective of whether or not they were deployed for humanitarian or military 
purposes.4585

The resolution was therefore prompted not so much by the idea that the deployment of NATO 
aircraft would actually have an impact on the course of the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina. It was 
primarily designed to exert psychological pressure on the Bosnian Serbs to accept the peace plan but 
appeared to have met with little success in this respect. The only response from the Serbs, the 
Montenegrins, and the Bosnian Serbs was to produce threats of escalation of the war.

 

4586 This therefore 
represented an initial step from peacekeeping to peace-enforcing. Shashi Tharoor, who headed the 
DPKO department which was responsible for the peace operation in Bosnia, declared that from now 
on UNPROFOR would be waging war and peace at the same time.4587

The Dutch parliament agreed with the government’s decision to deploy the F-16s in Operation 
Deny Flight, although various representatives felt that this step had come too late.

  

4588 The members of 
the Dutch parliament were now prepared to accept that the deployment of Dutch and other aircraft 
could have implications for Dutch ground troops, a risk which they had previously shown themselves 
to be aware of on numerous occasions.4589
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Netherlands and the Dutch parliament dare to take this step.’4590 He also asked critical questions about 
the instructions issued to the pilots for the use of force: ‘… surely we cannot have a situation where a 
pilot has a target in his sights and must then first use various lines of communication to ask what he 
may and may not do? If the directions for the use of force are of such a nature, surely our credibility 
will be at issue?’4591 In his reply Minister Kooijmans said that the flight ban was partly designed to serve 
as a signal to Serbia and the Bosnian Serbs that it was time for them to sign the Vance-Owen peace 
agreement. Although the minister could understand that the members of Parliament were disappointed 
about the late and inadequate response of the international community to the developments in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, it was ‘simply a fact that no government in the world is currently prepared to take military 
action without a peace settlement’.4592 The fact that UNHCR was not prepared to fight its way to 
Srebrenica, for example, in order to provide aid, was not the fault of UNHCR, according to the 
minister, but that of the governments that were participating in the operations. They were against this. 
According to Ter Beek, during interception operations NATO pilots maintained constant contact with 
AWACS aircraft, which in turn communicated with senior NATO commanders: ‘This approach 
represents a good balance between ongoing control of the operation and a desire to act as decisively as 
possible’.4593

Troops for the peace plan? 

  

At the end of March Kooijmans paid an introductory visit to Washington, where he spoke to his 
counterpart Christopher, and the Security Adviser, Lake, amongst others. It must have become clear to 
the Dutch minister that the US did no wish to tie itself to the Vance-Owen plan. Following Kooijmans’ 
trip a remark was made in the Ministerial Council that a Dutch plea for the use of force to secure the 
adoption of the plan would not sound very credible, because it was precisely the Dutch troops that 
needed to be protected. It was precisely the governments of those countries that provided protection – 
Canada, France, the United Kingdom and Spain – which did not want to use force. 

Nevertheless, another minister was of the opinion that the Netherlands must call for the 
implementation of the Vance-Owen plan and for the use of greater military force at the same time. 
Naturally, the implications of the latter were that the Netherlands would also have to be prepared to 
make a substantial contribution to this, as a third minister concluded.4594

A spokesperson for the American State Department, Richard Boucher, declared that, while the 
United States Government did indeed support the peace process, it did not wish to force a plan on the 
parties in question. This was because the American administration took account of the fact that 
Izetbegovic would indeed wish to revoke his signature to the Vance-Owen plan if the Bosnian Serbs 
failed to accept it in full. Washington also dropped the idea of new sanctions at the time, to the 
astonishment of, in particular, the Security Council members France, the United Kingdom and Spain. 
In view of Jeltsin’s shaky position in relation to opposition in his own country, the American 
government did not wish to go further than tightening the existing sanctions, although their description 
did afford some scope for manoeuvre.

 

4595

In addition, the American government let it be known that the European countries would have 
to account for a share in any peacekeeping or peace-enforcing force equal to that of the Americans. In 

  

                                                 

4590 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 49, p. 6. 
4591 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 49, p. 6. 
4592 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 49, p. 7. 
4593 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 49, p. 10. 
4594 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 02/04/93, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
4595 ‘VN stoppen evacuatie uit Srebrenica’ (UN halts evacuation from Srebrenica), ANP, 31/03/93, 7.13pm; ‘VN-Raad 
bekrachtigt vliegverbod boven Bosnië’ (UN Council ratifies flight ban above Bosnia), ANP, 01/04/93, 6.57 am; 
Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 02/04/93, prepared for the purposes of the 
present NIOD study. 
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this connection, consideration was being given to France, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Spain, Finland, Poland, Sweden and Turkey if necessary. A third division would need to be 
provided by Russia and perhaps several other Eastern European countries. In this case the US was 
prepared to contribute a division of 20,000 troops. The Washington administration warned that this 
figure should actually be multiplied by three bearing in mind the need for relief troops. Furthermore, 
Washington insisted that the parties to the conflict should give at least one indication of their 
agreement to the arrival of this force by, for example, withdrawing their troops or removing heavy 
weapons.4596

At virtually the same time the Kremlin appeared to be backing away from their previous 
willingness to provide a substantial contribution of manpower for the implementation of the Vance-
Owen plan in the face of pressure exerted by the Russian opposition and financial difficulties.

 

4597

During April it became clear to NATO that the European allies would only be able to provide 
several thousand troops. The British government revealed that it could provide little more than the 
3,500 troops it already had stationed in Bosnia. A source within the British Defence Ministry moaned, 
‘We simply cannot send the forces needed by NATO because we haven’t got the men, and if we had 
they wouldn’t have the right equipment and if they did we wouldn’t have the money to pay for the 
operation.’ This led to an angry outburst from the American general, Powell, who asked the British 
Chief of Staff, Air Marshall Sir Peter Harding, on the phone, ‘Are we the only country that cares about 
the future of NATO? We are the only country carrying the flag for NATO.’

  

4598 Confronted with the 
unwillingness and inability of the Russians and Europeans, the American offer of ground troops faded 
into the background.4599

On 2 April Karadzic signed the Vance-Owen peace plan subject to the proviso that the 
Bosnian-Serb parliament would also need to agree to it. The same evening he advised the Bosnian-Serb 
parliament not to accept the plan. According to him, agreeing to it would ‘give rise to ethnic cleansing 
at the expense of the Serbs … on an unprecedented scale’.

 

4600

9. Red alert for Srebrenica  

 On Sunday 4 April, this meeting rejected 
the peace plan by 81 votes to 68. This was the first but certainly not the last time the parliament 
rejected the plan. 

When the Bosnian Serbs noticed that the Muslim authorities did not want any further evacuations from 
Srebrenica, they resumed their offensive against the town on 5 April. In the meantime, from as early as 
late March Wahlgren had urged Mladic and Karadzic to permit a UN infantry company and three 
military observers to be stationed in Srebrenica.4601 A Canadian company was held on standby for this 
purpose. During the Easter holidays of 11 and 12 April the UNHCR in Belgrade began to be highly 
concerned that the VRS would soon attempt to capture Srebrenica. It was clear that the West was not 
overly inclined to take action against Serbia or the Bosnian Serbs in anticipation of a referendum that 
was scheduled to be held in Russia on 25 April dealing with the position of President Jeltsin and his 
policy. The West did not wish to assist the Russian opposition by adopting anti-Serb measures.4602

                                                 

4596 ABZ, DWH/ARA/00844. Meesman 204 to Kooijmans, 01/04/93. 

 Even 
if the West had attempted to do this, the Serbs still had a second line of defence within the Security 

4597 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part V-VI, /05/1992 -/04/93, MID, Ontwikkelingen in 
de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 24/93, 05/04/93; ABZ, 999 NATO-WEU, Part 4. De Vos van Steenwijk 37 to 
Kooijmans, 31/03/93. 
4598 James Adams, ‘Bosnia mission causes NATO row’, Sunday Times, 28/03/93. 
4599 DAB. Memorandum from Barth to Ter Beek, 21/04/93, D93/200. 
4600 ‘Verwerping vredesplan door Bosnisch-Servische parlement vrijwel zeker’ (Bosnian-Serb parliament virtually certain to 
reject peace plan), ANP, 03/04/93, 12.11 am. 
4601 ABZ, Yugoslavia UN ECOSOC Human Rights. PV Genève to DIO/Yugoslavia, 08/04/93, hum/gev-0615/93, 
addenedum, Wahlgren to Karadzic, 04/04/93. 
4602 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812. Engels 105 to Kooijmans, 13/04/93. See also Daalder, Dayton, p. 17. 
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Council: on 11 April rumours circulated within the UN that the Russian government was planning to 
make use of its veto in the Security Council for the first time since 1984, if a resolution were to be 
voted on for tougher sanctions.4603 The reports emanating from Paris that Morillon was to be recalled 
must have also given the Bosnian-Serb leaders the impression that they would not encounter much 
resistance from the West if they were to take Srebrenica. In London Defence Secretary Rifkind said 
that he was making allowances for the fall of the enclave, while simultaneously stressing that the British 
government was not overly inclined to deploy ground troops on a large scale.4604

On 9 April Mladic had expressed his willingness to Wahlgren and Morillon to meet the Bosnian 
army commander, Halilovic, under Wahlgren’s guidance at the Sarajevo airport on 12 April to discuss 
one thing only: Srebrenica.

 Another development 
which appeared to play into the hands of the Serbs with regard to their attack on Srebrenica, was the 
outbreak of widespread hostilities between the Croats and the Muslims. The HVO (Croatian army) 
command had demanded that the ABiH withdraw from the Croat-majority areas designated as such in 
the Vance-Owen plan before 15 April. When this deadline passed fierce fighting broke out immediately 
in Vitez and Jablanica in Central and Southern Bosnia. As a result, the Muslims in Srebrenica could not 
count on receiving much support from the ABiH stationed outside Srebrenica. 

4605 However, on 12 April Halilovic refused to put in an appearance 
following the heavy bombardment of the sports field at the secondary school in Srebrenica on the same 
day, Easter Monday. 56 people were killed in this attack and another 73 were seriously wounded.4606 
Halilovic demanded that all hostilities should first cease. Mladic, who had arrived, did not want to tell 
Wahlgren whether he was planning to take Srebrenica. He only stated that he could have done so ten 
days earlier but that it had not been politically expedient to do so. Like Morillon before him, Wahlgren 
felt that Srebrenica was a test case for the viability of the Vance-Owen plan.4607 In the meantime 
Wahlgren had become convinced that the Muslims had provoked the mortar attack on 12 April and 
had felt that it was important to keep Srebrenica on the front page of the newspapers. Moreover, on 12 
April Mladic was still unwilling (‘over my dead body’) to give Wahlgren permission to station a 
Canadian company in Srebrenica.4608

Against this background the seven most industrialised countries, the G7, took the view during 
their meeting in Tokyo on 14 April, that they needed to send a signal to show that there was a limit to 
the amount of Serbian aggression the West was prepared to put up with. While it is true that the seven 
decided to postpone the Security Council vote on resolutions relating to the Vance-Owen plan and the 
tightening of sanctions until 26 April, the day after the Russian referendum, they announced that they 
reserved the right to take other action if further developments occurred in Srebrenica.

 

4609 This did not 
appear to help. The Serbs launched fierce attacks on Srebrenica. The Bosnian government made an 
urgent appeal to the Security Council to call a halt to this and asked Morillon to visit the town again. In 
addition, they threatened to withdraw their acceptance of the Vance-Owen plan if the Serbs were to 
capture Srebrenica.4610

                                                 

4603 ‘Rusland wil uitstel sancties tegen Klein-Joegoslavië’ (Russia want postponement of sanctions against lesser Yugoslavia), 
ANP, 11/04/93, 12.34 pm. 

 

4604 Tim Witcher & Diplomatic Staff, ‘French ready to recall Morillon with a month’, The Daily Telegraph, 14/04/93. 
4605 NIOD Collection (2). 
4606 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. UNPROFOR Press Release, ‘UN Outrage at Atrocity in Srebrenica’, 13/04/93; Hren (ed.), 
Overlevenden, pp. 128-29 and 190-92; Honig and Both, Srebrenica, pp. 139-40. 
4607 NIOD Collection (2). 
4608 NIOD Collection (2). 
4609 ‘G7 besluit stemming Veiligheidsraad over Servië uit te stellen’ (G7 decides to postpone Security Council vote on 
Serbia), ANP, 14/04/93, 8.03 am; ‘Internationale bemoeienis wijzigt verloop Bosnische oorlog niet’, ANP, 16/04/93, 6.37 
pm; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 16/93, 22/02/93; ‘VN woedend over cynisch 
spel met hulpgoederen voor Bosnië’, De Telegraaf, 17/02/93; ‘Voor VN-helpers in Bosnië is grote wachten begonnen’, De 
Telegraaf, 19/02/93; Alain Franchon, ‘Alors que le général Morillon s’apprêterait à regagner la France les Occidentaux 
paraissen résignés à une victoire serbe en Bosnie’, Le Monde, 12/04/93. 
4610 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part V-VI, /05/1992 -/04/93, MID, Ontwikkelingen in 
de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 26/93, 15/04/93. 
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On Friday 16 April, the international media expected Srebrenica to fall at any moment.4611 
Serbian troops were less than two kilometres from the town. Mortar fire peppered the main street, 
which resulted in many deaths and wounded.4612 The ABiH announced to journalists that it had 
intercepted a radio command that day from Mladic to a colonel who was heading the siege of the 
Eastern Bosnian town, which stated, ‘Inform all units to enter Srebrenica tonight. Proceed directly to 
the town, no journalists, no reports, no announcement.’4613 Murat Efendic, a representative of the 
Srebrenica council who was in Sarajevo and maintained constant radio contact with Srebrenica, said the 
town was lost and pleaded for the evacuation of civilians from Srebrenica to Tuzla. According to him, 
the Muslim soldiers should also leave ‘with their weapons in their hands’.4614 Ibraham Djananovic, a 
representative from Srebrenica in the government in Sarajevo, was gloomier. According to him, the 
people of Srebrenica could not escape. ‘Some will be murdered, some will be taken to camps, and as far 
as the rest are concerned, I do not know what will happen.’4615 The Deputy Commander of the ABiH, 
Stjepan Siber, claimed there was a danger that the inhabitants of Srebrenica would be killed: ‘Tens of 
thousands of innocent women, children and the elderly will be butchered and annihilated by tanks.’4616

At a little past half past eight in the evening the ANP reported that ‘to all intents and purposes’ 
the Serbs had captured Srebrenica.

 

4617 It based its report on messages received from the French 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Serbian television reported that Muslims in the outskirts of Srebrenica were 
surrendering.4618 As a result of these new developments the fate of the civilians had ‘become extremely 
uncertain’. In Pale, Karadzic, who was involved in talks with Morillon about the situation, had 
announced earlier in the day that, if the Muslim combatants in the town were to hand over their 
weapons to the 130 Canadian peacekeepers who were on their way there, the civilians would be allowed 
to leave and the VRS would not enter the town but merely ‘pacify’ it. If the Muslims failed to surrender 
their weapons, then the Bosnian Serbs would ‘need to defeat them’, according to Karadzic.4619

The American government now threatened tougher sanctions against Serbia, if Srebrenica fell, 
and was considering large-scale air strikes against Serbian artillery, although it did not want to proceed 
with this without the consent of its European allies. The British government immediately let it be 
known that it was not keen on the idea: ‘… we still haven’t seen any militarily achievable objectives for 
air strikes, apart from destroying things for the sake of it’.

 

4620 For the first time since he assumed the 
role of EC negotiator, Owen also favoured direct military intervention now. He called for air strikes on 
bridges and roads to prevent supplies reaching the Serbian troops from Serbia.4621 According to Owen, 
the time had come for the resolute confrontation of the Bosnian-Serb leadership by the world. If the 
Serbs were to take Srebrenica, they would have to withdraw from it. The British mediator again stressed 
that Srebrenica was ‘a Muslim town in a Muslim area’.4622

                                                 

4611 ‘New York Times: Overgave Srebrenica kwestie van tijd’ (New York Times: Surrender of Srebrenica is a questionof 
time), ANP, 16/04/93, 6.04 am. 

 

4612 ‘Nederlandse AZG-arts: Srebrenica slachtoffer van terreur’ (Dutch AZG doctor: Srebrenica is a victim of terror), ANP, 
16/04/93, 8.53 am; Tim Judah, ‘Reckoning time in valley of death’, The Times, 17/04/93. 
4613 John Daniszewski, ‘Serbs Reportedly Enter Srebrenica’, The Associated Press, 16/04/93. 
4614 ‘Srebrenica zur Kapitultion bereit’, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 17/04/93; John Daniszewski, ‘Serbs Reportedly Enter 
Srebrenica’, The Associated Press, 16/04/93. 
4615 Michael Montgomery, ‘Hope runs out in city of death’, The Daily Telegraph, 17/04/93. 
4616 ‘Val Srebrenica onafwendbaar’ (Fall of Srebrenica inevitable), ANP, 16/04/93, 8.35 pm. With regard to Karadzic’s 
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16/04/93, 3.32 pm. 
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There was little enthusiasm amongst Dutch members of parliament for Owen’s call. De Hoop 
Scheffer expected the bombardments that were envisaged to yield more problems than benefits. He felt 
that it was no longer possible to avoid the imminent fall of Srebrenica and that bombardments could 
jeopardize further humanitarian action as well as the peace plan. Moreover, he was convinced that 
Russia would never agree to a resolution in favour of such bombardments. The D66 (Democrats) 
member of parliament, Ter Veer, anticipated that such bombardments would merely escalate the 
conflict.4623

Srebrenica in the Dutch Ministerial Council 

 

In the Netherlands in the meantime interdepartmental consultations proceeded with the 
encouragement of Lubbers about the question as to whether increased military pressure should be 
brought to bear on the Bosnian Serbs and whether NATO could transform Srebrenica into a safe town. 
Because the officials involved were of the opinion that a new resolution would be required from the 
Security Council for air strikes such as those Owen was calling for, and Russia and the US were 
awaiting the outcome of the Russian referendum on 25 April, it seemed best not to do anything for the 
time being. The official advisers felt that the chance of preventing the fall of Srebrenica by means of 
external armed intervention must be considered to be ‘virtually zero’.4624 In addition, previous 
deliberations of the NATO council had revealed that there was insufficient support for attacks on 
ground targets. Van der Vlis is reported to have said that he would find such action ‘extremely unwise 
and unfortunate’ at that point in time.4625 With regard to the question whether the Netherlands could 
itself do anything from a military point of view in the light of the emergency in Srebrenica, the answer 
was nothing other than help by providing medicine, food, funds and shelter.4626

Lubbers’ questions were ‘answered emphatically in the negative accompanied by reasons, both 
with regard to procedure and substance’, as was revealed in the Ministerial Council of 16 April.

 

4627 The 
conclusion of these deliberations was that the Security Council would first need to take action. The 
arguments were ‘sufficiently persuasive to allow the matter to rest’, albeit that this outcome was 
regrettable.4628 The Ministerial Council of 16April also emphatically took into account that Srebrenica 
would fall during the next few days. One of the ministers shared his fear with his colleagues that in this 
case the Serbian attackers would kill the Muslim populace ‘en masse’. The Ministerial Council felt that 
little could be expected from the UN before the Russian referendum on 25 April 1993. The minister in 
question wondered if action could be taken within the EC in order to knock out Serbian heavy artillery 
from the air.4629

In the evening of 16 April London sent a COREU message which reported that it was 
maintaining contact with UN organizations to do everything possible to prevent a mass murder once 
Bosnian-Serb forces captured Srebrenica. The CoPo (from the French ‘comité politique’), which was to 
assemble on 21 April, was to prepare statements, if necessary, warning the Serbs against committing 
atrocities and urging them to cooperate with UNPROFOR and the UNHCR. In addition, London 
wished to arrange an orderly evacuation because the Foreign Office expected about 60,000 refugees to 
make their way to Tuzla if Srebrenica were to fall. However, London had understood that, if Srebrenica 

 

                                                 

4623 ‘Kamerleden reageren terughoudend op suggestie Owen’ (Reserved response from MPs to Owen’s suggestion), ANP, 
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were to fall, the UNHCR had a contingency plan for the refugees both during their move and their 
arrival in Tuzla. The United Kingdom also called on the other EC member states to provide food, 
transport and engineering facilities to cover such an eventuality.4630

Preventing the fall 

  

While Srebrenica seemed to be yielding to the pressure of the Bosnian-Serb attack and the world 
appeared to have few illusions about the events that would ensue, various developments had occurred 
which would yet lead to a settlement. Now that they found themselves at the very brink, the authorities 
in both Srebrenica and Sarajevo appeared to be willing to make concessions. Naser Oric sent a secret 
message to the UN peacekeeping force that he agreed to surrender subject to three conditions. 
Wounded combatants had to be evacuated by helicopter and all the civilians had to be taken to safe 
surroundings. He demanded a guarantee that the Muslim fighters be allowed to withdraw unopposed to 
Tuzla. It was assumed that Oric had made this offer without consulting the government in Sarajevo.4631

On the afternoon of 16 April Karadzic let it be known to the world that the war would be over 
as soon as the Muslims relinquished Srebrenica.

  

4632 Karadzic uttered these words after consulting 
Milosevic. The latter also expected a bloodbath in Srebrenica owing to the desire for revenge on the 
part of the Serbs following the death of thousands of Serbs as a result of the attacks carried out by Oric 
and his men. Milosevic feared the resolution which the Security Council was currently considering with 
a view to toughening its sanction against Serbia. After all, the G7 countries had made it clear that it 
would be dealt with if serious developments occurred around Srebrenica. For this reason Milosevic told 
Wahlgren in a telephone call that he should immediately send the Canadian company to Srebrenica, 
which he was holding on standby. Milosevic announced that he had already been in touch with 
Karadzic about this and that the latter had agreed to it.4633

During the night of Friday 16 April to Saturday 17 April, Karadzic explained what he had meant 
by his previous reference to ‘pacifying’ the town. The residents of Srebrenica would be able to choose 
whether they wished to continue living peacefully in the town or wanted to be evacuated.

 

4634 Later that 
Saturday Karadzic gave an assurance that the VRS would not enter Srebrenica. The army merely 
wanted the local Muslim troops ‘neutralised, so that they can no longer attack us in the region’.4635

Fighting in and around Srebrenica still continued on 17 April. An amateur radio operator, 
Becirovic, reported the occurrence of man-to-man fighting in the town and heavy bombardments. The 
streets were said to be littered with corpses.

 

4636

The question was how Izetbegovic now thought about matters. In mid April he had made 
varying private and public statements about the significance he would attach to the fall of Srebrenica. 
On 14 April, when the press asked him following a visit to Egypt and several Gulf states what his 
response would be to the fall of Srebrenica, he said that it would be ‘a catastrophe’. However, it would 
have few implications for his attitude towards the Vance-Owen plan. He said that he no longer 
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considered himself to be bound by his signature to the plan. In the future the Bosnian government’s 
approach to further negotiations would be a matter of ‘good will’.4637

On 16 April the spokesperson for the Bosnian president, Kemal Muftic, announced that 
negotiations were being conducted to arrange the surrender of Srebrenica. According to him, the 
town’s fall was inevitable. The most important issue at that point in time was to avoid a mass slaughter. 
For this reason the leadership in Sarajevo wished to proceed with the complete evacuation of 
Srebrenica. If this town were to fall, the peace plan would be ‘dead’, according to the spokesperson.

 

4638

While on a trip through Scandinavia, Izetbegovic was visiting the Danish Prime Minister, Poul 
Nyrup Rasmussen and Minister of Foreign Affairs, Niels Helveg Petersen, in Copenhagen on 17 April. 
In the presence of the Bosnian chargé d’affaires in Stockholm, Serder, the legal adviser, Haris Nanic 
and the unofficial representative of Bosnia in Denmark, Professor Tanovic, Izetbegovic told both 
government ministers that the situation in Srebrenica was ‘desparate … but even if it should fall, it 
would not be the end of Bosnia-Hercegovina’. At no point during the meeting did he indicate that the 
fall of Srebrenica would lead him to withdraw his acceptance of the Vance-Owen plan. However, 
during the press conference that followed, he stated that the fall of Srebrenica should lead to this but, 
according to him, this was for the Bosnian government to decide. At the same time, he said that he still 
hoped that the peace plan would succeed.

 

4639

At the request of the Commander of the ABiH, Halilovic, in the afternoon of 17 April the 
meeting with Mladic that had not proceeded five days earlier due to his refusal to appear, went ahead at 
the airport of Sarajevo in the presence of Wahlgren, Morillon and the representative of the UNHCR in 
Bosnia, José-Maria Mendiluce.

 

4640 The reason for the refusal had been the Serbian attacks on 
Srebrenica. Now it was precisely these attacks that consituted the main topic of this meeting. The talks 
commenced at two in the afternoon and continued for 12 hours. During this meeting Mladic and 
Halilovic agreed on a ceasefire which was to start at midnight early in the morning of 18 April. In 
addition, the two commanders agreed on the deployment of 130 to 150 Canadian peacekeepers in 
Srebrenica and the evacuation of the wounded by air. The Bosnian Muslims were to demilitarize the 
area and the Bosnian Serbs would allow UNPROFOR freedom of movement. This agreement was 
finally signed early in the morning of 18 April.4641

The question arises as to why Mladic did not proceed and capture Srebrenica in April 1993, 
even though the town had virtually fallen. Owen believed it was likely that Mladic had been restrained 
by Milosevic, to whom he remained as loyal as ever. It did not seem likely to Owen that he had allowed 
Karadzic to hold him back. The latter appeared to have forfeited his control over Mladic.

 

4642 Later on 
Mladic himself said that he had been restrained by ‘more senior individuals’.4643 In addition, he had 
received an undertaking from UNPROFOR that the population of Srebrenica would be evacuated and 
that any war criminals amongst them would be tried at a later stage.4644

According to Owen, once Mladic had made a concession in respect of Srebrenica, consideration 
needed to be given to the fact that he would attack other areas now that he was in a winning mood 

 

                                                 

4637 Hugh Nevill, ‘M. Boutros-Ghali: ‘le général Morillon a agi en conformité avec les resolutions de l’ONU’, Agence France 
Presse, 14/04/93. 
4638 ‘Srebrenica zur Kapitultion bereit’, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 17/04/93;. Chazan & Black & Walker, ‘Serbs enter Srebrenica’, 
The Guardian, 17/04/93. 
4639 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. COREU message from the Danish Presidency of the EC, 17/04/93, cpe/pres/cop 848; ‘VN: 
Zware gevechten in Srebrenica’, ANP, 17/04/93, 10.07 pm. 
4640 ‘Bosnische Moslims willen niet praten’ (Bosnian Muslims do not wish to speak, ANP, 11/04/93, 10.32pm; ‘Boutros 
Ghali veroordeelt aanvallen op Srebrenica’ (Boutros-Ghali condemns attacks on Srebrenica), ANP, 15/04/93, 1.13 pm. 
4641 See amongst others ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. ‘Agreement for the demilitarization of Srebrenica’, accompanying PV 
Genève to DIO/Joegoslavië, fax no. hum/gev-0574/93; UN, Srebrenica Report, par. 59-60. 
4642 ABZ, Communications Archive. COREU message from the Danish Presidency of the EC, 24/04/93, cpe/pres/cop 
913. 
4643 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 93. 
4644 Bulatovic, Mladic, pp. 93-94. 
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following recent military successes. In this respect, the question was whether he would opt for an 
offensive against Zepa and Gorazde or to reduce the pressure on the Posavina corridor.4645 Heavy 
fighting had ensued in the Posavina corridor from the first week of April.4646 In the prevailing 
circumstances Mladic preferred to achieve total control over the Posavina corridor around Brcko,4647 
which constituted the ‘Achilles’ heel of the Serbian military campaign’.4648 If they were to seize the area, 
which the Vance-Owen plan did not assign to the Bosnian Serbs but which they wanted to control, 
then the Posavina corridor enjoyed top priority,4649 certainly for Mladic, who was deeply concerned 
about the fate of the Serbs in Croatia, and did not wish to draw a distinction between the Serbs in 
Serbia, Bosnia or Croatia.4650 Srebrenica had since become a much smaller enclave within Bosnian-Serb 
territory and the VRS controlled all the access routes to it. If the presence of the UN in Srebrenica 
could lead to a reduction in the operations of the ABiH fighters who were still active in the area, the 
VRS, faced with an ongoing shortage of personnel, would be able to maintain only a small number of 
troops around the town. The situation appeared to be ‘frozen’ for the time being. After the VRS finally 
ceased its attacks on Srebrenica on Sunday, 18 April, as expected the Bosnian-Serb offensive was 
immediately intensified in the north of Bosnia in the night of Sunday to Monday.4651

10. A Safe Area 

 If the Bosnian 
government and army commanders had not already realized it, it must have now become apparent to 
them that a demilitarized zone in one area meant an increase in Bosnian-Serb military power in another. 
Relief following the rescue of Srebrenica would therefore soon turn to exasperation. Whatever the case, 
as long as the war continued in Bosnia, the Bosnian government and the ABiH had little interest in 
matters really remaining quiet in the vicinity of Srebrenica. 

Faced with the threat of Srebrenica falling, the Security Council had also met. It assembled to consider 
a proposal submitted by five Third World countries, namely, Djibouti, Cape Verde, Marocco, Pakistan 
and Venezuela, to declare Srebrenica a Safe Area. Initially, it was assumed that there was no chance that 
this resolution would be adopted, because it would encounter resistance from the permanent members 
of the Security Council.4652

                                                 

4645 ABZ, Communications Archives. COREU message from the Danish Presidency of the EC, 24/04/93, cpe/pres/cop 
913. 

 Yet the Council adopted Resolution 819, in which it declared Srebrenica to 
be a Safe Area and UNPROFOR was mandated to assume responsibility for the humanitarian situation 
in the town. No further attacks on the town were to be countenanced and the paramilitary units around 
it would have to withdraw. The resolution referred to Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which permits 
military action against ‘threats to peace’. In the course of informal consultations about the draft of the 
resolution the EPC members of the Security Council and the US had scrapped the term safe haven. 
This was because a safe haven guaranteed ‘full protection’. The study conducted by the WEU into the 
establishment of a safe haven in Sarajevo, which had previously been presented to Boutros-Ghali, had 
shown that 15,000 ground troops would be required for this purpose. Because it had since become 
clear how difficult it was to raise such a force, the representatives of the EPC countries and the US had 
decided to replace the term, safe haven, with ‘a Safe Area which should be free from any armed attack 

4646 ‘Bosnië vraagt om spoedzitting Veiligheidsraad’, ANP, 09/04/93, 6.14 am. 
4647 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part V-VI, /05/1992 -/04/93. MID, Ontwikkelingen in 
de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 29/93, 26/04/93; 30/93, 28/04/93; Part VII, /05/1993 to/03/94, 31/93, 6 
/05/1993; 36/93, 27 /05/1993. 
4648 Giersch, Konfliktregulierung, p. 279. 
4649 Gow, Triumph, p. 247. 
4650 Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 39. 
4651 ‘Gevechten verplaatsen zich naar noorden Bosnië’ (Fighting moves to the north of Bosnia), ANP, 19/04/93, 9.42 am. 
According to this ANP report, fighting stopped at about midday. Mladic says this happened at 4.59 am. Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 
96. 
4652 ‘Onduidelijkheid over val Srebrenica’ (Confusion about the fall of Srebrenica), ANP, 17/04/93, 1.53am. 
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or any other hostile act’. In other words ‘full protection’ would not be provided but only a ‘certain 
degree of security’.4653

In Resolution 819 the Security Council requested Boutros-Ghali to strengthen the presence of 
UNPROFOR in Srebrenica and to take steps that would lead to the evacuation of the sick and 
wounded from the town. Finally, the Council required unimpeded access to Srebrenica for 
humanitarian aid. Later, on Saturday 17 April, the Security Council, acting in the light of the events that 
had occurred around Srebrenica, agreed to tighten sanctions against Yugoslavia, unless the Bosnian 
Serbs accepted the Vance-Owen plan in the near future. Amongst other things, the Council ordered the 
prohibition of transit traffic through Yugoslavia, the proclamation of a comprehensive naval blockade, 
the freezing of the international financial assets of the rump Yugoslavia, and the confiscation of all 
Yugoslavian aircraft and other means of transport (Resolution 820). The Russian delegation abstained, 
as did the Chinese one. In order to spare the Jeltsin government which was to be subject to a 
referendum on 25 April, the sanctions were only to come into effect on 26 April if the Bosnian-Serb 
leaders had not agreed to the Vance-Owen peace plan in the interim. 

 This marked the beginning of a great deal of confusion, more so because no 
provision of international law stipulated what a Safe Area was. Much would depend on the concrete 
implementation of the term.  

Early in the afternoon of Sunday 18 April 145 Canadian troops entered Srebrenica. Their 
heaviest weapons were .50 machine guns. They were required to supervise the ceasefire and the 
Muslims’ surrender of their weapons. The latter was supposed to occur within 72 hours. If this deadline 
was not met, ‘all the obligations of the (Bosnian-) Serb army towards the Muslims’ would cease to 
apply, according to Mladic.4654

Ultimately, the demilitarization was confined to the town itself. Although the Muslims only 
handed in a modest amount of weapons (two tanks, an armoured vehicle, 23 pieces of artillery and 
mortars, and 260 handguns), on 21 April Wahlgren declared that the demilitarization of the town had 
been completed. He was able to do this because the day before a VRS team had approved the 
demilitarization, although it must have been no secret to the team members that the nature of the 
disarmament was rather limited. The reason why the VRS nevertheless agreed to this imperfect 
demilitarization was probably because they would otherwise have had to allow two additional platoons 
of Canadian troops into Srebrenica, which UNPROFOR had stated would be needed to ensure that the 
demilitarization process was properly implemented. However, the VRS did not want to allow in any 
more peacekeepers.

  

4655 On 23 April Kofi Annan, who had succeeded Goulding as head of the DPKO, 
directed Wahlgren not to commence demilitarization too energetically. This was because he understood 
disarmament to mean that, ‘UNPROFOR takes on a moral responsibility for the safety of the disarmed 
that it clearly does not have the military resources to honour beyond a point.’ He advised against 
searching homes for weapons: ‘You will undoubtedly be made aware by the visiting Security Council 
delegation (of Diego Arria, the Permanent Representative of Venezuela) of the strong feeling amongst 
several members that UNPROFOR should not participate too actively in “disarming the victims”.’4656

In addition, Mladic and Halilovic had agreed that 500 wounded people would be allowed to 
leave Srebrenica by helicopter. In the end, a total of 489 wounded people were evacuated from 
Srebrenica by helicopter. Probably acting as ordered by Sarajevo, Naser Oric prohibited the evacuation 
of civilians from the enclave by road, fearing that this could lead to the depopulation of the town.

  

4657

                                                 

4653 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. DEU (coordination), memorandum, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Achtergrond’ (Former Yugoslavia: 
Background) for Gymnich, 24-25/04/93, 22/04/93. 

 A 
week later a further 150 wounded people were to be moved to Tuzla. Between the arrival of Morillon 

4654 ‘Bestand Srebrenica lijkt voorbode van capitulatie Moslims’, ANP, 18/04/93, 9.24 pm. 
4655 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/ 2001; NIOD, Wahlgren coll. Wahlgren to Annan, 21/04/93, UNPROFOR Z-517, 
Security Council Meeting on Srebrenica. 
4656 Shawcross, Evil, p. 100; Honig and Both, Srebrenica, p. 154. 
4657 ‘Autoriteiten Srebrenica weigeren nieuwe evacuatie’ (Srebrenica authorities refuse new evacuation), ANP, 19/04/93, 
2.57 pm; interview J. Zoutendijk, 6/04/ 2001. 
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in March and the end of April a total of between 8,000 and 9,000 people were evacuated from 
Srebrenica. Several tens of thousands remained behind in the enclave.4658

Following the adoption of Resolution 819, the French government found it difficult to give the 
Srebrenica hero, Morillon, the push. On Sunday 18 April, the French Prime Minister, Edouard 
Balladur, announced that the general would no be recalled.

 

4659 Emboldened, Morillon swore to the 
press that same day that he would keep the Serbs out of Srebrenica. Once the Canadian peacekeepers 
had arrived, a Serb attack on Srebrenica would amount to ‘an attack on the entire world’, according to 
the French general. He was convinced that the Bosnian Serbs would not dare to do this.4660

Wahlgren felt it was nevertheless better to issue a public warning intended for Serbian ears: 
‘Our orders are to protect this demilitarized zone as peacekeepers,’ said the Swedish general. ‘This 
means that, if anyone tries to enter by force, the United Nations troops will use force for the purposes 
of self-defence.’ According to Wahlgren, the 150 Canadian troops were sufficiently well-armed to 
defend the enclave.

  

4661

However, on 23 April Wahlgren wrote a more considered report to Annan about what the 
Canadian troops would do if they were attacked in Srebrenica: 

 

‘They would fire back in self-defence; this includes defence of their mission, i.e. 
they would use force if armed elements attempted by force to intrude into the 
demilitarized area. However, as you have also stressed to us, UNPROFOR has 
deployed in Srebrenica with the agreement of the parties and the threat of the 
use of force in this context is intended to apply in a situation where a small 
number of armed elements violate this agreement. We understand, of course, 
that 145 peace-keepers cannot be expected to resist a full-scale invasion by the 
Bosnian Serb Army; and that should heavy artillery shelling occur, 
UNPROFOR will take shelter like everyone else.’4662

A day later the British government offered to use air strikes to assist the 150 Canadian peacekeepers, if 
they were to become the target of VRS attacks.

 

4663

Any more Safe Areas? 

 

Following the conclusion of the agreement between Halilovic and Mladic, and the adoption of 
Resolution 819, UNHCR declared that it now supported Safe Areas, whereas it had opposed them so 
much in December 1992. The refugee agency proposed that Zepa and Gorazde also be declared Safe 
Areas. This would require a ‘large UN presence, mostly military’.4664

The Dutch government had sought the establishment of Safe Areas for some period of time. 
When the Dutch Ministerial Council met again on Saturday, 17 April, it was able to note with relief that 
the Security Council had adopted Resolution 819. However, the Ministerial Council was divided as to 

 Ogata, who had resisted the 
combination of humanitarian aid and military enforcement for so long, now inclined towards 
UNPROFOR. 

                                                 

4658 UN, Srebrenica Report, par. 40; Hren (ed.), Overlevenden, p. 19. 
4659 ‘Morillon to stay in Bosnia’, Press Association Newsfile, 18/04/93. 
4660 ‘Morillon mag in Bosnië blijven’, ANP, 18/04/93, 21:52. 
4661 ‘VN-chef: zenden VN-grondtroepen mogelijke enige oplossing’ (UN chief: sending UN ground troops is possibly the 
only solution, ANP, 22/04/93, 4.01 pm. 
4662 NIOD Collection (2). 
4663 ‘EG neigt naar militaire actie’ (EC inclines towards military action), ANP, 24/04/93, 9.36 pm. 
4664 ABZ, DIO/2004/00075. UNHCR, ‘Note on Bosnia-Herzegovina’, 19/04/93, accompanying PV Geneva to Kooijmans, 
22/04/93, fax no. hum/gev-0574/93; Wagenmakers 380 to Kooijmans, 23/04/93; ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke 
verhoudingen en partijen, Part V-VI, /05/1992 -/04/93. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 
28/93, 22/04/93. 
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the next step. On the one hand, there were ministers who found that the resolution imposed a duty to 
do something to guarantee the safety of the inhabitants of Srebrenica, otherwise the credibility of the 
international community would be eroded. On the other hand, there was one minister in particular who 
supported the mass evacuation of the population. Finally, it was decided that the Dutch government 
would inform the American government that the Srebrenica resolution implied a moral obligation to 
render the town a Safe Area. This meant that the evacuation should not proceed.4665 Later that day 
Kooijmans addressed a CDA conference in Gouda devoted to foreign policy, where he referred to the 
Security Council resolution to establish a Safe Area in Srebrenica as ‘a ray of hope’. Nevertheless, the 
minister said that he expected the town to fall soon, because the Council had failed to provide the 
resources required to secure its safety at the same time. In a wider context the minister noted that the 
Western world would have to get used to the idea of deploying military resources, even though the 
ultimate goal may not be immediately clear.4666

Barth, the Head of the Directorate for General Policy Matters in the Ministry of Defence was 
more positive towards Resolution 819. According to him, the ‘most realistic “military” option’ open to 
the West in Bosnia-Hercegovina was to implement Safe Areas. He felt that this represented the proper 
performance of the primary duties of UNPROFOR II: help alleviate intense humanitarian suffering 
wherever possible. In addition, Barth felt that by providing the Bosnian people with aid, they need ‘not 
wait (in vain?) for the Vance-Owen plan’. However, according to him, one would need to consider 
within an international context what technical resources and/or observers could be used to determine 
which party bombarded the Safe Areas. ‘This must be done partly to ensure that Muslim fighters do not 
attempt to provoke international military intervention by attacking their “own” towns.’

 

4667

Moreover, at the time the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs received reports from the 
American government that it was interested in the idea of Safe Havens. This was reported by both the 
political adviser to the American embassy in The Hague, Holm,

 

4668 and by Ralph Johnson, who had 
accompanied Bartholomew on a mission to the former Yugoslavia. According to Johnson, the 
Americans had already investigated the practical aspects of establishing Safe Havens in Bosnia and 
questions remained as to their precise location, size, degree of protection and the question whether 
Serbian artillery stationed around the areas could be removed by force.4669 According to an article 
published in The Guardian on 12 April, the report produced by the experts who had visited Bosnia, had 
however received a cool reception from the State Department and the National Security Council.4670

Greater value could be attached to the announcement by Holm that American policy tended 
more towards ‘lift and strike’, lifting the arms embargo against the Bosnian government and the 
deployment of air power for major attacks.

  

4671 According to Holm, lifting the arms embargo and 
deploying air power would constitute a logical complement to the superior manpower which the 
Bosnian government had at its disposal. Such a policy would have created a similar situation to that 
prevailing in Kosovo at the end of the 1990s when allied forces carried out bombardments and the 
UCK, the Albanian army, engaged in ground battle. As early as the summer of 1992 the Bosnian 
government had tried to make it clear to the West that it would be satisfied with a policy of ‘lift and 
strike’. It felt that not a single non-Bosnian would need to be deployed.4672

                                                 

4665 Objectivized summary of the minutes of the Ministerial Council meeting of 16-17/04/93, prepared for the purposes of 
the present NIOD study. 

 At a later stage it would also 
be possible for Safe Havens to constitute part of the policy proposed by the American government, 

4666 ‘Veiligheidszone Srebrenica “lichtpuntje”’ (Srebrenica safe area is ‘a ray of hope’), ANP, 17/04/93, 11.04 am. 
4667 DAB. memorandum from Barth to Ter Beek, 21/04/93, D93/200. 
4668 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00887. Kooijmans to the embassy in Washington, 20/04/93, celer 065. 
4669 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00887. Bentinck 259 to Kooijmans, 24/04/93. 
4670 Michael Gordon and Stephen Engelberg, ‘Experts urge US to intervene in Bosnia’, The Guardian, 12/04/93. 
4671 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Kooijmans to the embassy in Washington, 20/04/93, celer 065. 
4672 Simms, Hour, pp. 77-78. 



631 

 

according to Holm, but he stressed that it would be difficult to guarantee their safety without the 
deployment of more ground troops.4673

Prior to the CoPo in Brussels on 21 April, Hattinga van ‘t Sant headed a team in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, which formulated the principles underlying Dutch policy in relation to Bosnia. With 
regard to what was said to be the most pressing problem, Srebrenica, the following was determined: 
there should be no complicity in the ethnic cleansing of Srebrenica; Srebrenica should become a Safe 
Haven and maximum efforts should be made to provide humanitarian assistance. Tuzla should also 
become a Safe Haven. Economic sanctions still appeared to be the best means of putting pressure on 
the Serbs to accept the Vance-Owen plan. Military action represented a last resort and acquiescing to 
Serb conquests represented ‘a second Munich’ which ‘would throw the door wide open to the creation 
of chaos in many parts of Europe’. 

  

On 23 April Kooijmans directed the Netherlands’ Permanent Representative to NATO, L.W. 
Veenendaal, who had succeeded Jacobovits de Szeged shortly beforehand, to lobby the allies for the 
transformation of the Safe Area of Srebrenica into a Safe Haven, which would offer much greater 
military protection to its residents. In addition, Veenendaal was to raise the question as to what 
provision should be made for the protection of Zepa and Gorazde, and also Tuzla if possible, in order 
to prevent those areas from facing the threat of falling into the hands of the VRS like Srebrenica.4674

However, the European Community was more interested in the concept of Safe Areas 
following the adoption of Resolution 819 and in view of the fact that UNHCR had been ‘converted’. 
During the weekend of 24 and 25 April, a week after Srebrenica had almost fallen, the EC Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs assembled for informal consultations in the Hindsgavl castle in Middlefart in Denmark. 
This meeting was largely dominated by the scheduled visit of the American Secretary of State, 
Christopher, to Europe, during which he was expected to outline the policy which the Clinton 
administration had finalized on the former Yugoslavia. In the meantime rumours were circulating that 
this policy would comprise the elements of ‘lift and strike’. The British government, in particular, was 
fiercely opposed to this. It held the view that lifting the arms embargo would result in all-out war. 
According to the government in London, air strikes would endanger the provision of humanitarian aid 
and simultaneously fail to delay aggression. In addition, the Major government wished to keep its 
diplomatic lines of communication with Belgrade open.

  

4675 With this as their starting point, the Foreign 
Affairs Ministers of the 12 EC member states were very successful in agreeing that no option, including 
the military one, should be excluded if the Vance-Owen plan was not accepted.4676 During their 
weekend in Middelfart the Foreign Affairs Ministers of the 12 EC member states mainly considered the 
closure of their embassies in Belgrade and limited air strikes. Furthermore, they agreed that it would be 
advisable to exclude Yugoslavia from UN-related meetings. Hurd called for an examination of the 
possibility of creating Safe Havens, especially around Srebrenica.4677

Naturally, Kooijmans agreed with this and he pleaded that the enclaves of Gorazde, Zepa and 
Tuzla should also acquire the status of well-protected Safe Havens. Of course, more ground troops 
would be required for this. If it was impossible to mobilize them, then Kooijmans felt they should 
settle for Safe Areas or Relief Zones, which offered significantly less protection. Kooijmans argued that 
it would be possible to provide the enclaves with better protection from the air. However, he received 
little support for his views.

 

4678
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Public opinion in the Netherlands 

Apart from covering the camps and the rapes, the media had been informing the Dutch public about 
the course of the conflict since the summer of 1992. In 1993 the war in Yugoslavia continued to feature 
prominently in the international reports carried by the printed press. In the case of the six major daily 
newspapers (Algemeen Dagblad, NRC Handelsblad, Het Parool, De Telegraaf, Trouw and De Volkskrant) news 
about the former Yugoslavia made it to the headlines 222 times, followed at a distance by the former 
Soviet Union (128 times) and relations between Israel and the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) 
(73 times). The same order was discernible in the case of leading articles (123, 94, 49) and political 
illustrations (89, 53, 23).4679 In a survey conducted amongst young people by the Stichting Krant in de Klas 
(Foundation for Newspapers in the Classroom), it appeared that the war in Bosnia accounted for the 
most important news to them in 1993.4680 According to another survey, in April 1993 25% of adults 
followed reports on the former Yugoslavia very closely, 56% did this to a reasonable degree and 18% 
hardly at all. These statistics barely differed from the responses to the same question in August 1992, 
when the debate on intervention peaked (22%, 57% and 18% respectively).4681

However, the reports continued to emanate frequently from the Bosnian side of the lines. Yet 
this could also offer clarity to both the supporters and opponents of military intervention. For instance, 
Zeljko Knez, the commander of the Second Army Corps in Tuzla provided the Dutch freelance 
journalist, Clifford Cremer, with an excellent portrayal of the relative strengths of the ABiH and the 
VRS. Only one in every three ABiH soldiers was armed, according to Knez:  

  

‘We are fighting against tanks with bows and arrows as it were. We have the 
numbers on our side and they have technology on theirs. In addition, their 
morale is very low. The only thing they are fighting for is a corridor to Krajina. 
They are therefore not fighting for their own land, as we are. They find it 
necessary to recruit increasingly younger boys or crooked old men. Yet they can 
still rely on the federal army for heavy artillery and tanks if things go wrong. 
This is why they can go on.’ 

Asked about a Western military intervention, Knez said that it was better for the Bosnians to solve their 
own problems:  

‘Moreover, I would not like to see European boys killed on account of the 
policies of a few crazy politicians in Belgrade. We have enough manpower, only 
we do not have the weapons…. With heavy tanks and artillery we would throw 
the aggressors out of Bosnia without any difficulty! In order to end this war 
quickly, three things are necessary: one, a total flight ban above Bosnia; two, lift 
the arms embargo against Bosnia; and three, completely boycott Serbia.’4682

However, once conflict broke out between the Croats and Muslims in Central Bosnia, it became more 
difficult to explain matters to readers.

 

4683

                                                                                                                                                                  

DEU (coordination), memorandum, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Achtergrond’ for the CoPo 21/04/93, 20/04/93; ABZ, 
999.241, No Fly Zone, Part III. Kooijmans 29 to embassy Ankara, 29/04/93. 

 The then RTL journalist, Willem Lust, later complained: 
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‘Everyone I spoke to in the Netherlands, said, ‘Could you explain it again, 
because I do not understand a word of it!’ Look, sorry. You will simply have to 
read the newspaper. It is all in there. Many of the people who said that they did 
not understand it at all, were able to list the names of the Dutch national 
football team. It depends on what you are interested in. If you are not 
interested in it…. Although I must say that we once … hung up a small map of 
Bosnia listing all the battles going on in just about every valley. At a certain 
point the Serbs were fighting the Muslims and the Croats were fighting the 
Serbs. The next moment it was the Muslims against the Croats. We enlarged it 
and hung it on the wall. People thought it was a joke. That was the way things 
were. At a certain point you had different coalitions in each valley. It was 
difficult to make sense of everything.’4684

Nicole Lucas, the foreign editor and Balkan specialist at Trouw said that it also became increasingly 
difficult to determine who you could still believe in the conflict. ‘All you want to do is write about the 
events in the former Yugoslavia properly but that is almost no longer possible.’

 

4685 Caroline de Gruyer 
referred to the conflict in Elsevier as ‘a war without goodies or baddies’.4686

According to De Journalist, the periodical of the NVJ (Netherlands Association of Journalists), 
the lack of transparency in the conflict and the many conflicting interests confused journalists, public 
opinion and the politicians in equal measure. At the end of 1993 one could therefore detect a certain 
weariness in the media in relation to the war in Bosnia, a fatigue which had its source mainly in its 
powerlessness to galvanize the politicians into action.

 

4687 Van der Horst felt that ‘the Dutch’ had not 
known which side to back in the former Yugoslavia for some time already: ‘Despite international 
involvement and the constant presence of television cameras, the conflict has become 
incomprehensible. Granted, we do want to send food or money for the victims and, if necessary we will 
send off our boys who serve in the Royal Netherlands Army’.4688

However, there were few indications in the public opinion polls of a declining preference for 
military intervention in Bosnia-Hercegovina. In a survey conducted by the NIPO in April 1993 three 
quarters of the respondents were in favour of military intervention with the sole aim of supporting the 
provision of aid. Barely fewer people favoured military intervention in order to halt the war: 71%. In 
August 1992 the corresponding figures had been 68% and 63% respectively. The most remarkable 
development was an about-turn on the part of GroenLinks (‘Green Left’). Those of its members who 
supported military action for the purposes of aid, rose from 50% in August 1992 to 88% in 1993, and 
for the purposes of ending the war, from 22% to 68%. 88% of all the respondents felt that Dutch 
troops should also be part of any military intervention, and 80% said that it was acceptable if Dutch 
soldiers died in the process.

 In particular, the editorial 
introductions in HP/De Tijd regularly referred to powerlessness and indecision in relation to Bosnia, 
but at the same time it was stated that there were hardly any opportunities for intervention. 

4689

The Professor of History from Utrecht and columnist for HP/De Tijd, Hans Righart, therefore 
felt that public opinion was exerting increasing pressure on the politicians to decide on military 

 On 25 January 1993 the NCRV current affairs television program Hier 
en Nu began to present a series of weekly overviews which was to continue until 21 February 1994, and 
which invariably ended with the words, ‘And still there is no intervention’. 

                                                 

4684 Interview W. Lust, 19 July 2000. 
4685 PvdK, ‘Onbekende stemmen van het front’ (Unknown voices from the front), De Journalist, 23/04/93, p.10. 
4686 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘Europa gruwt van “solo-actie van Clinton”’ (Europe abhors ‘Clinton’s solo action’), Elsevier, 
08/05/1993, p. 39. 
4687 Frits Baarda, ‘Foto’s uit Bosnië veroorzaken niets’ (Photographs from Bosnia have no effect), De Journalist, 19 
November 1993, p. 18. 
4688 A. van der Horst, ‘Tenten kun je niet eten’ (You cannot eat tents), HP/De Tijd, 23/04/93, p. 10. 
4689 De Boode & Everts, Ontwikkelingen, pp. 187-88. 
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intervention, although he did not actually see any point in this. Action should really be directed against 
people such as Milosevic and Karadzic, who he believed were playing the roles of Hitler and Mussolini 
in ‘the dirty war of conquest waged by Greater Serbia’.4690

Nevertheless, the debate on intervention as pursued by the printed media had lost steam. The 
complexity of the Vance-Owen plan and the discussions held within NATO about the composition of 
an armed force, which occurred outside public scrutiny, led to a form of resignation on the part of 
those in favour of intervention. Now it was mainly the warnings uttered against intervention that 
resonated in the press. There was a growing disparity between organized public opinion as it was 
presented in the daily and weekly publications, and unorganized public opinion. In view of the 
broadcasts of current affairs programme Hier en Nu, television appeared to have chosen the side of the 
wider public. 

  

Writing in NRC Handelsblad, Major General A.J. van Vuren stated that it would be better if the 
West were to desist from moving resolutions in the Security Council as long as there was no political 
will to implement them. The UN’s authority was only being eroded as a result.4691 Prof. Dr. F.A.M. 
Alting von Geusau expected any intervention by the West in Bosnia to have an escalating rather than a 
calming effect.4692

‘In spite of all the Airmobile Brigades, the transformation from defence against 
a massive lightning attack from the East to a surgical intervention in a civil war 
does not seem to be a piece of cake. Saving innocent lives is most certainly an 
honourable goal but the … question arises: at the cost of how many other lives? 
And whose? That of the neighbour’s boy, your own son or your daughter?’

 The journalist, Henri de By, wrote an editorial comment in HP/De Tijd, in which he 
noted that, however powerful NATO might seem to be, the question may be posed as to whether the 
alliance was equipped for the conflict in Bosnia:  

4693

The well-known journalist and columnist, W.L. Brugsma, was totally opposed to intervention: ‘If we 
see the unbearable images of Bosnia appear on our screens, it would be better for us to switch channels 
with the remote control than to intervene’.According to him, soldiers simply only fight well when they 
are defending their own relatives and country. ‘A humanist who cannot cope with these images, is at 
liberty to buy a one-way ticket to Sarajevo with space in the luggage rack for his rifle. He is not at 
liberty to send his female neighbour’s son there to defend something which is also not part of his 
territory from a humanitarian perspective.’

 

4694 According to Lieutenant General Gé Berkhof retired, 
NATO military personnel shrank from deployment in the former Yugoslavia, because they feared an 
unclear mandate and a stay in Bosnia that might last years if not generations.4695

Even former supporters of military intervention found their appetite for it eroded by the 
Vance-Owen plan. De Kok, who had pleaded for air bombardments of the Serbian military industry 
and infrastructure in June 1992, stated as early as December 1992 that military intervention to end the 
conflict was undesirable and impossible. It was not clear what political objective intervention was to 
serve. There was a good chance of matters escalating in the Balkans, according to him. In addition, it 
could ruffle the feathers of Russian conservatives.

  

4696

                                                 

4690 H. Righart, ‘Het Bosnische moeras’ (The Bosnian swamp), HP/De Tijd, 16/04/93, p. 15. 

 Mient Jan Faber declared, ‘Imagine that the 
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Vance-Owen plan is accepted anyway and that NATO provides troops to implement it. This plan is so 
poorly put together, that the operation could simply turn out to be a major fiasco.’4697 In an article in De 
Volkskrant entitled ‘Nederland heeft in Bosnië niets te zoeken’ (The Netherlands has no business to be 
in Bosnia), he wrote that he was disturbed by the ease with which Parliament pleaded to send Dutch 
troops to Bosnia-Hercegovina. Writing about the Vance-Owen plan, he posed the question as to 
whether Dutch troops were required to defend and perpetuate ‘this discriminatory monstrosity for 
many years to come’.4698 Lieutenant Colonel M. van den Doel, of the Instituut Clingendael (Clingendael 
Institute), the former military attaché in Belgrade, Brigadier General J. de Vogel retired, and the Slavic 
scholar from Leiden, Willem Vermeer, said that the Vance-Owen plan was too complex to produce 
lasting stability.4699

The lack of willingness on the part of the American government to contribute ground troops 
and the powerlessness of the European countries to make a stand for peace played into the hands of 
those who wished to warn against intervention. The former CDA member of Parliament, Joep de Boer, 
warned that any military intervention would require the involvement of the United States and Russia, a 
clearly defined objective and a centralized command structure. More like 100,000 troops would be 
required rather than 10,000 for such an operation. ‘Anything else is highly dangerous nonsense.’

 

4700

Dr. Paul Hoebink, an associate of the Derde Wereld Centrum (Third World Centre) of the 
Catholic University of Nijmegen, was of the opinion that hardly any serious discussion still ensued in 
the Dutch media about the possibility and impossibility of intervention and its advantages and 
disadvantages.

 

4701 The journalist, Jan van der Ven, wrote in Het Parool that in view of the fact that the 
intervention debate had died down, he expected parliament would also express itself ‘in more moderate 
and realistic terms’. The repetition of its previous verbal abuse would ‘only highlight the impotence of 
small Holland, thereby casting shame on the national political process’.4702 Joris Cammelbeeck noted in 
De Volkskrant that those favouring intervention always fell silent when the issue of ground troops was 
raised. However, as long as they refused to consider this option, Cammelbeeck felt that their calls for 
military intervention were ‘free of obligation’. According to him, there was little left to do other than 
‘not intervene and hope that it blows over soon’, because he felt that a failed intervention would be 
worse than doing nothing. Now that the politicians had realized that one cannot create a society, 
Cammelbeek believed that politicians should not continue to produce the illusion that there were 
indeed simple solutions for international problems.4703 Arie Elshout wrote in the same newspaper that 
pleas for intervention were beginning ‘to be boring’ after the former British Prime Minister, Thatcher, 
was reported in the BBC news on 13 April to have accused the West of cowardice and of being devoid 
of any conscience,4704

                                                 

4697 Guikje Roethof, ‘In staat van ontbinding’, HP/De Tijd, 30/04/93, p. 30. 

 because it had not intervened forcefully in Bosnia. Because those favouring 
intervention never mentioned how great a chance there was that the action they recommended would 
even achieve anything, he wondered whether those politicians who said they were in favour of 
intervention, actually meant that or simply needed to say something. He quoted the American 
Professor of International Relations, Stephen John Stedman, who warned ‘against human hubris: the 
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21/05/1993, pp. 13-14. In relation to Van den Doel’s point of view see also Pieter den Hollander, ‘Het westen zwemt fuik 
van geweld binnen’ (The West stumbles into bloodbath), Algemeen Dagblad, 29/04/93 
4700 Joep de Boer, ‘Wel of geen interventie in Joegoslavië’ (To intervene or not to intervene in Yugoslavia), CD/Actueel, 
27/02/93, p. 20. 
4701 ‘Dr. Paul Hoekink: “Demokratie kun je niet afdwingen met militair ingrijpen”’ (Dr Paul Hoekink: ‘You cannot enforce 
democracy through military intervention’), Tribune (1993)2, 26/02/93, p. 14. 
4702 Van der Ven, ‘Machteloosheid’ (Impotence), Het Parool, 06/03/93. 
4703 J. Cammelbeeck, ‘Mislukte interventie is erger dan niets doen’ (Failed intervention is worse than doing nothing), de 
Volkskrant, 30/04/93. 
4704 Hieke Jippes, ‘Lady Thatcher valt uit naar Westen over oorlog in Bosnië’ (Lady Thatcher attacks West in relation to war 
in Bosnia, NRC Handelsblad, 14/04/93. 



636 

 

overconfidence in the ability of the world community to take over “God’s work” and establish peace 
and tranquillity throughout the world through its intervention’.4705 Raymond van den Boogaard also 
believed that ‘probably well-intentioned’ politicians were attempting to do something about their 
feeling of disquiet in relation to the war in Yugoslavia ‘mainly in the form of empty promises’. He 
raised the question whether it was not time for those who influence public opinion, to convince their 
compatriots that war ‘is a fact of life under the circumstances’. He had few illusions about Western 
intervention at that point in time: ‘No one has ever helped an alcoholic abandon drink while he was 
determined to continue drinking’.4706

Oostlander was one of the few people who supported intervention and still let himself be heard. 
He believed that, in order to avoid an ‘Endlösung der Bosnienfrage’ by the Serbs, the CDA should 
support the lift-and-strike policy advocated by the American government instead of continuing to 
pursue the ‘third-rate politics’ of the United Nations and the European Council of Ministers.

 

4707

The question was whether the change of organized public opinion – that is, the about-turn in 
the intervention debate – would have any effect on the Dutch parliament and the government. De Kok 
suspected that it would not, because he said that he expected Parliament to be more willing than the 
Dutch public, for example, if Safe Havens needed to be fought for. In such a case he predicted that 
parliament would consent to the deployment of Dutch ground troops, but he would still need to see 
how the Dutch public would respond if there were any casualties. ‘I think that many, very many Dutch 
people will wonder out loud whether those people in The Hague have not had their brains bashed in, 
simply to allow our boys to be shot to bits by a bunch of bandits.’

 

4708

During those months the government adopted a different position from that of organized 
public opinion in respect of two points. In the first place, it accepted the Vance-Owen plan as its 
starting point, and secondly, it was quite prepared to deploy Dutch troops for this purpose. At the end 
of April Minister Kooijmans seized on a description of himself penned by Rob Meines in NRC 
Handelsblad to contrast his position against that of the Dutch critics of the peace plan. He said that for 
months he had let it be known that the Vance-Owen plan was the only one there was. According to 
him, the critics had never presented an alternative. Kooijmans felt they were certainly entitled to 
continue highlighting the morally reprehensible aspects of the plan, ‘because if you lose sight of the 
moral aspects to this type of awful issue, you will begin to get used to it as it were’. However as a 
minister, he had to base his decisions on different grounds, even though he sometimes found this 
difficult to do.

 

4709

Conclusion 

 

Apart from obtaining Izetbegovic’s signature to the map on 25 March – a signature which he felt he 
could withdraw at any point in time – Owen and Vance had hardly made any progress in negotiations 
about their peace plan since the beginning of March. Responsibility for this lay with the Bosnian-Serb 
leaders in the first place. While it was not new to see them defy the world, it was new that they did not 
appear to be susceptible to the pressure brought to bear on them by Cosic, Milosevic and Bulatovic. In 
addition, there were still differences between Karadzic and Mladic, which even seemed to contribute to 
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a move on the part of the Bosnian-Serb army commander to torpedo the Vance-Owen peace plan by 
launching an offensive against Srebrenica. 

Another obstacle for Owen and Vance was that it turned out to be impossible to mobilize 
troops to implement their plan. The American and Russian governments seemed to have agreed to this 
in principle in March 1993 but, when the European countries appeared to encounter difficulties making 
more than a few thousand troops available, enthusiasm waned rapidly in Washington and Moscow. It 
was telling that even someone like the American General, Powell, who absolutely did not support the 
deployment of troops, maintained that the Europeans were barely able to contribute to an armed force. 
It indicated that a major depression was about to move into the Atlantic Ocean. The European 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs felt this too, when they decided to keep all options on the table in 
connection with the former Yugoslavia at the end of April with a view to the arrival of their American 
counterpart, Christopher. They were under the impression that, if they did not do this, the trans-
Atlantic relations would be disrupted.  

The American administration’s intention to wait for an agreement that was acceptable to the 
three warring factions in Bosnia, not only made it possible for the Bosnian government to drag out the 
negotiations in order to create a more favourable position for themselves in the meantime. Although 
not intended, the Bosnian Serbs were able to play the same card. It was eminently clear that the Clinton 
administration was not in too much of a hurry to intervene in developments in Bosnia. It was typical 
that three months after Clinton was sworn in, the American government still had not formulated a 
clearly defined policy on the former Yugoslavia. 

It meant that the West did not determine what happened in Yugoslavia but that developments 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina dictated its policy. For instance, the Security Council adopted three resolutions 
in succession in response to events in Bosnia, namely, to enforce the flight ban, to establish Srebrenica 
as a Safe Area, and to tighten sanctions. The establishment of a Safe Area was particularly noteworthy. 
There appeared to be few people who supported this as late as early 1993. As Minister Kooijmans 
informed the Dutch Parliament, he saw few opportunities to promote the idea. The near fall of 
Srebrenica led to the sudden embrace of this idea, even though few people were aware of exactly what 
it was that the Security Council had embraced. In addition, no one had asked the parties on the ground 
whether they agreed to the establishment of a Safe Area. This meant that, in principle, one could not 
exclude Bosnian-Serb aggression against Srebrenica at a later stage. The overall idea that the area 
needed to be secured, naturally implied that it had to be protected against a certain party, in this case 
the Bosnian Serbs. The proclamation of a Safe Area therefore implied an element of enforcement. This 
element would become more pronounced if Minister Kooijmans were to obtain more support for the 
proposal that he presented to his European counterparts at the end of April, namely, to provide air 
protection to Srebrenica and any other Safe Areas against possible attacks. Naturally, the 
implementation of the no-fly zone also entailed a form of enforcement in UNPROFOR’s peacekeeping 
operations, even though the rules of engagement for the pilots who were deployed were aimed at 
minimising the chance of an armed confrontation. 

In the meantime, relations between UNPROFOR and the people whom they were supposed to 
be helping, had not turned out well. Clashes with the Bosnian government also occurred with growing 
frequency. UNPROFOR was constantly under the impression that the Bosnian government would 
have preferred to see it leave. The differences between the policy objectives of UNPROFOR and 
UNHCR on the one hand, and the Bosnian government and the ABiH on the other, were succinctly 
illustrated in the difficulties encountered in evacuating people from the hard-pressed town of 
Srebrenica, for example. Although everything was in favour of this for humanitarian reasons, the 
government in Sarajevo and the troops in this city, Tuzla and Srebrenica viewed it as collaboration in 
the process of ethnic cleansing and the achievement of the military objectives of the Bosnian Serbs. 
This contradiction merely presaged the difficulties which could arise between UNPROFOR and the 
Muslim authorities in the enclave. 

When the Dutch government was investigating its potential contribution to the implementation 
of the Vance-Owen plan in March 1993, it again became apparent just how small this could be. 
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Although it had been repeatedly asserted in comments in the media from the summer of 1992, it 
seemed as though the government only really became aware of this in March 1993, particularly in the 
case of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Prime Minister Lubbers. Minister Kooijmans was rather 
calm and businesslike when he assumed office, although it was clear that the issue of Yugoslavia was 
easily capable of moving him. However, he initially guarded against making excessively assertive 
comments and pointed out to parliament and the press that there was not much willingness on the part 
of the international community to take action. Nevertheless, Kooijmans displayed emphatic behaviour 
on two occasions. The first time was early in March when, urged on by his officials and parliament, he 
called on Minister Ter Beek to provide more units for the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan. 
The second time occurred at the end of April, when he wanted to go much further than his European 
counterparts by pleading to upgrade the Safe Area of Srebrenica to the status of Safe Haven, and for 
the extension of this status to more areas. The pressure brought to bear by the Foreign Ministry and 
parliament at the beginning of March in favour of a larger Dutch contribution to the possible 
implementation of the Vance-Owen plan had the effect of moving Minister Ter Beek to give a signal to 
the Chief of Defence Staff and the Royal Netherlands Army to consider the deployment of the 
Airmobile Brigade as soon as the first battalion was ready for this. The Airmobile Brigade represented 
Ter Beek’s response to the message of ‘We are unable’, which the Defence Department had constantly 
been forced to utter as a result of the expenditure cuts and the problem pertaining to the voluntary 
deployment of national service personnel. This Airmobile Brigade also had to be the answer. This was 
because it was simultaneously the showpiece of the restructured Royal Netherlands Army and its ‘most 
expensive toy’. In this, not only was the Airmobile Brigade an eligible unit in the eyes of its 
protagonists, but also of those who argued that Dutch taxpayers sometimes wanted to see value for 
their money. 

Finally, Lubbers began to play a more active role in March and April. The question of 
Yugoslavia had continued to have an impact on him but until then the Prime Minister had devoted 
most of his energy into calling for more to be done or for tougher action during international 
conferences or on Dutch radio and television. Now other ministers were also beginning to feel the 
impact of his involvement, primarily Ter Beek, who noted that Lubbers was beginning to ‘think 
through things with them’. This was very clearly expressed in Lubbers’ letter calling for a ‘solution’ to 
the question of the voluntary deployment of national service personnel, while Ter Beek was in Bosnia. 
Ter Beek needed to be prepared for what Lubbers and his other colleagues had in store for him.  
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Chapter 11 
Bankruptcy of the international community – 
the Netherlands as a catalyser: May to July 
1993 

1. Gloomy prospects for the Vance-Owen plan 

From 21 to 25 April Owen conducted a number of intensive discussions with Cosic, Milosevic and 
Bulatovic, the presidents of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Serbia and Montenegro respectively. 
These discussions occurred in the face of the threat represented by the Security Council’s Resolution 
820 of 17 April, which held out the prospect of tougher sanctions if the Bosnian Serb authorities failed 
to accept the peace plan by 26 April. In the course of these discussions Owen emphasised that he 
would not accommodate the Bosnian Serbs’ desire for a northern corridor. However, it would be 
possible to have the Vance-Owen plan provide for the road from Brcko to Derventa to be placed 
under UN supervision. In this case a five kilometre strip on either side of it would become a 
demilitarised zone. Owen made a second concession to accommodate the Bosnian-Serb position by 
guaranteeing that only UN troops would be stationed in Serbian areas in Croat or Muslim dominated 
provinces following the withdrawal of the VRS (Serbian armed forces) from those areas, and not the 
ABiH (Muslim armed forces) or the HVO (Croatian armed forces). However, the administration of 
such cities and towns would be the direct responsibility the provinces. This was because Owen was not 
keen on a repeat of the situation involving the UNPAs in Croatia, where UNPROFOR was responsible 
for their administration but was unable to act against the Serbian police force.4710 According to Owen, 
all three presidents were interested in hearing about these changes, especially because Milosevic feared 
the stricter sanctions that had been announced.4711 On 25 April Milosevic invited Karadzic, the 
President of the Republika Srpska, and the Praesidium member, Krajisnik, to Belgrade for a joint 
meeting with Owen. Krajisnik’s presence was important, because, although Karadzic might personally 
be prepared to accept the Vance-Owen plan, on account of his Montenegrin origin he did not wish to 
adopt a less militant approach than Krajisnik, the ‘real Serb’. The latter was known as Mr No.4712 He 
appeared to be utterly opposed to the plan, thereby preventing Karadzic from accepting it.4713 During 
the meeting that Owen and Milosevic held with Karadzic and Krajisnik, the two Bosnian-Serb leaders 
seemed to agree to the Vance-Owen plan.4714

Immediately afterwards they left for the Bosnian-Serb parliament, which had assembled in 
Bijeljina that day to discuss the plan, which it had previously rejected during the weekend of 3 and 4 
April. In the course of the evening Milosevic received reports from Bijeljina that the Bosnian-Serb 
Parliament’s opinion was not particularly favourable with respect to the peace plan.

  

4715

                                                 

4710 Owen CD-ROM, From Lord Owen to Douglas Hurd, 21/04/93; Lord Owen’s message to foreign minister Kozyrev, 
27/04/93. 

 The presidential 
trio of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, that is to say, Cosic, Milosevic and Bulatovic, drew up a 
letter at about midnight, in which they bluntly urged acceptance of the Vance-Owen plan and warned 
that its rejection would lead to the international isolation of the rump Yugoslavia and the Republika 
Srpska. The Bosnian Serbs were told that they were no longer entitled to expose the 10 million 
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4713 Interview V. Jovanovic 14/09/01. The fact that Krajisnik was a hawk, is also clear from the interview V. Matovic, 
16/12/99. 
4714 Owen, Odyssey, p. 153. 
4715 Owen, Odyssey, p. 153. 



640 

 

inhabitants of Yugoslavia to sanctions through their stubborn attitude. The Foreign Affairs Minister of 
the rump Yugoslavia, Jovanovic, was sent to Bijeljina by helicopter to read it out in the Parliament early 
in the morning. After this, the Parliament decided not to make any decision itself about the plan but to 
present it to the people of the Republika Srpska three weeks later in the weekend of 15 and 16 May.4716

Every postponement of a decision about the plan was a disaster. The military relations between 
the parties in Bosnia-Hercegovina were becoming more complex with each passing day. At the end of 
April fighting broke out between the Muslims and Bosnian Croats in Mostar. Apart from the latter, 
these parties were also battling each other in Maglaj, Vitez, Fojnica, Kiseljak and Jablanica. On the 
other hand, in Tuzla and to the north of it they were fighting together against the VRS. To make it even 
more complicated, the Croats received support from the VRS in Maglaj. 

 

In the meantime Vance withdrew as a mediator as he already had announced he would in 
February. On 1May 1993 he was succeeded by Thorvald Stoltenberg, who had acted as Norway’s 
Minister of Foreign Affairs from 1987 to 1993 and had played an important role as a mediator in the 
Middle East. The choice of Stoltenberg as a mediator was unfortunate. At first glance it seemed to be 
an advantage that he had served as a diplomat in Belgrade between 1961 and 1964. However, this 
background and statements Stoltenberg is said to have made to the effect that the Bosnian Croats and 
Muslims were in fact ‘ethnic Serbs’ and that the war in Bosnia was a socio-economic conflict between 
poor Serbian farmers and wealthy Muslims,4717 soon earned him a reputation as a Serb supporter.4718 In 
addition, Stoltenberg had little perception of developments in Bosnia itself, where he was represented 
by Sergio Vieira de Mello in Sarajevo.4719 He therefore enjoyed little prestige and authority as a UN 
envoy.4720

On 1 May two important Americans travelled from Washington to Europe. The first was 
Christopher, who was to visit various European capitals in an attempt to synchronise American and 
European endeavours with regard to the manner in which they approached the former Yugoslavia. The 
second was Bartholomew, who was en route to Athens. The Greek Prime Minister, Konstantin 
Mitsotakis, had invited Karadzic and Koljevic to persuade them to agree to the Vance-Owen plan in 
the presence of Milosevic, Cosic, Bulatovic, Owen and Stoltenberg. Karadzic again came under intense 
pressure from Milosevic and Cosic during the meeting in Athens. Finally, Karadzic yielded on 2 May 
but he also mentioned that the Bosnian-Serb parliament would need to do likewise in several days’ 
time. 

 

2. The Dutch Government en route to the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade  

On 28 April the Dutch Minister of Development Aid, Pronk, announced on the radio that the Bosnian-
Serb authorities would ‘probably’ only start taking the negotiations seriously again following ‘large-scale 
military operations’. He felt that the international community was evading its responsibility by 
constantly asserting that military intervention would endanger humanitarian aid.4721

                                                 

4716 Owen CD-ROM, Message from Cosic, Milosevic and Bulatovic to the Bosnian Serb Parliament, 26/04/93; Ramcharan, 
Conference, pp. 1334-37; interview V. Jovanovic 14 September 2001; ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. COREU message from the 
Danish Presidency of the EC, 27/04/93, cpe/pres/cop 923. With regard to the negative response of the Bosnian Serbs to 
the letter, see Buha, Arguments, pp. 109-10. 

 Pronk publicly 
expressed the mood currently prevailing within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The day before the 
directie Europa (European directorate) had already concluded that there was little point in pursuing the 
negotiations headed by Owen and Vance. According to the directorate, the Security Council needed to 
adopt a resolution which permitted air strikes on Serbian supply routes and heavy artillery. The 

4717 Cuvalo, Dictionary, p. 231. 
4718 Interview B. Pellnass, 03/11/99. 
4719 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
4720 ABZ, Kabinetsarchief: Coll. Van den Broek. Correspondence M/colleagues (Defence Department) 1994, Voorhoeve to 
Van Mierlo, 31/08/94. 
4721 Radio 1, VARA, Woensdageditie (Wednesday edition), 28/04/1993, 7.07 am. 
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anticipated alternative was that the Bosnian Serbs would not be prepared to cooperate in the 
implementation of any peace plan. In order to protect the Bosnian Muslims more Safe Areas needed to 
be established and the UN member states would have to be asked to provide ground troops for this 
purpose.4722 In a directive which he issued to the Netherlands’ permanent representative to NATO, 
Veenendaal, on 28 April, Minister Kooijmans went along with this policy and added that consideration 
should be given to lifting the arms embargo against the Bosnian Government with a view to changing 
the relations of power in Bosnia.4723 As it happens, shortly before this the DAV (Directorate for 
Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs) had again listed all the benefits and drawbacks of lifting the 
embargo. In this respect the disadvantages had still outweighed the advantages.4724

Partly in response to the statements made by Minister Pronk, the D66 member, Eisma, had 
requested a parliamentary debate to ascertain whether the Minister’s remarks were shared by the 
government. In addition, he wished to be informed about the outcome of European deliberations in 
Denmark and about the possible enforcement of the Vance-Owen plan.

 

4725 Throughout 1992 Ter Beek 
had felt that during Cabinet meetings Van den Broek and Pronk had wanted to go much further than 
he did in relation to the Netherlands’ military deployment in the Yugoslavian conflict.4726

‘Who was in the vanguard? There was Pronk and Ien Dales, and they were 
almost always supported by Hirsch Ballin. He did not often get involved in the 
discussions but, if he did, he usually agreed with Pronk. I can recall a discussion 
during a Cabinet meeting in which our moral temperature was taken, 
particularly by Ien Dales of Kerk en Wereld (Church and World) … that one 
could not simply allow all these things to happen.’

 As he 
perceived it, he felt that those he faced were ‘almost all hawks’.  

4727

In addition, Ter Beek felt that Lubbers and Kooijmans ‘were constantly inconvenienced in that they 
wanted more but the Minister of Defence could not deliver it’. The line of reasoning always amounted 
to this: ‘How is it possible that such a large military force is unable to do more?’

 

4728 Pronk conceded 
this later on: ‘Then there were no pilots or the army did not have the means. It could therefore never 
be deployed. There was always something. This represents a bit of the impatience of someone who is 
not a Defence specialist.’4729 Van der Vlis also believed that Lubbers ‘was very clearly one of those who 
felt that more needed to be done’.4730

Another Cabinet meeting was held again on 3 May, during which the situation prevailing in the 
former Yugoslavia was discussed extensively. However, this time Ter Beek acknowledged defeat in 
advance. The day after Pronk made his statements about large-scale military intervention Minister Ter 
Beek announced that he supported Pronk’s position in the course of a speech given on the occasion of 
the university days for peace in Groningen on 29 April. Ter Beek stated that he was also in favour of 
military intervention to end the war in the former Yugoslavia. In addition, he described the deployment 
of the Airmobile Brigade as indispensable to ensure compliance with international peace agreements as 
in Cambodia and Yugoslavia: ‘It represents a means with which the Netherlands can express its 
involvement. This involvement is more urgently required than ever before. Political declarations and 

 

                                                 

4722 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Memorandum from DEU to Kooijmans, 27/4/ 1993, no. deu/122. 
4723 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans 206 to NATO permanent representative, 28/4/ 1993. 
4724 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Memorandum from DAV to Kooijmans, 21/4/93, MS-90/93. 
4725 Radio 1, NCRV, Hier en nu (Here and now), 28/4/93, 5.07 pm; ‘Kamer wil duidelijkheid over militair ingrijpen Bosnië’ 
(Parliament wants clarity about military intervention in Bosnia), ANP, 28/04/93, 3.48 pm. 
4726 L. Ornstein and M. van Weezel, ‘Het warme bad en de koude douche van Relus ter Beek’ (A hot bath and cold shower 
for Relus ter Beek), Vrij Nederland, 12/12/92, p. 10. 
4727 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
4728 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
4729 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
4730 NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. Interview A.K. van der Vlis, 30/03/95. 
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financial aid are not enough.’4731 Deputy Prime Minister Kok also aired his views before Cabinet met. 
During the PvdA’s Labour Day festivities in Wageningen he stated that the Netherlands should 
cooperate with any military intervention in Bosnia if the Bosnian-Serb Parliament, which was scheduled 
to sit again on 5 May, rejected the Vance-Owen plan.4732

When the situation in ex-Yugoslavia was dealt with in the Cabinet meeting of 3 May, one of the 
ministers said that he was not optimistic about the chances of the Bosnian-Serb Parliament accepting 
the plan, even after Karadzic’s about-turn in Athens. If Karadzic would indeed reject the plan, he 
supported the idea of the UN establishing ‘safe areas’ , which could be protected with the aid of air 
strikes, amongst other things. As it happened, this minister did not consider it likely that the American 
Government would support the idea of ‘safe areas’. According to him, Washington was on course 
towards lift-and-strike bombardments of Serbian supply lines and positions, and towards lifting the 
arms embargo against Bosnia-Hercegovina.

 

4733

During this Cabinet meeting another minister showed himself to be a master in outlining other 
dilemmas. He noted that it appeared from the repeatedly disappointing experience of the European 
Council, that the latter lacked any feeling of responsibility for developments in the former Yugoslavia. 
The role of the United Nations and the Security Council, in particular, was overestimated, he felt. The 
relevant minister received support from one of his colleagues for his idea that it would be better if 
NATO were to act. However, this speaker held the view that the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
was experiencing an identity crisis, with the result that NATO generals did not have a political frame of 
reference. Another minister added that it would be risky to raise the Yugoslavia issue in a NATO 
Council meeting at that point in time, because this would probably reveal the existence of a closed front 
of European countries which were not very keen on far-reaching action. According to him, it would be 
best first to await the bilateral discussions with Christopher which were scheduled to occur within 
several days’ time.

 

4734

The Cabinet meeting created the opportunity to agree to both the establishment of ‘safe areas’ 
and attacks on Serbian supply routes, if the Vance-Owen plan was rejected. In addition, the Foreign 
Affairs and Defence Departments were to engage in interdepartmental consultations about the 
Netherlands’ contribution to an implementation force, for which NATO now estimated it would 
require at least 75,000 troops,

 

4735 in the event that the peace plan was accepted. However, it was noted 
in the course of the Cabinet meeting that at that stage the European allies had not yet managed to raise 
more than 40% of the division which they would be required to provide in this case. This was due to 
the fact that no contribution could be expected from Germany, Italy and Greece, while any input from 
Turkey would raise problems owing to anticipated resistance on the part of the Serbs. If no European 
division was available, it was probable that the American Government would also not provide a 
division. A Russian division could only be requested, if there was certainty about the American and 
European divisions.4736

According to one of the ministers, the signals and transport which were already active as well as 
an additional logistics unit of 400 troops, meant that the Royal Netherlands Army had reached the 
limits of what it could contribute, in view of the requisite voluntary nature of the deployment of 
national service personnel. If it was decided to conduct aerial bombardments, the Netherlands could 

 

                                                 

4731 ‘Ter Beek: pas ingrijpen als effecten duidelijk zijn’ (Ter Beek: Only intervene once the effects are clear), ANP, 29/04/93, 
6.48 pm. 
4732 ‘Kok wil militaire ingreep in Bosnië’ (Kok wants military intervention in Bosnia), De Telegraaf, 03/05/93. See also Kok’s 
statements on Radio 1, AVRO, radio news, 03/05/93, 12.05 pm. 
4733 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93, prepared for the purposes of the present 
NIOD study. 
4734 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 
4735 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Jacobovits NATO 680 to Kooijmans, 23/04/93. 
4736 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 
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contribute the F-16s that were stationed in Italy as part of Operation Deny Flight. These aircraft, which 
were equipped for air combat at that point in time, could be fitted with weapons for bombardments 
within 24 hours.4737

Various ministers emphatically asked whether this indeed represented all that the Defence 
Department was capable of doing. One of them reminded the meeting that Government policy had 
always been that the Netherlands would be prepared to do all that it was technically capable of 
accomplishing in order to tackle the conflict in Yugoslavia, with the exception of lifting the arms 
embargo. Another minister remarked that he had heard that the Defence Department would be able to 
provide the Airmobile Brigade at some time in the future.

 

4738 Minister Ter Beek later said that there was 
a collective sigh of relief in the meeting when he announced that the prospect of having the first 
battalion of the Airmobile Brigade ready for deployment by the end of 1993, could be presented during 
international consultations about the Netherlands’ contribution to an armed force for the 
implementation of the Vance-Owen plan. ‘It was,’ said Minister Ter Beek, ‘an announcement that 
alleviated any feeling of discomfort on the part of many who attended the meeting: “Now why can we 
not do anything?”’4739 Once Ter Beek had made this remark, the Cabinet meeting urged the Defence 
Department to do everything in its power to increase the Netherlands’ contribution.4740 This final 
passage in the minutes of the meeting was a source of encouragement for everyone to do all in their 
power to achieve this, even the officials who read these minutes.4741

It appeared that Minister Ter Beek had already decided in mid-March to indicate to Van der 
Vlis and Couzy that they needed to make allowances for the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade in 
ex-Yugoslavia in the future. However, at the beginning of April, it was decided to refrain from 
mentioning this possibility to NATO, to the disappointment of the Foreign Affairs Department. 
Nevertheless, one or more Foreign Ministry officials – presumably Van Eenennaam in any case – had 
already suggested this possibility in the course of contact with diplomats accredited to the Dutch 
Government. This became the official line after this Cabinet meeting. If it had not yet been understood 
in the Defence Department, the need for the expeditious preparation of the Airmobile Brigade was 
clear after this meeting. 

 

Another position adopted by the Cabinet meeting that needs to be addressed briefly, is the 
different view assumed by the Dutch Government towards selectively lifting the arms embargo. 
Although the Dutch Government found it very important to involve the American administration in 
the search for a solution to the problems in Bosnia,4742 it did not wish to budge in this respect. The 
possibility of lifting the arms embargo had been discussed in the Dutch Foreign Ministry shortly before 
this, but again the disadvantages appeared to outweigh the benefits in the eyes of the relevant Dutch 
officials. It was anticipated that lifting the arms embargo would not turn the military tide in favour of 
the Bosnian Government forces immediately nor perhaps in the long term either. It was felt that there 
was a risk that the Russian Federation would respond by supplying weapons to Serbia, which would 
render the situation entirely unmanageable. In addition, the supply of arms to the Bosnian Government 
could increase tensions between the Muslims and the Croats, whom the former merely considered to 
be tactical allies in the most favourable case.4743

                                                 

4737 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 

 

4738 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 
4739 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
4740 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meetings of 03/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study. 
4741 Interview W. Kok on 08/05/00 and A.L. ter Beek on 01/12/99. 
4742 Cf. interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
4743 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. Memorandum, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Achtergrond’ (Former Yugoslavia: Background) for 
Gymnich, 24-25/04/93, 22/04/93. See also the memorandum, ‘Voormalig Joegoslavië. Achtergrond’ for the CoPo 
21/04/93, 20/04/93. 
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3. The rejection of the Vance-Owen plan  

On 5 and 6 May Bosnian-Serb Parliament assembled in Pale to discuss the Vance-Owen peace plan for 
the third time. Those present included Milosevic, Cosic and Bulatovic, who apparently did not want to 
be surprised again as they had been on 25 and 26 April. The Greek Prime Minster, Mitsotakis, who was 
the guiding hand responsible for Karadzic’s conditional agreement to the plan, also attended this 
parliamentary session. Karadzic explained why Parliament should accept the plan. However, it was a 
feeble presentation. Mladic, on the other hand, squarely opposed the plan.4744 Plavsic, who had already 
insulted Jovanovic on 26 April, when he read out the letter from the three presidents,4745 again revealed 
her opposition, amongst other things, by refusing to shake Milosevic’s hand upon his arrival in Pale. All 
the guests who were in attendance, strongly urged Parliament to accept the plan. Milosevic spoke twice 
but was under the impression that Mladic had more influence over the delegates than he did, and in the 
course of his second address said, ‘I really do not know what else you want’. According to him, the 
hostile attitude adopted by the Bosnian Serbs would give Izetbegovic exactly what he really wanted: 
military intervention.4746

Milosevic was utterly astounded that the Bosnian Serbs did not do as he wished.

 After meeting for 17 hours the parliament rejected the plan by 51 votes to two 
with 12 abstentions. However, it proposed to give the Serbian people the final say in the previously 
agreed referendum scheduled for 15 and 16 May. 

4747 He was so 
angry that he called them everything under the sun.4748 For example, he described Mladic as ‘clinically 
insane’.4749 According to a Serbian journalist, Milosevic was ‘radioactive’ with rage at the end of the 
debate.4750 This anger was not feigned.4751 Milosevic was enraged with the Bosnian Serbs for allowing 
Serbia’s economic problems to persist because of their position. That very same day he closed the 
border between Serbia and Bosnia, making exceptions only for food and medicine. Bosnian-Serb 
leaders were denied access to Serbia. It is debatable whether Milosevic’s embargo against the Republika 
Srpska was effective. In interviews with the NIOD various international observers have expressed the 
view that Belgrade’s sanctions had little effect.4752 Nevertheless, at the time independent observers 
assumed that no more than 5% of Serbia’s sharply reduced gross domestic product found its way to 
Krajina and the Republika Srpska.4753 In any event Serbs in the Republika Srpska were deeply offended 
by Milosevic’s official decision and the obstacles this raised for the movement of highly placed Bosnian 
Serbs.4754 Milosevic had apparently had more than enough of the attitude of the Bosnian-Serb leaders. 
Already before the rejection of the Vance-Owen plan, General Radovan Radinovic, a senior general in 
the Yugoslavian army who maintained close ties with Milosevic, had revealed that, while the Belgrade 
authorities would indeed consider the lifting of the international arms embargo against the Bosnian 
Government as a negative step, they would not regard it as an act of war.4755

                                                 

4744 With regard to Mladic’s actions during this meeting, see for example Charles Lane, ‘Dateline Bosnia: Beyond Pale’ in 
Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 86. 

 

4745 Interview V. Jovanovic, 14/09/01; Doder and Branson, Milosevic, p. 182. 
4746 Cohen, Bonds, p. 264. 
4747 Stojanovic, Fall, pp. 172-73. 
4748 Interview S. Djukic, 04/08/01. 
4749 Djukic, Milosevic, p. 70. 
4750 Cohen, Bonds, p. 264. 
4751 Morillon, Credo, pp. 140-41; idem, Paroles, p. 77. 
4752 See for example, the interview B. Ashton, 30/05/00; confidential interview (9). 
4753 Calic, Frage, p. 150. 
4754 Interview M. Deronjic on 03/11/99 and D. Milovanovic on 22/03/00. See also Doder and Branson, Milosevic, p. 187; 
‘Karadzic in Servië ongewenst persoon’ (Karadzic persona non grata in Serbia), Het Parool, 10/05/93. 
4755 Simms, Hour, p. 82. 
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4. Parliament almost unanimous in requiring the deployment of the Airmobile 
Brigade  

After the Cabinet meeting on 3 May Kooijmans reported to Parliament that the heightened fighting in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, amongst other things, the Serbian attacks on the Muslim enclaves in Eastern 
Bosnia, underscored the need for the international community to do its utmost to end the war there. 
The Vance-Owen plan should remain the basis for doing this.4756 During subsequent consultations with 
the Foreign Affairs and Defence committees on 6 May 1993 Kooijmans expressed the Dutch 
Government’s great disappointment following the Bosnian-Serb parliament’s rejection of the Vance-
Owen plan in Pale. As a result the chance of mobilising a peacekeeping force to supervise the 
implementation of the plan was ‘noticeably smaller’.4757 The alternative establishment of Safe Areas had 
only become more relevant as a result, according to the Minister. He hoped to discuss this the 
following day with his American counterpart, Christopher, who had been travelling around Europe for 
bilateral contact for several days, and also hoped to encourage their establishment during the meeting 
of the EC’s General Council on 10 May ‘because this would have the most immediate humanitarian 
effect’ and ‘in spite of the fact that insufficient troops were available for the protection of these 
areas’.4758

In addition, they wondered whether the government or the Netherlands could offer assistance 
in the form of ground troops. Some members of Parliament were annoyed that suggestions had been 
published in the press, such as those made by Pronk, without parliament having been notified. De Kok 
pointed out that the junior minister for Defence had initially announced that the Dutch Government 
could not provide any more troops but a day later stated that perhaps 300 logistics personnel might be 
available. He asked whether an armoured infantry battalion could also perhaps be deployed.

 Moreover, these Safe Areas – in this respect the Minister was mainly considering Zepa, 
Gorazde and Tuzla – could be protected from the air. The Members of Parliament agreed with the 
Minister that the time was not yet ripe to lift the arms embargo against Bosnia-Hercegovina. They also 
agreed to the possible deployment of Dutch F-16s for the establishment of safe havens. 

4759

Valk felt that the time had come for the Western community to say ‘Enough is enough’. He was 
in favour of increasing pressure on the Bosnian Serbs, because he felt that the credibility of the 
international community was now at stake. In addition, he called for the rapid establishment of ‘safe 
areas’ in parts where Muslims still lived. The PvdA member did not incidentally wish to preclude the 
possibility that the Vance-Owen plan might yet be implemented. In this connection, he again asked the 
minister of Defence to examine whether the Netherlands could make an additional military 
contribution, even though it was already doing a great deal: ‘For instance, we could examine whether 
the Airmobile Brigade could start exercising with heavy equipment in the coming months, after which 
units of this brigade could perhaps commence action’.

 

4760

Blaauw also felt that the position of the Bosnian Serbs ‘had reached … the mark … even … 
overstepped it’.

 

4761

                                                 

4756 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 46. 

 The international community now had to ready military resources in order to 
implement the Vance-Owen plan once a resolution to this effect had been adopted by the Security 
Council. Apart from deploying the Dutch F-16s to secure the Safe Areas, for example, the VVD 
member felt that the Netherlands should also be prepared to send in ground troops. In this connection, 
he was also considering the first battalion of the Airmobile Brigade, which had originally been destined 
to relieve the marines in Cambodia at the end of 1993. Perhaps this would no longer be required by 
that time and this battalion could comprise the infantry component of a mechanised armoured 
battalion. This brigade therefore needed to learn how to operate armoured vehicles, so that they might 

4757 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 1. 
4758 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 2. 
4759 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 3. 
4760 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 4. 
4761 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 4. 
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perhaps be deployed to protect Safe Areas within four to six months or to provide greater protection 
for humanitarian convoys.4762 Sipkes also asked whether the troops of the Airmobile Brigade could be 
deployed following supplementary training.4763 Whereas two months earlier De Hoop Scheffer had 
been the only Member of Parliament to call for the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade explicitly, 
Parliament was now almost unanimous in its desire for this. The only Member of Parliament who was 
reluctant to see the deployment of ground troops for Safe Areas, was Van Middelkoop. He wanted to 
know what long-term goal was envisaged for the Safe Areas: ‘It is one thing to start this but what steps 
will need to be taken subsequently?’4764

In his reply Minister Kooijmans again recommended Safe Areas. According to the Minister, 
their structure would be defensive: they will ‘after all, only be used to defend the civilian population’,

 

4765 
In addition, they would be situated in areas which would largely have a Muslim majority according to 
the Vance-Owen plan: ‘The ultimate objective of establishing Safe Areas is therefore to ensure that it 
remains possible to implement this plan if it is accepted in due course’.4766 Ter Beek sided with this 
position expressis verbis.4767

The Minister of Defence declared that, if the Vance-Owen plan were to be accepted, the 
Netherlands would be prepared to provide ground troops to implement it. In addition to the 
communications and transport battalions, the Netherlands would provide a tailor-made logistics 
battalion comprising some 400 troops. Ter Beek said it was impossible to send in an armoured infantry 
battalion, because it appeared that not enough national service personnel were available for this. An 
armoured infantry battalion consisting exclusively of career personnel would only be available in 
1996.

 

4768 Ter Beek informed Parliament that the first battalion of the Airmobile Brigade was scheduled 
to complete its training in November. An additional period of training of two months would be 
required if it was to be deployed as an armoured infantry battalion. ‘…. We are investigating the 
possibility. I am not saying it is impossible,’ Ter Beek is reported to have said during the debate. 
According to a journalist: ‘In the face of considerable pressure from Parliament, Minister Ter Beek 
(Defence) undertook to examine whether the Airmobile Brigade could be deployed in Bosnia-
Hercegovina’.4769 The general language in which the report of this debate was formulated, is less explicit 
on this point. Nevertheless, the announcement which the Minister is reported to have made, to the 
effect that international alternatives were being examined to use armoured vehicles which were not part 
of the Netherlands’ equipment, constituted a clear indication to a discerning reader of what the 
Minister intended to do.4770

5. Christopher’s trip 

 Apparently, there was no need for Parliament to exert such heavy pressure. 
The Minister was already doing what Parliament was asking of him. 

At the end of April a Security Council fact-finding mission headed by the Venezuelan diplomat, Diego 
Arria, had paid a visit to the former Yugoslavia. It also visited the Srebrenica enclave. Although the 
mission concluded that Srebrenica resembled an open-air prison, it also recommended that the ‘safe 
area’ concept be extended to enclaves such as Gorazde, Zepa and Tuzla.4771

                                                 

4762 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 5. 

 Because some of these 
areas – Zepa in particular – were on the verge of falling to Bosnian-Serb aggression, just as Srebrenica 
had been in the past, in the night of 6 to 7 May the Security Council adopted Resolution 824, in which 

4763 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 7. 
4764 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 8. 
4765 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 9. 
4766 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 10. 
4767 Ibid. This view was repeated in TK, session of 1992-1993, 22 151, no. 50, p. 3. 
4768 See also TK, session of 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 48. 
4769 ‘Kans op inzet in Bosnië van onze brigade’ (Chance that our brigade may be deployed in Bosnia), De Telegraaf, 07/05/93. 
4770 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 51, p. 12. cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 98. 
4771 UN, S/25700; interview D. Arria, 10/05/00. 
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it also declared Sarajevo, Zepa, Gorazde, Tuzla and Bihac to be Safe Areas in addition to Srebrenica. 
No further attacks against these areas were to be allowed and the VRS troops were to be withdrawn so 
far away from them that they no longer constituted a threat to them. In addition, the resolution 
required that UNPROFOR personnel be afforded unimpeded access to these areas. The resolution did 
not refer to the demilitarisation of Safe Areas. An additional 50 military observers were to be deployed 
to monitor the humanitarian situation in these areas. As a result the Serbs were still able to treat these 
areas as targets. In addition, the non-aligned countries, who supported this resolution, were aware that 
the United Nations did not have enough resources to deploy in these Safe Areas. The idea was that 
only 20 to 30 troops would be deployed in each Safe Area as a symbol of UN involvement in securing 
the well-being of the people concerned. ‘The idea would not be to physically protect the town but raise 
the political price of any aggression,’ Annan wrote to Wahlgren.4772 Apparently, not everyone was sure 
that the Bosnian-Serb authorities had any respect for the international community. Following the 
adoption of this resolution, America’s permanent representative to the UN, Albright, made things quite 
clear by saying that the actions of the Serbs would determine whether the use of force by the 
international community would be inevitable.4773

UNPROFOR Commander Wahlgren was not jubilant about the new resolution. However 
limited the duties of UNPROFOR troops might be in a Safe Area, he felt that at least a company 
needed to be stationed in each area. This deployment would draw troops away from UNPROFOR’s 
primary duties, the protection of humanitarian aid convoys.

 

4774 In addition, Wahlgren thought that, 
owing to their limited numbers, the UN troops stationed in the enclaves could fall victim to acts of 
violence perpetrated by either Serbs or Muslims.4775 On 3 June Wahlgren warned New York that the 
Safe Areas could act as bases for attacks by Muslim fighters. The Serbs would want to attack them for 
the same reason. There was a danger of the conflict intensifying. He drew a comparison with the war in 
Vietnam.4776

The resolution came too late for the Dutch morning newspapers of 7 May. They could only 
report on the position adopted by Minister Kooijmans in Parliament the day before. ‘If Dutch 
politicians were able to control the world at some stage, the conflict in the former Yugoslavia would 
not have got so out of hand as it has,’ Leonoor Meijer wrote with irony in Trouw.

  

4777 Foregoing irony, 
the leading article in that morning’s Algemeen Dagblad concluded in response to the Bosnian-Serb 
parliament’s rejection of the Vance-Owen plan that one had to seriously doubt the ability of the 
international community ‘to respond to this idiocy’. It was clear to the commentator that, if no military 
intervention followed now, 6 May 1993 would enter history as a black day. It would ‘not be easy to 
explain this disgrace to the generations that follow us’.4778

While these morning newspapers were falling on Dutch doormats, Minister Kooijmans found 
himself in Bonn for a discussion with Christopher. During a meeting held by President Clinton with his 
most important formulators of American policy on ex-Yugoslavia on 1 May, almost everyone present 
had appeared to support a policy of lift and strike. Only Aspin was opposed to this, as was the 
American Intelligence Service, who feared that such a policy would incite the Albanians in Kosovo to 
revolt.

 

4779 With the knowledge that lift and strike represented the dominant policy preference in 
Washington, Christopher had left for Europe several hours later.4780

                                                 

4772 Shawcross, Evil, p. 101. 

  

4773 Shawcross, Evil, p. 100. 
4774 Shawcross, Evil, p. 101. 
4775 Stoltenberg and Eide, Dagene, p. 92. 
4776 Honig and Both, Srebrenica, p. 167. 
4777 L. Meijer, ‘Nederland in drama Bosnië machteloos’ (The Netherlands is powerless in Bosnian drama), Trouw, 07/05/93. 
4778 ‘Zwarte dag’ (Black day), Algemeen Dagblad, 07/05/93. 
4779 Patrick Glynn, ‘See No Evil’ in Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 136. 
4780 Daalder, Dayton, pp. 15 and 87; Drew, Edge, p. 155. 
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Christopher’s trip was typified by inexperience on the part of Clinton, who did not fully 
understand the extent to which the rest of the world waited for America to take the initiative.4781 While 
Christopher was en route, Clinton told his advisers in Washington that he was impressed by the book, 
Balkan Ghosts, by Kaplan, from which he had drawn the conclusion that it would be better for the 
United States not to become involved in the conflict in view of how deep-seated violence was in the 
Balkans. Christopher was immediately informed that the president no longer fully supported the policy 
which had been virtually unanimously adopted on 1 May.4782 Indeed, it had already been decided 
beforehand that Christopher would not be permitted to present America’s preferred policy of lift and 
strike as a fait accompli in the European capitals.4783 It would probably have been possible for him to 
persuade the Western European leaders with a single utterance of power, but this would have made 
Bosnia America’s problem and the Clinton administration definitely did not want this.4784 To 
Washington the Yugoslavian issue remained a European problem. The American Government was 
prepared to make a contribution to a multilateral approach at most. As his briefs for discussion in 
London indicated, Christopher had come ‘in a listening mode’. 4785 This gave both the Europeans and 
the Americans the impression that the Washington administration sought support for a policy they did 
not wish to fight for.4786

Together with the fact that the European leaders still needed to get used to Christopher’s soft-
spoken attitude, the American approach merely sewed the seeds of confusion in the capitals of Europe, 
which were used to America dictating the way.

 

4787 Karadzic had contributed to this confusion by 
agreeing to the Vance-Owen plan in Athens on 2 May.4788 Even though there were reasonable doubts 
as to how firm Karadzic’s agreement was, Christopher now had to make allowances for two policy 
options. Either the Bosnian-Serb parliament would not agree to the peace plan and lift and strike 
remained a possibility, or the people’s representatives would agree to the plan and there would be no 
room for a policy of lift and strike. In the latter case an implementation force would need to be 
mobilised as soon as possible. The indecisiveness which was so typical of Christopher’s trip appeared to 
have contributed to the rejection of the Vance-Owen plan. In Pale it soon became obvious that 
Christopher was not wielding a club when he travelled to Europe.4789

In London, the city which was Christopher’s first port of call on his round trip, Prime Minister 
Major stated that he was utterly opposed to a lift-and-strike policy. He believed that his government 
would fall if he were to present this to Parliament.

 

4790 As soon as Christopher left London en route for 
Paris, the media immediately began to report that the Americans had not decided on a policy for 
Bosnia and had no idea what was happening there.4791 The French Government told Christopher that 
in itself it understood America’s preference for lift and strike but believed that, if this policy were to be 
implemented, French troops in Bosnia would fall victim to Serbian retaliation.4792

                                                 

4781 Michael Dobbs, ‘Bosnia Crystallizes U.S. Post-Cold War Role’, The Washington Post, 3 December 95. 

 President Yeltsin and 
his Minister of Foreign Affairs, Kozyrev, were fiercely opposed because at that point in time they 
believed that a breakthrough was imminent in respect of the Vance-Owen peace plan, as the parliament 

4782 Christopher, Stream, p. 347; Drew, Edge, p. 157; Michael Dobbs, ‘Bosnia Crystallizes U.S. Post-Cold War Role’, The 
Washington Post, 03/12/95. See also Chapter 2. 
4783 Christopher, Stream, p. 346. cf. ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Jacobovits 284 to Kooijmans, 03/05/93. 
4784 Drew, Edge, p. 156. 
4785 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. COREU, 03/05/93, cpe/lon 335; Walker, President, p. 265. 
4786 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 136. 
4787 Daalder, Dayton, pp. 15-16. 
4788 Christopher, Stream, p. 346 n. 2. 
4789 John F. Burns, ‘Bosnia Loses Any Hope of Being Saved’, The New York Times, 25/07/93. 
4790 Christopher, Stream, p. 346; Drew, Edge, pp. 155-56; Halberstam, War, p. 227. 
4791 Halberstam, War, p. 227. 
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pp. 653-55. 
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in Pale was still to make its decision.4793 In Rome Christopher was informed that lift and strike would 
inflame the Bosnian conflict. Although the government in Bonn was prepared to consider lifting the 
arms embargo, it did not wish to make any statements about air strikes, because it felt that 
constitutional and historical reasons prevented it from becoming involved in this.4794

After this it was Kooijmans’ turn to speak to Christopher, being the reason why the Dutch 
Minister had travelled to Bonn. Christopher could expect the Netherlands mainly to raise the issue of 
Safe Areas as a policy option. At the end of April Deputy Prime Minister Kok had already indicated the 
Netherlands’ preference for this in a discussion with the American Vice-President, Al Gore. In this 
connection he had pointed out that not only ground troops would be required for this, but also air 
support in order to protect both the UN troops and the people in the Safe Areas.

  

4795

‘because the American military did not believe it would be possible to defend 
them with air strikes. Ground troops would be required for this. If one 
deployed ground troops, however, one ran the risk that they would have to 
remain there ad calendas graecas. This would amount to the establishment of new 
UNPAs and this is precisely what the US sought to avoid.’

 Kooijmans was 
aware that the American Government was not enthusiastic about the Netherlands’ preference for Safe 
Areas. Several days before the Minister’s talks with Christopher, Jacobovits, the Netherlands’ 
permanent representative to NATO, had reported to him that D.A.S. Calwell, an State Department 
official, had stated that the American Government was opposed to safe havens:  

4796

Christopher had said much the same in his consultations with the EC troika on 6 May. He stated that 
the American Government did not want a repeat of anything similar to what had befallen the Canadian 
troops in Srebrenica, who had been entirely dependent on the benevolence of the Bosnian Serbs. A 
report of this discussion was sent to the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the same day.

 

4797

In the one and a quarter hours of talks between Christopher and Kooijmans, which took place 
at the Dutch embassy in Bonn on 7 May, the American Secretary of State began by saying that, while it 
was true that the Vance-Owen plan was not dead following its rejection by the parliament in Pale the 
day before, it was now ‘at most something for later’. He said that he expected to receive support for 
this conclusion from the Dutch Government, unlike the EC troika, whom he had spoken to the 
previous day and who had stated that they still supported the mediators’ plan. According to 
Christopher, sanctions had to be maintained but would only have an impact in the long term and that 
could be too late for the Bosnian Government army, which found itself in a rather unfortunate 
position. A truce based on the existing situation was something Christopher referred to as immoral. Air 
bombardments carried the risk of collateral damage. Moreover, it was doubtful if this would be enough 
to induce the Serbs to accept and implement the peace plan. A combination of lift and strike therefore 
appeared to be the only alternative, according to Christopher.

 

4798 By pursuing such a policy the 
Americans expected to restore a ‘balance’, after which new negotiations could be opened about an 
entirely different peace plan. The Americans envisaged that the Muslims would need to protect their 
own Safe Areas.4799

Kooijmans was largely in agreement with his discussion partner. However, the Dutch Minister 
felt that lifting the arms embargo was a last resort, because it could lead to escalation, not only between 

 

                                                 

4793 Christopher, Steam, p. 346. 
4794 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00112. Bonn COREU, 08/05/93, cpe/bon 292. 
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4798 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00887. Kooijmans 42 to the embassy in Bonn, 09/05/93. 
4799 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council of 07/05/93 prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD study 
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the Muslims and Serbs but also between the Muslims and Croats. Kooijmans feared that air strikes 
would have consequences for both UN and Muslim targets. As expected, he raised the option of Safe 
Areas with a symbolic force present in them and protection afforded them through air support 
provided by the aircraft already stationed in the region. One of the benefits of Safe Areas which 
Kooijmans cited, was that they left the Vance-Owen plan intact, because they would be part of the 
Muslim provinces.4800

Christopher raised an objection in that the American army command considered Safe Areas to 
be ‘militarily unsound’. They were certainly not prepared to provide ground troops for this purpose. 
According to Kooijmans, the concept of a Safe Area was working in Srebrenica and he did not expect 
the Bosnian Serbs to dare attack such areas. Christopher ended the discussion by stating that he hoped 
the 12 EC members could agree on a single policy and would not reject America’s ideas.

 

4801

Herman Schaper, who attended the meeting, recalled that the Dutch delegation to the talks 
were later ‘perplexed’ by the failure of the US to reveal any driving force. Christopher’s attitude of ‘So 
tell me! What do you think of it?’ was unheard of on the part of the world’s leading nation.

  

4802 Van 
Walsum, who had just been appointed ambassador in Bonn and had also been part of the delegation, 
was also astounded by the Americans’ lack of knowledge.4803 Christopher therefore left them with the 
impression that the ‘holiday from leadership’ which the Bush administration had given itself following 
the outbreak of the war in Yugoslavia, had still not ended under his successor almost two years’ 
later.4804 After the talks the Dutch delegation revealed their conclusion that the implementation of the 
Vance-Owen plan no longer enjoyed priority.4805 Because the relevance of this plan had ebbed, the 
Dutch delegation had not raised the question of the Netherlands’ contribution to its implementation, as 
was revealed in the Cabinet meeting held on the same day. One member of the Cabinet was now in 
favour of dividing Bosnia into three sections and of providing the Muslims with weapons to defend 
themselves. Another minister responded by saying that, while he was not quite that far, he did not 
discount the possibility of getting there, because he felt that it was morally indefensible to deny the 
Muslims the opportunity to defend themselves for a protracted period of time.4806

By the end of his trip Christopher was under the impression that the Dutch Government was 
the most amenable to America’s plans.

 

4807 It bore least responsibility for the fact that Christopher 
returned with ‘bullet holes all over him’, as one American journalist put it.4808 Christopher, himself, 
summarised the achievements of his trip concisely by stating, ‘I haven’t changed my views; I just don’t 
know if I’ve changed anyone else’s.’4809 According to the American Secretary of State, it took two years 
before the negative effects of this trip to Europe had dissipated. According to some people close to 
him, Christopher himself never recovered from this failure at the beginning of his term in office.4810

After Christopher’s trip it was clear that lift and strike would have no chance. Nevertheless, the 
Washington Government continued to present this alternative frequently.

 

4811

                                                 

4800 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00887. Kooijmans 42 to the embassy in Bonn, 09/05/93. 

 Aware that the European 
heads of government objected to this policy, the American administration could afford to continue 
uttering these tough words, sure in the knowledge that it would never be called on to live up to 
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them.4812 This represented ‘alibi diplomacy’, according to the former American ambassador in Belgrade, 
Zimmerman.4813 At the same time the Americans’ reproach that the European governments objected to 
lift and strike, poisoned relations between America and Europe.4814

6. The Airmobile Brigade in the debate about the Priorities Memorandum 

 

In a letter addressed to Parliament on 12 May which followed on from the debate of 6 May, the Dutch 
Minister, Ter Beek, explained that it would be impossible to deploy an additional armoured infantry 
battalion in view of the political principle of voluntary involvement on the part of national service 
personnel. The Minister went on to state that the first infantry battalion of the Airmobile Brigade 
(consisting of professional personnel) would only be available in November 1993. Moreover, this 
battalion would require supplementary training with armoured vehicles for a period of at least two 
months. In the short term, the Minister wrote, it would be possible to offer a logistics battalion 
comprising 400 troops.4815

Apparently, not everyone in the Dutch Ministry of Defence was pleased with the new duties 
which the government and Parliament had assigned to the Airmobile Brigade. A senior official in the 
department sighed, ‘Now what sort of foolishness is this, deploying the Airmobile Brigade in the 
former Yugoslavia as a type of armoured division? This is the same as saying to a volleyball team just 
before the Olympic Games, “We would prefer you to play ice hockey.”’

 

4816 The Chief of Defence Staff, 
Van der Vlis, found it necessary to voice his aversion to the new duties for the ‘Airmobile’ in public 
before the parliamentary debate about the Defence White Paper in an interview with the daily 
newspaper, Trouw. His greatest concern was that the brigade’s new duties would put paid to the 
purchase of attack helicopters for it, which he felt would deal ‘a fatal blow’ to the concept of 
‘airmobile’. To be sure, there appeared to be reason for concern, because, while it is true that Minister 
Ter Beek said that he was bent on purchasing both transport and attack helicopters, Prime Minister 
Lubbers revealed that the procurement of the attack helicopters would again need to be reviewed when 
a new government was formed.4817 If no helicopters were forthcoming, the Chief of Defence Staff 
believed that this would remove the core of the Priorities Memorandum: flexibility. It would also 
amount to tampering with the restructuring of the armed forces that had commenced, and he 
anticipated ‘chaos’ within the Royal Netherlands Army. In addition, it was a source of concern to Van 
der Vlis that there was no international agreement about the long-term objectives in the former 
Yugoslavia. According to him, they needed to go further than merely stating, ‘We want Safe Areas’.4818

On 13 and 17 May the permanent committee on Defence in Parliament considered the 
Priorities Memorandum. The plenary debate followed on 18 and 19 May.

 

4819 In the course of this 
debate the government gave an undertaking that the Netherlands would provide ‘a battalion with relief 
capacity’ as soon as possible. Such a gesture was also to serve as a means of persuading those countries 
that had such a battalion but did not have any relief capacity.4820

                                                 

4812 cf. Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 87. 

 By doing this, the government hoped 
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to prevent a situation from arising where the Netherlands commented on the situation but did not 
make any military contribution to the operation in ex-Yugoslavia.4821

The question was whether this could be interpreted to refer to an airmobile division. The 
debate reflected the differences that existed within the Armed forces themselves (see Chapters 13 and 
15) between those who supported the Airmobile Brigade and those in favour of armoured infantry. 
According to the Priorities Memorandum, the number of army brigades, which had already been cut 
from ten to seven in accordance with the Defence White Paper of 1991, was to be further reduced to 
four. Some members of Parliament, who were already critical of the substantial expenditure on the 
Airmobile Brigade, wondered whether it would not be better to use the relevant funds to maintain 
armoured infantry, which were set to disappear in accordance with the Priorities White Paper. For 
instance, voices were heard within the SGP (a small right-of-centre political party) to the effect that 
units would be required in any military intervention in Bosnia which were more heavily armed than an 
Airmobile Brigade, ‘for example, an armoured brigade’.

 

4822 At the time it was also suggested in the D66 
Security and Defence Project Group, which met with Jan Willem van Waning, a retired naval Captain, 
in the chair and included Kees Homan, a Colonel in the marines, Bram Schulte, a retired army General, 
and Karel Hilderink, a Colonel in the air force, that the armed force which would be required to 
implement the Vance-Owen plan, mainly needed to consist of traditional, mechanised, armoured 
infantry units. So what was the value of airmobile?4823 This question was thus raised by the D66 
Member of Parliament, Ter Veer, during the debate on the Priorities White Paper.4824 He was not the 
only one to do so. Already at an early stage of the conflict in Yugoslavia Sipkes had said that he 
doubted the usefulness of an Airmobile Brigade in situations such as those prevailing in that 
country.4825 When the Priorities White Paper was dealt with, she said that she had heard talk that the 
Airmobile Brigade would not be equipped for peacekeeping operations, ‘that it is too lightly equipped 
and also ridiculously expensive’.4826 She therefore tabled a motion calling on the government not to 
purchase attack helicopters for the Airmobile Brigade. According to her, it would be better to use the 
money that would be saved as a result, for peacekeeping operations.4827 This motion was exactly what 
Van der Vlis had feared, although only Groen Links (a left-of-centre environmental political party) 
voted for it.4828

Van Heemskerck Pillis-Duvekot pointed out that UN peacekeeping was moving towards peace-
enforcing. An armoured infantry battalion was more appropriate for such types of operations than an 
airmobile one.

  

4829 She therefore requested that, like the Airmobile Brigade, armoured infantry units also 
be allowed to complete an entirely independent cycle of one and a half years for peacekeeping 
operations. Instead of the two armoured infantry battalions which were provided for in the Priorities 
White Paper, she therefore wanted three included and tabled a motion to this effect.4830 This motion 
only received the support of Groen Links and the smaller parties on the right, and was thus rejected.4831

                                                 

4821 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 52, p. 3. 

 
She was also favourably disposed towards the idea of converting the eleventh armoured infantry 
brigade into an airmobile one ‘keeping pace with the actual availability of the attack helicopters’. In 
other words, part of the Airmobile Brigade would need to continue using the equipment of the 
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eleventh armoured infantry brigade as long as the helicopters were not available.4832 Leerling noted that 
his scepticism about the Airmobile Brigade – he had always been opposed to it – was shared by a 
growing number of people. He felt that a small country such as the Netherlands was aiming too high 
with this expensive brigade. He therefore said that he was in favour of a fifth mobile brigade which 
could be financed with the savings made on the airmobile one.4833

7. The Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion 

  

Van Traa was also of the opinion that the extent of the investments required for the Airmobile Brigade 
needed to be offset against the capital losses occasioned by the decommissioning of a number of 
armoured infantry and mechanised brigades. According to him, the Airmobile Brigade would be too 
lightly armed to act in operations involving genuine acts of war. It was precisely Yugoslavia that had 
shown how peacekeeping could move in the direction of peace-enforcing. For this reason he felt that 
the Airmobile Brigade and the armoured infantry brigades should conduct joint exercises and 
consideration needed to be given to the question whether it was not ‘wiser and cheaper’ to keep a larger 
number of armoured vehicles than that provided for in Priorities White Paper. In addition, Van Traa 
urged that, ‘in view of the need to make allowances for the eventuality of making a contribution to a 
peacekeeping force in Bosnia’, the first operational airmobile battalion, which was to be established as 
the first combat unit consisting exclusively of volunteers, be provided with adequate training and 
instruction using armoured vehicles as soon as possible.4834 Attention needed to be devoted to ensure 
that it was possible to deploy the Airmobile Brigade as soon as possible for duties covering the upper 
‘spectrum of force’. In this connection his thoughts ‘naturally turned to Yugoslavia’. To this end, he 
and the CDA Member of Parliament, Van Vlijmen, tabled a motion asking the government ‘to ensure 
that the Airmobile Brigade was also suited for action in foreseeable UN operations by providing 
operational battalions with adequate training and instruction using heavier equipment, including 
armoured vehicles, as soon as possible’.4835 In response to a question from Van Middelkoop, Van Traa, 
who was closely involved in the events in the former Yugoslavia,4836 confirmed that the PvdA and the 
CDA were prepared to make a contribution to peace-enforcement in that country.4837

Kooijmans seized on the remarks of Heemskerck and Van Traa indicating a shift from 
peacekeeping to peace-enforcing to say that development in Yugoslavia showed ‘that there is a need for 
a more substantial deployment of more heavily equipped – hence armoured – units’.

 

4838

‘The boundary between blue and green helmets is therefore less clear-cut as a 
result. Yet even if the parties agree, in many instances it will be necessary to 
deploy extensive military resources as a precaution and a deterrent in view of 
the insecure situation on the ground.’

  

4839

Ter Beek stated that he could not see the point of an Airmobile Brigade without attack helicopters, 
although he could imagine that the ground component of this brigade could be deployed for both 
peacekeeping and peace-enforcing. In the latter case incidentally, the Airmobile Brigade would only be 
deployed in its entirety.

 

4840

                                                 

4832 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 4979, p. 5016 and p. 5045. 

 He said that, like Van Traa, he experienced discomfort that there was only 
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so little the Netherlands could do for Yugoslavia.4841 In response to the Van Traa and Van Vlijmen 
motion, the Minister noted that the first battalion of the Airmobile Brigade would be ready in 
November, following which there would be ‘additional training as required covering the use of 
armoured vehicles’. The Minister recalled the debate of 6 May in the course of which he had stated that 
the government was involved in an international search for such vehicles.4842 Ter Beek said that he was 
content with the motion, provided that the airmobile battalion was not converted into an armoured 
infantry one. For the rest, he assumed that this battalion would be deployed to implement a peace plan. 
By stating this he was incidentally not saying anything new: he had said the same during the debate of 6 
May.4843 Only the GPV (a small right-of-centre political party) and the SGP voted against the Van 
Vlijmen and Van Traa motion.4844

Some people believe that the Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion played a major role in relation 
to the decision to deploy the airmobile battalion.

 

4845 According to Van der Vlis for example, this 
motion was ‘the dominant factor … in the decision to go to Srebrenica’.4846 In his ministerial memoirs 
Ter Beek wrote that ‘Whatever I tried, I could not distance myself from that motion’.4847 It is clear from 
the above that the Minister did not try much. The PvdA Member of Parliament, Valk, later remarked 
that, if Ter Beek had had major objections to the motion, he should have shown this in some way. This 
had not been the case.4848 Valk rightly noted that Ter Beek had actually not said ‘No’ to the deployment 
of the airmobile battalion in the general debate on 6 May. The motion in the plenary session was merely 
‘the icing on that cake’.4849 In 2000 even the leader of the PvdA and then Deputy Prime Minister, Kok, 
could not recall that pressure had been brought to bear on him within his own party and the media in 
relation to decision-making pertaining to the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade. As Kok put it, the 
Van Traa and Van Vlijmen motion was ‘not something which inspired any ideas in Cabinet’. According 
to him, this motion followed on from Parliament’s need to outline its own position, to indicate that the 
people’s representatives also felt that the time was ripe to ready the Airmobile Brigade for deployment 
in Bosnia.4850 Later on Couzy also stated that it was true the motion played a role in relation to the 
decision to deploy the Airmobile Brigade ‘but the Cabinet also felt that something needed to 
happen’.4851 Van Vlijmen, the co-author of the motion, later downplayed the importance of the motion 
by pointing out that not only Parliament but also parts of the army itself were urging Ter Beek to 
deploy the Airmobile Brigade.4852

The Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion has therefore been wrongly credited with having been a 
driving force in the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade in the former Yugoslavia. The media had 
already suggested this alternative on numerous occasions since the outbreak of hostilities in this 
country. In December 1992 Junior Minister Van Voorst tot Voorst had proposed this alternative in 
Parliament. In mid-March Minister Ter Beek had even directed Van der Vlis to include the brigade in 
his list of units which the Dutch Government could make available for a force to implement the 
Vance-Owen plan. The Foreign Affairs Department subsequently suggested this alternative to 
diplomats in the legislative capital. In a talk he gave in Groningen at the end of April Minister Ter Beek 
had described the Airmobile Brigade as indispensable for ensuring compliance with international peace 
agreements, such as that in Yugoslavia. On 3 May Cabinet had actually opted to offer the Airmobile 
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Brigade for an implementation force and had stated that this option could be referred to in any 
international contact. Indeed, the Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion did not give the government any 
ideas. It already had one of its own. The Foreign Affairs Department also assumed that the motion was 
part of a broader consensus to which the government was party, that it was desirable for the 
Netherlands to have a more pronounced presence in Bosnia than the transport battalion. The motion 
served more to profile Parliament than to accommodate the government’s need to be spurred on.4853 If 
Parliament exerted any pressure which led to the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade, this did not 
happen in May as a result of the Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion, but on 9 March when the 
parliamentary debate amounted to firm support for Minister Kooijmans when he urged Minister Ter 
Beek the following day to deploy additional resources for the former Yugoslavia. In November 2000 
Ter Beek informed the Bakker Committee that once this motion had been passed, he gave ‘very express 
orders’ to ready the first airmobile battalion for deployment.4854

8. A joint programme of action 

 However, Cabinet had already decided 
on this on 3 May.  

In the Bosnian-Serb referendum on the Vance-Owen plan held on 15 and 16 May as many as 96% of 
the 70% of the Bosnian Serbs who voted, rejected the plan and opted for an independent state. An 
hour after the polling booths closed, Karadzic announced that the peace plan was definitely ‘dead’ now. 
The signature that he had put to the plan in Athens, was no longer valid. According to him, it was now 
time to divide Bosnia-Hercegovina into three separate states. He did not wish to wait a moment longer. 
‘I am no longer the representative of the Bosnian Serbs. I now represent the Republika Srpska,’ 
Karadzic stated. The borders that were current at the time, were also to be the final ones. Seselj could 
not but add his contribution. He travelled to Pale where he informed the world that, if the West 
intervened, his Cetniks would destroy Sarajevo ‘in a flash’.4855 Russia’s attitude represented a ray of 
hope to the West at that point in time. Minister of Foreign Affairs Kozyrev announced that the peace 
plan must be implemented despite the outcome of the Serbian vote.4856

Some of the countries of the West had not even waited for the results of the referendum and 
had contemplated new policy immediately after the Bosnian-Serb parliament had rejected the Vance-
Owen plan. On 10 May the French Government presented a draft resolution of Safe Areas to the 
United Kingdom, the United States and Russia. This proposal was supposed to result in a resolution 
which would make it possible to implement Resolution 824 covering the six Safe Areas. On 14 May the 
EC’s ad hoc group on Yugoslavia met.

 

4857 It postulated the following objectives for EC policy: strict 
compliance with sanctions and the creation of Safe Areas in accordance with Resolution 824. Germany 
and France were now calling for the idea of Safe Areas. The Germans now considered these areas 
necessary for humanitarian reasons – ‘to secure the survival of the Bosnian (Muslim) people’ – because 
waiting any longer would make it difficult to implement the Vance-Owen plan, and also to ensure that 
there was no increase in the criticism levelled by the Islamic world against Western restraint in the 
conflict.4858 The Netherlands naturally supported this interest in Safe Areas and stressed the desire to 
protect them from the air.4859

                                                 

4853 Interview O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant on 18/07/00 and H.A.C. van der Zwan on 12/04/ 2000. 

 As it happens, it was also determined in the course of this meeting that 
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these Safe Areas constituted a ‘mesure conservatoire’ and were in no way a substitute for a political 
settlement.4860

On 19 May the French Government circulated its final proposal for Safe Areas. It described a 
‘safe area’ as ‘a besieged area with a precisely defined perimeter, placed under the protection of the 
United Nations, in which the delivery of humanitarian assistance is ensured and all acts of aggression 
(are) banned’. The general purpose of the Safe Areas was to halt Bosnian-Serb aggression and to 
facilitate a peace settlement. The French Defence White Paper drew a distinction between light, 
medium and heavy options. In the first case the aim was to deter aggression, monitor a ceasefire and 
make it possible to supply aid to the people. The medium option provided for UNPROFOR to assist 
with the provision of aid itself and also to take control of important positions on the ground. 
According to the heavy option, UNPROFOR would need to counter every form of aggression and 
hold corridors open for the passage of assistance convoys. It would also need to ensure demilitarisation 
pursuant to this option. According to the Defence White Paper, only the participation of the P4 – the 
permanent members of the Security Council sans China –on the ground and close cooperation of 
ground and air forces would lend credibility to the light option.

  

4861 This option would also require 9,600 
troops while 35,000 to 40,000 were felt to be needed for the heaviest.4862

On 19 May the WEU held its spring Ministerial meeting in Rome, which was entirely devoted 
to the situation in Yugoslavia. The ministers concluded that a political solution based on the Vance-
Owen plan might offer a way forward. There was no alternative. The establishment of Safe Areas as 
envisaged by the French Government deserved to be accorded priority. On this occasion it appeared 
that even Hurd supported this.

 

4863 The following day Ter Beek again stressed in the course of the WEU 
Forum of Consultation that all international political, diplomatic, economic and military efforts made in 
respect of the former Yugoslavia should be directed towards the unconditional acceptance of the 
Vance-Owen plan by all the parties: ‘If adequately protected by international troops, Safe Areas could 
make a substantial contribution to the creation of the conditions required for further steps in this 
direction, and could also help relieve the unacceptable humanitarian situation prevailing on the 
ground’.4864 Those ministers who were present, mandated the Permanent Council of the WEU to 
conduct a study into the establishment of different Safe Areas as referred to in Resolution 824.4865

However, the French plan for Safe Areas initially ran into unwillingness on the part of the 
American Government.

 

4866 After Christopher’s return from Europe it delayed new policy initiatives 
until the outcome of the Bosnian-Serb referendum was known. However, it was a fact that America 
was not making a major effort to do anything about the conflict in Bosnia. ‘This is a problem, after all, 
that’s in Europe’s backyard,’ President Clinton said after Christopher’s trip to Europe.4867 The 
American Government did not wish to deploy any ground troops in Bosnia and was only prepared to 
contain the conflict.4868 It would only try to ensure that the conflict did not spread to Albania, Greece 
and Turkey. This concern was again confirmed by the announcement on 12 May that 325 American 
troops were to be stationed in Macedonia for preventive duties.4869 Although Clinton persisted in his 
rhetoric in the media against ethnic cleansing, during a photo session on 17 May he said that he would 
not be sending American ground troops into a ‘shooting gallery’.4870
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American Congress that Bosnia was ‘a problem from hell’, a ‘morass’ of centuries of hatred in which all 
three parties had committed crimes, concluding, as had Clinton, that ‘at heart, this is a European 
problem.’4871 Both Christopher and Clinton wanted to ensure that the American president could devote 
all his energies to American domestic politics without stumbling into the problems of Bosnia.4872 In 
addition, the disagreement with the European countries that had come to light during Christopher’s 
trip,4873

The American Government therefore torpedoed a Security Council debate initiated by Russia 
on the further involvement of the UN in the situation in the former Yugoslavia. The Russian 
Government had wanted to raise the possibility of a step-by-step implementation of the Vance-Owen 
plan, which would start in those areas that were reasonably calm, after which this approach would be 
able to spread steadily across the rest of Bosnia.

 had to be resolved. 

4874 According to the American Government, such a 
discussion would only highlight the differences between the members of the Council and, in particular, 
the countries of the West.4875 For this reason the American Government invited Kozyrev and 
representatives of the three Western members of the Security Council, namely, France, the United 
Kingdom and Spain, for talks in Washington. Following several days of intensive consultations in the 
American capital4876 on 22 May 1993 France, the Russian Federation, Spain, the United Kingdom and 
the United States, all of whom were members of the Security Council, adopted a Joint Action Programme 
for Bosnia-Hercegovina, which finally brought Europe, the United States and Russia into line with each 
other.4877 In itself, this was a fine outcome. First of all, the plan was designed to ensure that the tense 
relations within the alliance of America and Europe no longer persisted.4878 In the words of the 
American Defence, Minister Aspin, ‘We have moved from criticising each other’s ideas to joining in a 
common action programme to address the most critical problems.’4879

However, the new programme was to deal a fatal blow to the Vance-Owen plan. Owen himself 
saw this programme as a means for Washington to extricate itself from any commitment to implement 
his and Vance’s peace plan.

 

4880 He anticipated that the division of Bosnia-Hercegovina would be 
completed soon, even though the European countries involved in this programme stated that it only 
applied to the short term and that the Vance-Owen plan continued to retain its value for the long 
term.4881

The programme accepted the Safe Areas but the United States only undertook to provide air 
support for the UNPROFOR troops in these areas. According to a senior British diplomat this 
represented the common denominator which had enabled the various powers to agree with each other. 
By accepting Safe Areas the European countries believed that they could prevent the Americans from 
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bombarding the Serbs.4882 On the other hand, the American Government agreed to Safe Areas without 
being obliged to supply ground troops. Unlike the Vance-Owen plan, which demanded that the Serbs 
vacate part of the terrain they held, this programme appeared to resign itself to the results of ethnic 
cleansing. This was also precisely the reason why the Bosnian government fiercely opposed this plan.4883 
According to Izetbegovic, the Safe Areas resembled ‘reserves’.4884 The Joint Action Programme was 
therefore actually a ‘do-little’ plan.4885 The American Government would be able to lean back largely 
and let the EC and the United Nations take the initiative.4886

Karadzic therefore praised the programme as ‘more realistic’ than the Vance-Owen plan.
 

4887 
The latter and the threat of large-scale military intervention no longer applied now. Karadzic 
announced that his troops would not stand in the way of the establishment of the Safe Areas, provided 
that the ‘sovereignty of Serbian territory’ was respected.4888

On 24 May the ministers of Foreign Affairs responded positively to this programme in the 
North-Atlantic Council. The ministers of Defence were considerably more critical the following day. 
The final statement merely indicated that the plan had been ‘discussed’. The German Minister of 
Defence, Volker Rühe, was utterly opposed to it, because he felt that the establishment of Safe Areas 
amounted to acquiescence to ethnic cleansing. 

  

UNPROFOR circles also warned that the Safe Areas would play into the Serbs’ hands. For 
instance, the VRS had been able to withdraw most of its troops around Srebrenica and deploy them 
around Brcko and Zepa. On the other hand, the Safe Areas could serve as bases for terrorist attacks.4889

The latter consideration was probably fuelled by the fact that Mladic had since protested 
strongly against the inadequate demilitarisation of Srebrenica. In a formal protest lodged with 
UNPROFOR, he warned of ‘additional steps’ if the Muslims continued to ignore the ceasefire.

 

4890 
According to the Dutch Military Intelligence Service, MID, this threat meant that ‘there was still a 
possibility of direct conflict between UNPROFOR and the Bosnian-Serb armed forces in Eastern 
Bosnia’.4891

Neither was the Dutch Government particularly pleased with the programme of action, because 
it lacked any notion of a lasting political solution now that the Vance-Owen plan definitely appeared to 
have been abandoned. Although Minister Kooijmans seemed to have rather little difficulty distancing 
himself from this plan during his meeting with Christopher in Bonn, after the release of the programme 
of action the Dutch Government let it be known in the EC and the alliance that it did not see an 
alternative to the Vance-Owen plan as the basis for a peace settlement.

 

4892
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with his French counterpart, Alain Juppé, Kooijmans used virtually identical words to those with which 
Izetbegovic had rejected the programme of action: the Safe Areas would become ghettos.4893 Moreover, 
the Dutch Government took umbrage because those who had taken the initiative, had bypassed the 
EC, the WEU and NATO, as well as the Netherlands, which bore a military involvement in the former 
Yugoslavia that was not insignificant. The government felt that this was not the way in which EC 
member states were supposed to be dealing with each other within the context of European Political 
Cooperation.4894 However, Juppé managed to persuade the Dutch Government not to publicly disclose 
its sharp criticism of the plan.4895

During a debate on 2 June 1993 the Dutch Members of Parliament sided with the government’s 
criticism. De Kok described the programme of action ‘as a low point in diplomatic relations in recent 
months’. If the international community was unable to think of anything better, the CDA was even 
prepared to lift the arms embargo against Bosnia-Hercegovina now.

 

4896 Van Traa felt that the 
programme of action was ‘a slap in the face for European cooperation in the area of foreign policy’. He 
called for the Netherlands to send as clear a signal as possible to the US through the European Council, 
indicating that the authority of the international community needed to be restored for the establishment 
and protection of Safe Areas, which could serve as a starting point for the implementation of the 
Vance-Owen plan.4897 Replying on behalf of the government, Kooijmans stated that, if one were to 
abandon the implementation of this plan, the aim of establishing the Safe Areas would no longer be 
clear: ‘For this reason the establishment of the Safe Areas must be extricated from the programme of 
action and, more importantly, should be embedded within the context of the Vance-Owen plan…’.4898 
In spite of all his criticism, Kooijmans stressed that the Safe Areas represented the positive element of 
the programme of action. While it is true that until then the international community had not done 
much more than declare certain parts to be Safe Areas, Kooijmans believed that Srebrenica, where a 
mere 150 Canadians were stationed who could rely on British support in the event of an attack on the 
enclave, constituted proof that even such a minimal act could have a moderating effect on the warring 
factions. In the course of this debate Minister Ter Beek again mentioned that, following supplementary 
training in the use of armoured vehicles, it would be possible to deploy the first airmobile battalion – 
also for duties in Yugoslavia – by about the end of the year or beginning of the next.4899

9. Detailing the concept of ‘safe areas’ 

 

The Safe Areas could therefore only exist with the approval of the Bosnian Serbs and the Muslims. 
Even the demilitarisation could ultimately only be the result of agreement between the two warring 
factions. The United Nations troops that were stationed in the enclave, could only serve as a trip wire 
in the event of an attack by the Bosnian-Serb army. Ultimately, the protection of the enclaves would 
depend on air support. 

On 28 May Boutros-Ghali sent a working paper on ‘safe areas’ to the Security Council. This 
paper drew a distinction between safe zones, safe havens and Safe Areas. According to this paper, ‘safe 
zones’ were areas in which security and humanitarian aid were provided to people who still lived in 
their own homes. The same happened in ‘safe havens’, except for the fact that people had already fled 
and were threatened with further persecution. The concept of a ‘safe area’ covered both of these 
categories. According to Boutros-Ghali, Safe Areas depended on the agreement of the parties 
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concerned. An effective ceasefire was therefore required. Based on this paper, a Safe Area would 
therefore need to be adequately demilitarised in order to ensure that the protected party did not derive 
any military benefit from it. A Safe Area would need to be surrounded by a secure perimeter 30 km 
wide which would have to be heavily patrolled.4900

In the meantime UNHCR warned that the Security Council and the Bosnia-Hercegovina 
Command were focussing exclusively on the military security of Safe Areas. One needed to ensure that 
there was a properly functioning civil administration and that the people had long-term access to food. 
UNHCR had since learned from its experience in Srebrenica that nothing ‘which resembles normal life’ 
was to be found there. The residents lived in isolation, heaped together in a small area and without any 
future. Their actions were increasingly limited to acts of violence, black market trade, prostitution and 
theft. There was considerable tension between the original population and the refugees.

 

4901

In addition, at the end of June 1993 Kumin, the head of the UNHCR in Belgrade, expressed 
her concern about the food situation in Srebrenica to Engels, the Dutch deputy chargé d’affaires in the 
Serbian capital. The aim of 530 grams of food per person per day was not being achieved, while the 
prospects of doing so were even poorer. The Serbs and Bosnian Serbs were providing diminishing 
cooperation in respect of the convoys. There was a water shortage amounting to one litre per person 
per day and there were sanitary and medical problems. According to Kumin, it was necessary to 
evacuate 20,000 of the 51,000 residents.

 

4902

Early July, Stoltenberg and Ogata were also of the opinion that a number of Safe Areas were 
not viable. In this connection, Ogata mainly had Srebrenica in mind, which the Japanese High 
Commissioner believed could only hold 12,000 people but was currently home to between 45,000 and 
50,000. If the Serbs were not to change their approach to the aid convoys destined for this enclave, a 
mass evacuation would still be required.

 On both occasions UNHCR expressed grave reservations 
about the concept of ‘safe areas’, because they could become permanent refugee camps. If they were to 
be established or to remain, far more aid would be required from the international community, not only 
in the form of food and medicine, but also administrative facilities, for example. 

4903 More than a week later the High Commissioner for 
Refugees again informed the international community that she believed that Srebrenica, Zepa and 
Gorazde were not viable and that evacuation in the near future might perhaps be the only solution.4904

10. Resolution 836: What protection? 

 

‘L’enfer est pavé de bonnes résolutions.’4905

On 1 June the French permanent representative to the UN, J.B. Mérimée, presented a draft resolution 
on the Safe Areas. The non-aligned countries tabled their own resolution, which provided for a robust 
protection of the Safe Areas. At the time they viewed the activities of those countries that were party to 
the Joint Programme of Action with a great deal of suspicion.

 

4906 They operated as a closed front and 
D. Arria acted as their spokesperson. However, Mérimée managed to detach Brazil from this front 
employing a streak of high school diplomacy, after which the French draft resolution ‘prevailed’.4907
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sphere accorded to it in Resolution 824, which only made 50 military observers available for the six 
Safe Areas, to one of a more military nature. Article 9 of the draft resolution empowered UNPROFOR 
in Bosnia:  

‘acting in self-defence, to take the necessary measures, including the use of 
force, in reply to bombardments against the Safe Areas … or to armed 
incursion into them or in the event of any deliberate obstruction in or around 
those areas to the freedom of movement of UNPROFOR or of protected 
humanitarian convoys.’ 

The resolution permitted member states to deploy aircraft in order to permit UNPROFOR to carry out 
its mandate. However this was subject to the condition that the Security Council would need to request 
this support. In addition, the resolution permitted the Bosnian Government to maintain military and 
paramilitary units in the enclave. This provision appeared to be contrary to the demilitarisation 
agreement concluded between Generals Halilovic and Mladic on 17 April and a subsequent 
demilitarisation agreement of 8 May 1993,4908 but in view of the position adopted by non-aligned 
countries, it was not anticipated that they would agree to the unilateral disarmament of the Bosnian 
Muslims in the enclave. At the same time this was an indication of how unstable relations remained in 
and around those areas designated as safe. Already while Resolution 836 was being prepared, the UN 
Situation Centre warned that it would be difficult to translate it into instructions which could be carried 
out by the troops.4909 Mladic had informed Morillon that he did not have any intention of withdrawing 
the heavy and other weapons the VRS had stationed around the Safe Areas as long as the latter were 
not actually demilitarised. In addition, if any aircraft were to attack the Serbs while they were defending 
themselves against aggression emanating from the enclaves, the VRS would treat UNPROFOR as an 
enemy, according to the Bosnian-Serb general.4910 Moreover, Wahlgren feared that air strikes would 
herald the end of humanitarian aid: ‘One cannot make peace and war at the same time’.4911

It was also very important that Resolution 836 only stated that safe areas ‘should be safe from 
attack’. This entailed an entirely different commitment from that if ‘shall’ had been used. The resolution 
did not impose any duty on the Bosnian-Serb army not to attack but assumed that they would not do 
so. Indeed, the Bosnian-Serbs had to weigh up the benefits of any coup-de-main against Srebrenica and 
the other Safe Areas against the strategic drawback of incurring the wrath of the world community. On 
the other hand, the policy of Safe Areas represented a form of bluff which was based on the 
assumption that there could be no other reason for Serbian leaders to capture it, such as revenge, 
compensation for defeats on other fronts, a desire for personal prestige, and so forth. Thirteen 
members of the Security Council voted in favour of Resolution 836 on 4 June. Pakistan and Venezuela 
abstained because they felt the resolution was too toothless. Albright announced that she was voting in 
favour on behalf of the USA ‘with no illusions about its ultimate consequences. It is an intermediate 
step – no more, no less’. In his coded message to The Hague, the Netherlands acting permanent 
representative to the UN, D’Ansembourg, noted that the temporary nature of Safe Areas could cover a 
very lengthy period of time.

 Paragraph 9 
of the resolution was now amended to empower UNPROFOR ‘acting in self-defence to take the 
necessary measures including the use of force’ and nothing else was added. The duties of the troops 
stationed in an enclave were now ‘to deter attacks’ and ‘to promote withdrawal’ of any troops 
positioned around it. The duties of UNPROFOR troops stationed in a Safe Area would therefore not 
be to defend or secure the withdrawal of an attacking force. 

4912

                                                 

4908 See Part 2, Chapter 3. 

 

4909 Shawcross, Evil, p. 102. 
4910 Shawcross, Evil, p. 103. 
4911 Shawcross, Evil, p. 110. 
4912 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. D’Ansembourg 567 to Kooijmans, 04/06/93. 
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In a meeting of the EC’s General Council on 8 June Hurd nevertheless stated that Resolution 
836 was a temporary measure ‘which keeps people alive, whilst we look for a real solution’. On this 
occasion it also appeared that the resolution was still not only to serve to protect UNPROFOR but also 
the local population, according to Juppé. Various speakers emphasised that the joint programme of 
action had not put an end to the Vance-Owen plan. Like Hurd, Minister Kooijmans stated that 
Resolution 836 was only of a transitional nature and that the search for a permanent solution should 
continue. In this connection, he sought a prominent role for the Netherlands by requesting 
appreciation of:  

‘the fact that it was impossible for a country such as the Netherlands, with such 
a substantial on-site involvement, not to be involved in the relevant decision-
making. This involvement was also indispensable with a view to securing 
political support.’  

According to Kooijmans, when implementing Resolution 836 the international community should 
operate in a manner that was ‘not maximized but pragmatic’. This meant that the consent of local 
parties was indispensable for the ‘safe area’ concept, otherwise there would not be enough UN troops. 
The minister felt that ‘air support was essential also because of its deterrent effect.’4913

In the midst of the relief occasioned by European unity in the form of consensus on the pursuit 
of the Vance-Owen plan, the strict compliance with sanctions, and the implementation of Resolution 
836, Owen was the person whose utterances were the most admonitory. He believed that the European 
ministers needed to realise that the Muslims would not baulk at using anything to involve UN troops in 
the conflict. For this reason the Belgian Minister, Claes, called for clearly defined rules of engagement 
which left no doubt as to what the warring factions in Bosnia were able prepared and capable of 
doing.

 

4914

The following day, on 9 June, the EC ministers were scheduled to meet Christopher in 
Luxembourg. He too said that he did not see any discrepancy between the programme of action and 
the Vance-Owen plan. The programme of action and the Safe Areas were to serve as interim measures, 
while the Vance-Owen plan represented a long-term prospect.

  

4915 While Christopher and the European 
ministers displayed consensus in Luxembourg by embracing Safe Areas, on the home front the CIA 
warned against their establishment. In the course of time they would appear to be poor refugee camps 
in which a form of lawlessness would prevail along with animosity between the original inhabitants and 
the refugees, according to analysts in the American Intelligence Service. Furthermore, they foresaw that 
the Bosnian Serbs would delay supplies to these areas. In short, the international community was busy 
establishing ‘six little West Banks’.4916

11. Security with the aid of air support 

 

Resolution 836, which was adopted on 4 June, permitted UN member states, either on their own or as 
part of an alliance, to support the UNPROFOR units in its operations to carry out its mandate ‘through 
the use of air power’ in and around the Safe Areas. During NATO talks on 25 and 26 May most of the 
countries that were participating in Operation Deny Flight appeared to be prepared to increase the 
number of fighter aircraft which they had made available, for the performance of duties in relation to 
the Safe Areas. However, France and the United Kingdom only wished to deploy these aircraft for the 
protection of UN personnel in the enclaves, while the other European member states felt that they 

                                                 

4913 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Faber 13 to Kooijmans, 08/06/93. 
4914 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. Faber 13 to Kooijmans, 08/06/93. 
4915 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01818. cpe/sec 669, 11/06/93; ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Bot 214 to Kooijmans, 09/06/93. 
4916 Michael R. Gordon, ‘U.S. Experts Say ‘Safe Havens’ Won’t Help Much’, The New York Times, 10/06/93. 
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should also defend their residents.4917 According to a report dated 5 June from Jacobivits, the Dutch 
ambassador in Washington, the American authorities were also of the opinion that they were only 
providing aircraft for the protection of UNPROFOR and not for the defence of the Safe Areas 
‘because the military experts believe that it is impossible to defend Safe Areas from the air alone’.4918

During the NATO Council meeting in Athens on 10 June the USA and its European allies 
produced a formula which purported that there was again consensus within NATO in relation to the 
former Yugoslavia. They announced that they had agreed that the Safe Areas should constitute a 
temporary measure, which was to lead to a settlement achieved through negotiations. The principles 
embodied in the Vance-Owen plan were still to apply in the case of such a settlement, namely that the 
full sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence of Bosnia-Hercegovina had to be guaranteed. 
NATO undertook to provide UNPROFOR with air support if its members were attacked while acting 
in accordance with their mandate in relation to the Safe Areas. The question as to exactly what the air 
force was supposed to protect – UNPROFOR, the people or the Safe Area – was resolved with a 
compromise stating that the air force would protect UNPROFOR ‘in the performance of its overall 
mandate’. This also covered the protection of the civilian population, a point which had been strongly 
argued for mainly by the Turkish Minister, Cetin.

 

4919 On 12 June NATO announced that it was 
prepared to provide the air support which was required for UNPROFOR to prosecute its mandate in 
accordance with Resolution 836. However, Christopher proclaimed that this air support would cover 
UNPROFOR units throughout Bosnia-Hercegovina ‘but not protection for the civilian population in 
case of an attack’.4920

As of 22 July the NATO aircraft were ready to provide Close Air Support. After this, it was a 
question of waiting for the UN to give the green light. However, Boutros-Ghali asked NATO to delay 
operations above Bosnian terrain, including practice flights, as long as the forward air controllers 
(FACs), who were to track down targets on the ground and guide the pilots to them, were not in the 
field.

 Christopher thus extended the scope of this support on the one hand – covering 
all UN troops in Bosnia – and simultaneously reduced it – not including the people. In the end, France, 
the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States provided 19 aircraft for the protection of 
the Safe Areas. Several AWACS and other reconnaissance planes were added, thereby bringing the total 
number of aircraft involved to more than 100. The necessary arrangements were made within a month. 
The use of air support was supposed to remain within the confines of a peacekeeping operation, this is 
to say, to achieve one’s objectives with a minimum of force, to issue a warning before using any force, 
to ensure a proportionate use of force, and to keep collateral damage to a minimum. In addition, a 
sharp distinction was drawn between Close Air Support and air strikes. ‘Close Air Support’ was only 
intended to be used to defend UNPROFOR troops and to deter attacks on Safe Areas. ‘Air strikes’, on 
the other hand, were of an offensive and strategic nature and were designed to destroy part of the 
fighting capacity of the warring factions, either for military or political purposes. 

4921

It would therefore be possible to provide air support for the Safe Areas in the event of an 
emergency. On paper, the ability to summon air support appeared to be a powerful tool but there were 
a number of objections to it. For instance, the move from offering resistance on the ground using light 
arms to the deployment of airmobile weapons represented a major psychological step up the ladder of 
escalation.

 

4922

                                                 

4917 Lutgert & De Winter, Horizon, pp. 193-95. See also ABZ, the embassy in Washington. Veenendaal NATO 891 to 
Kooijmans, 27/05/93. 

 On 17 October 1995 the Director of the Legal Affairs Office of the Dutch Ministry of 

4918 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Jacobovits 382 to Kooijmans, 04/06/93. 
4919 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Vijverberg 91 (Kooijmans) to the Foreign Ministry, 11/06/93; interview W. Claes, 12/03/01. 
4920 Quoted in Leurdijk, United Nations, p. 37. 
4921 ‘NAVO-jagers nog niet ingezet voor beschermingstaak’ (NATO fighters not yet deployed for protective duties), ANP, 
23/07/93, 12.40 pm; ‘NAVO kan begin volgende week beginnen met luchtoperatie Bosnië’ NATO can commence air 
operations in Bosnia next week), ANP, 28/07/93, 7.25 pm. 
4922 CF. Colonel J.H. de Jonghe in: Frank Westerman, VN-missie berust op denkfouten’ (UN mission conceptually flawed), 
NRC Handelsblad, 30/05/95. 
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Defence, Ybema, gave a lecture on the Conference on Rules of Engagement and the Law of War at the 
Koninklijke Militaire Academie (Royal Netherlands Military Academy) in Breda. In the draft of his talk he 
wrote that it is true that Resolution 836 explicitly permits the use of air support to counter any threat to 
a Safe Area. While there was nothing wrong with this from a legal point of view, Ijbema felt that the 
situation was different from a political perspective. At the international level there were rather 
significant differences of opinion about the wisdom and advisability of deploying airmobile weapons. 
According to Ybema, a UNPROFOR commander would therefore need to take account of the 
international and political consequences of his actions when making a decision in relation to air 
support.4923

12. Troops for the Safe Areas 

 In other words, deploying airmobile weapons was definitely not a reflexive act and its 
rationale was more political than military. 

‘Deterrence is almost always preferable to fighting a war. But the 
decision to deter is one that should only be taken with great care, for 
with it comes the responsibility to make good on the commitment.’4924

On 7 June Annan spoke to representatives of the five countries responsible for the programme of 
action of 22May and Canada, in order to ask them for troops (additional or otherwise) for the 
implementation of Resolution 836 covering Safe Areas. He said that a military personnel study 
conducted by the UN had shown that 34,000 troops would be required for a credible implementation 
of the resolution. None of these countries appeared to be prepared to offer a helping hand. The French 
wanted to continue to focus on Bihac and Sarajevo, and refused to accept responsibility for a third Safe 
Area. The British Government did not want any other tasks assigned to its troops over and above their 
existing ones in Central Bosnia. The United States and Russia bluntly refused to provide any troops. In 
the meantime it had been revealed that the Canadian Government wished to withdraw its troops from 
Srebrenica. The representatives of the five countries that had accepted the joint programme of action 
attempted to prevent Boutros-Ghali from presenting recommendations for decisive action or at least 
options for such action in his report on the implementation of the resolution. This was one of the 
numerous indications of a ‘game’ in which the major powers sought to hide behind the United Nations, 
while being the first to deprive the latter of arms, so as to enable Clinton to declare at a later stage, for 
example, ‘We have done everything the United Nations has asked us to do’.

 

4925 The five responsible for 
the programme of action and the UN Secretariat agreed that, while it was true that Resolution 836 had 
been adopted in accordance with Chapter VII of the UN Charter, agreements would nevertheless be 
required at the local level. According to countries behind the programme of action, the phrase, ‘to deter 
attacks against the Safe Areas’, which in itself represented a dilution of the draft resolution, had to be 
interpreted narrowly. It did not entail the comprehensive defence of these areas. The task, ‘to promote 
the withdrawal of military or paramilitary units, was therefore not to be performed with the aid of 
weapons but was to be the subject of consultations with the parties involved. The permanent 
representatives of France and the United Kingdom were of the opinion that, following the amendment 
of Paragraph 9 of the draft-resolution, a light option was possible, only requiring about 7,000 
soldiers.4926

On 14 June Boutros-Ghali sent his report on the implementation of Resolution 836 to the 
Security Council.

 

4927

                                                 

4923 DJZ. Ybema to Voorhoeve, 13/10/95, no. 95001055. 

 It stated that, although 34,000 troops were required to deter attacks on the Safe 
Areas effectively, 7,600 would suffice for a minimum deterrence. Instead of deterrence through 

4924 Haass, Intervention, p. 79. 
4925 The editors, ‘The Abdication’ in Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 171. 
4926 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. Biegman 577 to Kooijmans, 09/06/93. 
4927 UN, S/25939. 
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strength, which would require 34,000 troops, there would now be deterrence by presence involving 
7,600. The latter option would only be possible if the warring factions consented to the establishment 
of Safe Areas and if there was a threat of airmobile action in the event that any party nevertheless 
attacked a Safe Area. Airmobile action would take the form of Close Air Support which would 
simultaneously serve to defend the UN troops and act as a deterrent against attacks on Safe Areas. In 
addition, this light option was based on the consent and cooperation of the warring factions. Four days 
later the Council adopted Resolution 844, which approved the smaller number of troops. However, it 
said a lot that this number did not seem to be determined so much by the circumstances prevailing in 
and around the Safe Areas but, as Boutros-Ghali, had stated in his report of 14 June, on commitments 
‘which can realistically be expected from member states’.4928

Apart from the group of five, there also appeared to be little enthusiasm in the rest of the 
Western world to provide troops for the implementation of Resolution 836. Only the Swedish 
Government reported that it was considering an offer. For the rest, there were offers from Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, thus Islamic countries, something the secretariat was 
not entirely pleased about given the anticipated Serbian response to this.

 

4929 In the period that followed 
the Islamic countries were to make commitments which the UN Secretariat found embarrassing. For 
instance, on 13 July seven Islamic countries offered a total of 18,000 troops for the Safe Areas, 
including Iran, which presented a complete division of 10,000 soldiers.4930 Boutros-Ghali felt it 
necessary to decline these offers.4931

Several days after Resolution 836 was accepted, the military adviser to the Netherlands’ 
permanent representative, Colonel R. van Veen, was invited to a working level meeting at the UN 
Secretariat on 9 June to acquaint the representatives of those countries that could probably supply 
troops, with the UN’s needs in relation to the implementation of the resolution. At the same time 
Annan approached the Dutch permanent representative, Biegman, with an informal question, which he 
was at liberty to interpret as a request, as to whether his information was correct that the Dutch 
Government was prepared to provide a logistics unit of approximately 400 personnel. Following 
consultations with the Ministry of Defence and the Defence Staff, it was decided that Van Veen would 
exercise restraint during the meeting.

 

4932

13. ‘Silly Sod’ and the Netherlands’ role as a catalyser  

 

On 11 June Biegman reported that he and Van Veen had attended a meeting of ‘troop contributors’ 
chaired by Annan. According to him, a reference to ‘non-contributors’ would have been more 
appropriate. An embarrassing silence had fallen when Annan had asked for contributions. Biegman 
therefore urged that the logistics unit be offered. Not only would the Netherlands curry favour with the 
UN as a result, but it could also influence other potential contributing countries to get involved in the 
implementation of Resolution 836.4933

Several days later on 16 June Kooijmans informed the permanent representatives to the UN 
and NATO that the Netherlands was prepared to make an additional contribution to UNPROFOR for 
the Safe Areas in the form of a logistics unit, which the UN was to merge with contributions from 

 

                                                 

4928 UN, S/25939. 
4929 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00141. Biegman 577 to Kooijmans, 9 June 1993; Biegman 579 to Kooijmans, 08/06/93. 
4930 ‘Moslimlanden overbieden VN-verzoek om blauwhelmen voor Bosnië’ (Muslim countries’ over-zealous response to UN 
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4931 DCBC, 2125. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, June 1994, 31/01/94; DCBC, 2125. 
MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, June 1994, 31/01/94; 2122, September 1994, 11/02/94; 
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666 

 

other countries into a unit that was appropriate for the concrete requirements of the other units which 
were to be made available for the Safe Areas: hence a so-called tailor-made unit. This meant that the 
tailor-made logistics unit which had been offered to NATO for the armed force that was to implement 
the Vance-Owen plan, was now earmarked as a contribution for the Safe Areas. Because at the time the 
Dutch Government made its new offer, it was not yet known what other offers the UN would receive 
and accept, it was also not known what logistic requirements these other units would have. A final 
decision was expected in September and would depend on both the overall political situation as well as 
local security conditions and the willingness of other countries to contribute troops. Based on its offer, 
the Netherlands thought that a repair unit would probably be requested. Because the Netherlands had 
already contributed a transport battalion, offering another was at any rate impossible. At the same time 
it presented its offer of a logistics unit, the Dutch Government announced that it was prepared to 
release six of the 18 F-16s that were currently deployed as part of Operation Deny Flight, for the 
protection of the Safe Areas. 

Finally, the Dutch ambassadors were able to indicate:  

‘that the Netherlands is retaining the option of having the first battalion of its 
Airmobile Brigade ready for possible deployment in Bosnia-Hercegovina as of 
the beginning of 1994, once it becomes operational in November 2000 and 
completes a further two months of training using Dutch armoured vehicles. In 
this connection, we are expressly not considering the Safe Areas, which are, 
after all, to serve as an eminently appropriate temporary measure, but its 
possible deployment in the broader context of the implementation of a 
‘negotiated settlement on the basis of the principles of the Vance-Owen plan’. 

As it happens, it would not have been possible to deploy the logistics unit and an airmobile battalion 
simultaneously, because the latter would require a logistics component, which would not be possible to 
achieve if a logistics unit of 400 personnel were to be sent elsewhere. The Dutch Government wanted 
this announcement to serve as a political signal to break the impasse affecting the establishment and 
implementation of a peace settlement. In other words, the offer was to serve ‘as a catalyser’ to induce 
other countries to offer troops as well. This was because the prospect of achieving a peace settlement 
would remain limited as long as no troops were forthcoming.4934 On 17 June Biegman informed both 
Annan and the permanent representatives of the EC member states of this offer and explicitly added 
‘that by making this offer, the Netherlands hopes that it will also encourage other non-Muslim 
countries to front up and contribute additional troops’.4935 Feith, the deputy permanent representative 
to NATO accompanied his announcement of the offer with a call to the countries of the North-
Atlantic Council for Cooperation to provide the necessary units and resources as well in the interests of 
ensuring a speedy peace settlement.4936 On 18 June it was reported in Cabinet that this new offer had 
been made to the UN. In this connection, it was noted that the logistics unit had indeed initially been 
offered for the implementation of the Vance-Owen plan. This condition therefore no longer applied. 
The aimobile brigade – and this was stated here again – was only to be deployed for the 
implementation of any peace plan.4937

The observation that a lack of troops had hindered the West from forcefully pursuing a peace 
settlement was correct. However, the timing of the Dutch Government’s attempt to break this impasse 
was strange. Such an attempt would have been logical at the end of March or the beginning of April. At 
that time the American and Russian Governments were in principle still prepared to provide troops for 

 

                                                 

4934 ABZ, PVNY. Kooijmans to New York and NATO permanent representatives, 16/06/93, circ 428. 
4935 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209. Biegman 623 to Kooijmans, 17/06/93. 
4936 ABZ, the embassy in Washington. Feith NAVO 981 to Kooijmans, 17/06/93. 
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a force to implement a peace settlement. While it is true that Minister Ter Beek had allowed the 
Airmobile Brigade to be included in the list of resources for such a force at the time, NATO was not 
supposed to be informed of this alternative. At the time officials in the Department of Foreign Affairs 
were disappointed with the meagre offer that the Dutch Ministry of Defence was able to make. By mid-
June the Vance-Owen plan was dead, irrespective of the fine words chosen by the representatives of 
the countries that had brought about its demise, to maintain that it could again play a role at some time 
in the future. The Dutch Government appears to have refused to see this. On the same day that 
Kooijmans issued his directive, Presidents Tudjman, Milosevic and Izetbegovic met to discuss a 
confederate structure for Bosnia-Hercegovina, which marked the start of a new peace plan. The United 
States was to have been the major contributor of an implementation force yet it was utterly clear from 
the statements made by Clinton and Christopher following the latter’s return from his tour of 
European capitals in the first week of May that one could not count on the deployment of American 
ground troops. The position adopted by the USA, France and the United Kingdom to the request for 
troops for the Safe Areas was indicative. If the Dutch Government had wanted to break the impasse by 
offering troops in mid-June, it should not have been an offer for an implementation force but for the 
Safe Areas. However, the Dutch Government assumed that at the beginning of 1994, when the first 
airmobile battalion was scheduled to be ready for deployment, there would be no further need for it to 
be sent to the Safe Areas, which were intended to be a temporary measure. 

On the other hand, the fixation on the Airmobile Brigade which had gradually developed, came 
to assume such proportions that it began to seem almost inevitable that the Dutch Government would 
deploy it in Yugoslavia as soon as it was ready for this. The more the moment of actual decision-
making about the deployment of a Dutch unit was delayed, the closer it came to the time – the end of 
1993 or beginning of 1994 – when the Airmobile Brigade would technically be ready for deployment. 

Yet would it be possible to continue to differentiate between the logistics unit for the Safe 
Areas and the airmobile battalion for a force to implement a peace plan? This would be difficult for 
two main reasons, firstly because of the pressure emanating primarily from the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs to ensure the credible implementation of the concept of ‘safe areas’, and secondly, the 
problems that the Netherlands was encountering in its efforts to establish the logistics unit it had 
promised for the Safe Areas. In view of the renewed consensus that had become visible within the EC 
at the beginning of June, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs attached great importance to ‘the issue 
currently meriting attention, namely, the protection of the Safe Areas, which the Netherlands, in 
particular, has pleaded for so strongly since the start’.4938 Despite this apparent consensus, that was 
taking shape in early June among EC-members the Dutch Government continued to demand more 
than its European partners in relation to the former Yugoslavia. On 22 June Minister Kooijmans 
informed television presenter, Maartje van Weegen, and her Dutch television audience that in the 
course of international consultations he was gradually being overcome by the feeling that ‘I am a silly 
sod to stand here screaming … for so long’. Nevertheless, Kooijmans felt that the Dutch position had 
eventually yielded results, such as the resolution providing for air protection for the Safe Areas.4939

Kooijmans said this following a meeting of the European Council, which the Danish Presidency 
of the EC had convened on 21 and 22 June to discuss the latest developments in the negotiations in 
Geneva. The Vance-Owen plan had since been abandoned there. On 16 June 1993 Milosevic and 
Tudjman had met with Izetbegovic and had proposed that Bosnia-Hercegovina be split into three. The 
Bosnian Muslims had always resisted this and on this occasion Izetbegovic had merely listened.

 

4940 
During the meeting in Copenhagen4941

                                                 

4938 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Kooijmans to New York and NATO permanent representatives, 16/06/93, circ 428. 

 Owen mainly blamed ‘the tactless actions of Izetbegovic’ for the 

4939 NOS, NOVA, Interview Kooijmans conducted by Maartje van Weegen, 22/06/93, 10.30 pm. 
4940 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part VII, May 1993 to March 1994. MID, Ontwikkelingen 
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4941 For a detailed report of the meeting in Copenhagen see ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 
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new situation.4942 According to the British negotiator, the Bosnian president had himself driven the 
Croats and Serbs into each others’ arms, with the result that the Vance-Owen plan ‘has been torn to 
pieces before our eyes’.4943

Minister Kooijmans was highly critical of Owen’s address. He had been left with ‘an “Alice-in-
Wonderland” feeling’. At the beginning of June the European Council had still asserted that the Vance-
Owen plan constituted the cornerstone of the EC’s policy on Bosnia and the joint programme of 
action of 22 May represented a step towards this. Now, less than two weeks later, the Vance-Owen 
plan was declared to be dead by one of its authors. The same author was now urging the EC ministers 
to support another plan ‘where the probable victims of the plan for division were simultaneously 
branded as the primary cause of all this misery. On behalf of whom and in accordance with what 
mandate were negotiations now actually being conducted in Geneva?’ Kooijmans asked.

 Owen was of the opinion that the plans of the Croats and Serbs were not in 
themselves to the Muslims’ disadvantage and he wished to negotiate further on that basis but no longer 
with Izetbegovic, whom he described as ‘undemocratic’. He only wished to speak to the Bosnian 
praesidium. Owen felt that there was scope for negotiations in this case. If negotiations were no longer 
to ensue, the Croats and Serbs would impose their will on the Muslims. 

4944 According 
to the Dutch Minister, there was a need to abide by the principles stipulated during the conference held 
in London in August 1992 and ‘whatever the case, the Muslims should not be left holding the baby’.4945 
This view was shared by European Commissioner Van den Broek and the German Minister, Kinkel. 
However, Kooijmans was disappointed to note that his other foreign counterparts displayed ‘a frequent 
mixture of cynicism and despondent resignation’.4946

Urged by the Dutch delegation, the Council issued a statement calling for a ‘fair and viable’ 
peace settlement acceptable to all three parties. A Serbian and Croatian diktat would not be 
countenanced, according to a free translation of the mandate which the EC gave the mediator, Owen. 

 

At Clinton’s request, Kohl again raised the question of lifting the arms embargo against the 
Bosnian Government during the meeting in Copenhagen.4947 In this way the American Government 
indirectly supported the request for the embargo to be lifted, which the Bosnian President, Izetbegovic, 
addressed to the European Council.4948

The Council also discussed the member states’ potential contribution in response to Boutros-
Ghali’s request for the supply of troops that were required for the protection of the Safe Areas as 
provided for in Resolution 836. In principle, the Council was favourably disposed towards this request. 
The EC countries undertook to respond favourably ‘within their power’ to the UN Secretariat’s request 
for additional troops for the purposes of Resolution 836. At the same time they called on other 
countries to do the same.

 Most member states felt that this could only be done if all hope 
was abandoned of finding a solution through negotiations. 

4949 In the course of heated discussions, the Government leaders realised that 
it had to be one or the other: either the international community would provide troops to protect the 
Safe Areas or they had to lift the arms embargo imposed on the Bosnian Government. The French 
President Mitterrand linked the two points together by stating that, if the troops required for the Safe 
Areas were not assembled soon, the embargo would be lifted.4950

                                                 

4942 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 

 However, the Netherlands was the 

4943 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 
4944 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 
4945 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 
4946 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans, 25/06/93, circ 446. 
4947 ‘Clinton vraagt hulp Kohl voor opheffing wapenembargo Bosnië’ (Clinton requests assistance to lift Bosnian arms 
embargo), ANP, 22/06/93, 6.28 am; ‘Clintons Brief an Kohl stiftet neue Verwirrung’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
24/06/93; Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 145. 
4948 ‘Bosnische president wil af van wapenembargo’ (Bosnian president wants arms embargo dropped), ANP, 21/06/93, 
8.35 pm. 
4949 European Council in Copenhagen – 21-22/06/93: Conclusions of the presidency, Appendix III Statement on Bosnia-
Hercegovina, RAPID, 22/06/93. 
4950 Lionel Barber & David Gardner, ‘EC promises more troops for Bosnia peacekeeping role’, Financial Times, 23/06/93. 
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only country to make a concrete proposal: the 400 logistics personnel who were originally offered as 
part of the Vance-Owen plan but who were now to be made available for the protection of the Safe 
Areas.4951 The French Government also seemed to make an offer of 1,000 troops but it later turned out 
that, while it was true that it had ultimately proposed as many as 1,450, it was to simultaneously 
withdraw 1,308 from Croatia, with the result that it would only be making an addition of 142 men 
available.4952 Moreover, the French Government made significant gains in return for this cosmetic offer. 
It had initially made its offer dependant on the willingness of Boutros-Ghali to replace Wahlgren as the 
UNPROFOR Commander with a French general.4953 Boutros-Ghali agreed to this, after which General 
Cot succeeded Wahlgren at the helm in Zagreb on 1 July, and replaced Morillon with the Commander 
of the BH Command, his old friend the Belgian General F. Briquemont.4954 The Italian Government 
later offered a unit comprising 1,700 troops but Boutros-Ghali turned it down, firstly, because Italy was 
historically burdened by its role as occupier in Yugoslavia during the Second World War and, secondly, 
the UN Secretary-General did not wish to create a precedent for other neighbouring or nearby 
countries, in which connection he appeared to have Turkey in mind.4955 The United Kingdom and 
Spain explicitly excluded the possibility that they would provide troops for the Safe Areas.4956

According to a subsequent report about Dutch decision-making in connection with the former 
Yugoslavia, the Dutch Government made its offer during the EC summit again because of ‘the 
exemplary function it was expected to have’.

  

4957 If the Dutch Government intended to act as a catalyser 
by offering troops in Copenhagen, then the country’s diplomats should have sounded out opinion in 
the European capitals prior to that summit. The Foreign Ministry directorate had apparently failed to 
learn any lessons from ‘Black Monday’ one and a half years earlier, when the Netherlands’ proposal for 
a European Political Union had failed to gain support, partly owing to a lack of consultation 
beforehand. In addition, the difficulties encountered in coordinating the efforts of the Ministries of 
General and Foreign Affairs in relation to foreign policy probably also played a role. The General 
Affairs Department was entitled to assume that Dutch diplomats abroad had performed preparatory 
work. On the other hand, the Foreign Affairs Department held the view that the Prime Minister should 
himself use the offer to ensure that other countries were prepared to provide troops. It was only there 
that business was done. According to the Foreign Ministry, not a single European capital would be 
willing to reveal its own position prior to such a summit.4958

As it happens, the purpose of this offer was not merely to induce other countries to follow the 
Dutch example. It was also done because the Dutch Government apparently felt embarrassed by the 
discrepancy between its own words and deeds. In 1992 Van den Broek had already found that his 
insistence on a credible threat against the Serbs, in respect of which he had been relatively isolated 
internationally, was felt to be ‘relatively easy’ by his foreign counterparts, because the Netherlands itself 
had little to offer. According to the then Deputy Prime Minister, Kok, during the summit of 
Copenhagen ‘a certain awkwardness … began to emerge: a number of things really needed to be 
offered then’. ‘And if we are so critical about the overall situation, that much is said but too little is 
done, let us then display a visible presence using the best possible resources that we have for this 

 

                                                 

4951 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Kooijmans to New York permanent representative and PV NAVO, 24/06/93, circ 444. 
4952 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek Memorandum from Waltmann to Ter Beek, 09/07/93; confidential interview (1). 
4953 ABZ, government files: Stg. Secret codes. D’Ansembourg 097 to Kooijmans, 01/07/93; ABZ, 
DPV/ARA/00209.Kooijmans,30/06/93 circ 462; Adolf Carlson, ‘No Balm in Gilead: The Employment of Military Force 
in the War in Former Yugoslavia and Prospects for a Lasting Peace’ in Blank (ed.), Wars, p. 84; Shawcross, Evil, p. 112; 
interviews B. Boutros-Ghali on 30/01/01 and E.L. Wahlgren, 03/06/99.  
4954 Briquemont, Do something, p. 14. 
4955 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Kooijmans, 09/07/93, circ 494. 
4956 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Memorandum from DAV to Kooijmans, 23/06/93, no. DAV/MS-148/93; 2001/00023, 
Impression of part of the European Council deliberations on Bosnia-Hercegovina, enclosed with memorandum from plv. 
DEU to AP et al., 24/06/93, no. 77. 
4957 TK, session of 1995-1996, 22 181, no. 149, p. 9. 
4958 Interview O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00. 
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purpose.’4959 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in particular, held a widely shared view ‘that we cannot 
preach that everyone needs to make a contribution and then ourselves … do nothing’.4960

‘Something needs to be done. We cannot remain on the sidelines. We made this 
clear in Europe. We made this clear in New York. We have tried to induce the 
international community to take action…. Now we have a duty if we are to 
maintain our credibility, to make a gesture, a symbolic gesture, because again, it 
was nothing more than that…. In the hope of … yes, at a certain point our 
other partners were irritated to a certain extent about the Netherlands’ fair 
weather games…. All our talk was cheap….

  

4961

If you do not make a material contribution in one way or another, you will 
count for little very soon. So it is not a question of emotion alone or anything 
like this, or we really have to, or whatever. No, it is also a question of the 
Netherlands having an international role to play. But if we wish to live up to 
this more or less, we will also need to show that we have something to 
contribute.’

  

4962

14. The logistics unit not achievable 

 

If Prime Minister Lubbers had presented his offer of a logistics unit to the army before he did that in 
Copenhagen, he would not have done the latter, according to the former Brigadier-General G.J.M. 
Bastiaans, who worked for the Army Staff.4963 This was because shortly after the Foreign Affairs 
Department had issued its directive concerning the offer to the permanent representatives to NATO 
and the UN on 16 June, the Commander of the First Army Corps, Lieutenant-General M. Schouten, 
had reported to General Couzy, the Chief of the Army that it would not be possible to establish a 
logistics unit of 400 personnel, which had been referred to since Van der Vlis had drawn up his first list 
at the beginning of March. The main reason was that there were not enough heavy vehicle drivers 
available. Couzy then approached Van der Vlis with this unpleasant news.4964 This occurred shortly 
before Lubbers made his offer in Copenhagen. Couzy did not know whether the information had 
reached Ministers Ter Beek and Lubbers in time.4965

On 23 June, the day after the summit in Copenhagen, the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation 
and Security Affairs (DAV) in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs directed that a Priorities White Paper be 
urgently presented to Minister Kooijmans to the effect that the Defence Staff doubted whether the 
Dutch logistics unit could consist of 400 personnel. The DAV stated that Lubbers had since made this 
offer on various occasions and that it would be difficult for the Dutch Government to go back on this 
now. The Directorate of General Policy Matters (DAB) in the Defence Department wished to consult 
the Ministers of General Affairs, Foreign Affairs and Defence about this.

 

4966

This alarming news did not prevent Kooijmans from informing Biegman on 24 June that the 
latter could offer 400 troops that same day during the meeting which Annan had arranged with 
representatives of those countries that could possibly contribute to the implementation of Resolution 

 

                                                 

4959 Interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
4960 Interview O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00. See also the interview P. de Gooijer, 01/07/99 and R. Swartbol on 
24/02/99. 
4961 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
4962 Interview P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00. 
4963 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
4964 Interviews H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 
4965 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
4966 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Memorandum from DAV to Kooijmans, 23/06/93, no. DAV/MS-148/93. 
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836.4967 During this meeting Biegman therefore made an offer on behalf of the Dutch Government of a 
tailor-made logistics unit of 400 personnel to be deployed for the purposes of the Safe Areas.4968

At that point in time the UN had only received a definite commitment – of 1,200 troops – from 
Bangladesh, as well as unconfirmed offers from Indonesia, Pakistan, Tunisia and Sweden. In itself, the 
offer must have been welcome to Annan, in particular its subject, a logistics unit. The UN experiences a 
chronic shortage of logistics in relation to its peacekeeping operations. This is because poor countries, 
which provide many troops, find it relatively easy to mobilise infantry, but rarely a communications 
battalion or a divisional hospital. The UN views logistics as a ‘force multiplier’. A military unit can do 
nothing without logistics but so much more with the latter. No wonder therefore that as early as 25 
June, the day after the meeting chaired by Annan, the UN Secretariat formally submitted a request to 
the Dutch Government to provide a logistics unit.

 

4969

There is no such thing as a logistics battalion. The offer of a logistics unit of 400 personnel 
meant that troops had to be pulled from numerous units. The Defence Department and the Army 
therefore informally referred to this logistics unit as a ‘culled option’. Culling personnel from other 
units meant that the latter would no longer be operational. In this sense the offer of a logistics unit 
represented a ‘show-stopper’ for the rest of the Royal Netherlands Army. Moreover, it had to be 
possible to offer a unit for a longer period of time. This is to say that after six months, which was 
considered to be a normal tour of duty, it had to be possible to relieve the troops in question. In other 
words, there had to be what is known in military jargon as sustainability. Apparently, this was a 
problem that the army realised at a late stage. 

 

On 28 June Van der Vlis and Couzy had a talk about notes made by Bastiaans dealing with the 
difficulties that had arisen. The Deputy Commander of the Army, Major-General R. Reitsma, had 
informed Bastiaans that same day that a political loss of face needed to be avoided. By no later than the 
end of the afternoon of 6 July the Royal Netherlands Army would need to inform Van der Vlis what it 
could provide in order to fulfil the UN’s stated logistic requirements.4970 It then appeared that the 
previous figure of 400 troops was due to a duplicate count. Only 220 troops would be available, of 
whom 100 were national service personnel.4971 This report was communicated to Major E.A.W. 
Koestal, the deputy military adviser to the Dutch permanent representative in New York. Koestal in 
turn immediately notified the UN Secretariat, because on 7 July Biegman reported to the Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs that, owing to a difference from the original commitment, ‘the DPKO had 
placed several question marks next to the Dutch offer’. Biegman anticipated a major blow to the 
Netherlands’ credibility, because it had first asserted the need to set an example and then threatened to 
go back on this.4972 Kooijmans informed Biegman that he should not withdraw the offer he had made 
to the UN Secretariat. Biegman was to view the number of 200 to 250 as ‘a provisional figure that is 
merely based on an initial assessment of needs following contact with UNPROFOR assuming current 
data’.4973 On 8 July the minister again confirmed the offer, this time to his counterpart, Juppé, in 
person.4974

The question is whether Ministers Ter Beek, Kooijmans and Lubbers were aware of the army’s 
discovery that a logistics unit of 400 military personnel was not feasible prior to the summit in 
Copenhagen. Couzy said that he did not know. It could have been possible. According to Drea 
Berghorst, who studied the decision-making process involved in the deployment of the Airmobile 

 

                                                 

4967 ABZ, DPV/ARA/01820. Kooijmans to New York and NATO permanent representatives, 24/06/93, circ 444. 
4968 ABZ, PVNY. Biegman’s notes for the meeting of troop contributors in connection with Security Council Resolutions 
836 and 844; ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209. Biegman 686 to Kooijmans, 07/07/93. 
4969 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209. Biegman 663 to Kooijmans, 25/06/93. 
4970 NIOD, Coll. Reitsma. Confidential memorandum from Major-General Reitsma to Brigadier-General Bastiaans, 
28/06/93. 
4971 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memorandum from Waltmann to Ter Beek, 09/07/93; Kreemers, Balkan-expres, p.15. 
4972 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00209. Biegman 686 to Kooijmans, 07/07/93. 
4973 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. Kooijmans 185 to New York permanent representative, 08/07/93. 
4974 ABZ, government files. Kooijmans to Juppé, 08/07/93. 
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Brigade, Prime Minister Lubbers was not aware that it was uncertain as to whether or not enough 
national service personnel could be mustered for a logistics unit.4975 However, various statements made 
by people who were involved, indicate that this was indeed the case. According to H.A.C. van der 
Zwan, the head of the Political Affairs Office (bureau Politieke Zaken) of the Directorate for Political and 
UN Affairs (directie Politieke VN-Zaken) in the Department of Foreign Affairs, Ter Beek and Kooijmans 
knew before the Copenhagen summit that it would probably not be possible to assemble enough 
personnel for the logistics unit.4976 In Copenhagen Prime Minister Lubbers referred to the offer as ‘a 
political commitment’ and ‘a general undertaking’: ‘In Copenhagen the matter was not specified … in 
terms of those troops and that manner’.4977 According to Ter Beek, the main thing that happened in 
Copenhagen, was that a political signal was given to the effect that the Netherlands felt that something 
should happen.4978 Once consensus on the approach to Safe Areas had been achieved, Lubbers felt that 
the Dutch Government had ‘to do something in a flash, because it might not be possible one way and 
would have to happen another’.4979 Hoekema, Van der Zwan’s departmental superior, also believed that 
the main purpose of the offer of a logistics unit was ‘to exert political pressure on others…. Just as 
though the Netherlands knew that it was never going to provide that unit. The stakes were quite high 
and a great many alternatives were held open in the period June and July 1993’.4980

The answer was provided as early as the day after the European Council meeting in 
Copenhagen, issuing from Minister Kooijmans’ mouth during the conclusion of the debate on the 
summit in Parliament: 

 Actually, there were 
only two alternatives: the logistics unit which had been offered for the Safe Areas, and the Airmobile 
Brigade, a prospect cited for the implementation of a peace settlement. What if one were to become 
impossible now, would the other then…? 

‘With regard to the airmobile battalion which could be ready by 1 January – 
actually even earlier – last week the Minister of Defence also announced that it 
could be deployed for the implementation of any peace plan that is agreed. If 
the Safe Areas still need to be protected at that time, it could also be used for 
this purpose if necessary.’4981

In view of the fact that it was a question of either or, either the logistics unit or the airmobile battalion, 
it seems highly likely that Minister Kooijmans had already taken the mental step from the deployment 
of a logistics unit for the Safe Areas to that of an airmobile battalion for these areas. From a memo 
drawn up by Barth and Van den Breemen in mid-August 1993 (see Chapter 13) it emerged that Ter 
Beek was indeed already aware before the Copenhagen summit that the logistics unit could not be 
realized and that he had also communicated this fact to Kooijmans.

 

4982

                                                 

4975 Berghorst, Opdracht, p. 10. 

 The offer that had been made in 
Copenhagen, was therefore indeed worth no more than a political signal. The Dutch Government 
endeavoured to persuade other countries to provide units as well and it showed that it was prepared to 
put its money where its mouth was. In Copenhagen it mentioned the offer of a logistics unit, even 
though it was already aware that it would not be feasible, yet how many months were still to pass 
before the first airmobile battalion would be ready to be deployed? No more than six. Perhaps it would 
be possible to bridge this period and the Dutch Government could replace a logistics unit with an 
airmobile battalion at any point in time. Various key players and analysts have endlessly quibbled about 

4976 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
4977 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of Lubbers, 25/05/00, p. 133. 
4978 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
4979 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of Lubbers, 25/05/00, p. 133. Similar sentiments were expressed in an interview C. 
Minderhoud on 02/06/00. 
4980 TCBU, interview J.T. Hoekema, 07/03/00, p. 20. 
4981 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, p. 6041. 
4982 NIOD Coll. Ter Beek, Memo from Barth and Van den Breemen, 17/08/93, D93/326. 
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the question as to whether the Netherlands offered a battalion of its Airmobile Brigade for the Safe 
Areas or as part of a peace settlement, and whether this changed in the course of time. Well then, the 
last change occurred in Parliament on 23 June. At the time Minister Kooijmans stated that the 
airmobile battalion could be used for either purpose but, in view of preceding events, everything 
pointed in the direction of the Safe Areas. Although it had been formally offered, it was not possible to 
achieve this and it would have to be replaced with the airmobile battalion at any moment. 

A formal reason can be added to this. From a formal perspective, the Netherlands’ offer to the 
United Nations was only possible in response to a statement of need by the latter. Such a statement was 
only permitted on the basis of a resolution adopted by the Security Council. Well then, the Council 
adopted resolutions covering the Safe Areas in 1993. No resolution had been adopted for a force to 
implement a peace plan. If the Dutch Government made an offer in 1993, it could only have been done 
so for the purposes of the Safe Areas. This meant either deployment in an actual Safe Area or a role in 
the protection of convoys destined for such an area. 

From the perspective of the Dutch Government, one may also add that it held to the idea 
embodied in the preamble to Resolution 836, to the effect that the Safe Areas did not constitute a goal 
in themselves but were part of the process of negotiations headed by Vance and Owen, and were an 
initial step towards a permanent political solution. For this reason the Dutch Government regarded 
Safe Areas as the first move towards a peace settlement which it expected until the end of September. 
It would be possible to link the Safe Areas to Bosnian terrain with the aid of corridors as part of a 
peace settlement.4983

‘The fact that the Airmobile Brigade was treated as an implementation force at 
one stage and as something for the Safe Areas at another, was largely 
determined by the time when it was mentioned. This is because it was simply 
determined by the political circumstances that were prevailing there at that 
time.’

 In view of the above, any discussion about the question as to whether the Dutch 
government offered the Airmobile Brigade as part of an impending peace settlement or for the 
purposes of the Safe Areas, assumes an academic nature. Alternatively, as Minister Ter Beek viewed it, 
the Airmobile Brigade was intended for the UN:  

4984

For this reason any further reference will reveal the purpose stated in respect of any offer at the time 
but no significant implications will be drawn from this. Ostensibly entirely in line with the position 
adopted by his minister, Commodore H.J. Vandeweijer, the Chief of Operations of the Defence Staff, 
conceded off the record in a conversation that he and the head of the Military Collaboration Office 
(bureau Militaire Samenwerking) of the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs , K.J.R. 
Klompenhouwer, had with Canadian diplomats on 7 June, that it would be possible to deploy the 
Airmobile Brigade for the Safe Areas.

 

4985

In the course of the debate about Copenhagen on 23 June there was general agreement on the 
offer of the logistics unit. However, there was also a good deal of criticism because only the 
Netherlands and France – as was then still thought to be the case – had made a concrete offer. 
Moreover, Parliament suspected that the negotiations which Owen had since begun, would produce an 
inferior settlement for the Muslims than that envisaged in the Vance-Owen plan, and would abandon 
the principles of the London conference. Various members of Parliament expressed the view that the 
EC was nearly or actually morally bankrupt.

 

4986

                                                 

4983 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99 and 13/01/00: O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 01/08/97 and 18/07/00, with P.H. 
Kooijmans, 10/09/99; H.A.C. van der Zwan on 12/04/00. 

 In particular the CDA parliamentary party believed that, 

4984 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
4985 DFAIT, Ottawa, File No. 21-14-6-UNPROFOR Vol. 32, from 930604 to 930615, Hague to YWGR0553. Bosnia SA: 
836. (4 p.), 07/06/93. 
4986 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, pp. 6013 (Sipkes), 6015 (Van Middelkoop), 6027 (Van Traa and Eisma), 6028 (Van Traa). 
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in view of the fact that Copenhagen had failed to provide sufficient guarantees for the Muslims, the 
arms embargo applying to them should be lifted. Other members of the house also tended towards this 
view. Lubbers became irritated, because the approach adopted by the house conflicted with the line 
that he and Kooijmans had taken in Copenhagen: induce other countries to commit troops for 
Resolution 836, otherwise the arms embargo would be lifted. They had actually pleaded for Safe Areas 
and against the arms embargo being lifted. Which country would be prepared to send troops to the 
Safe Areas if the arms embargo was lifted? The tenor of Lubbers’ response was that if Parliament 
wished to undermine the security of the Safe Areas, it should simply continue in that vein. On the other 
hand, his position was difficult, however, because he could not guarantee the house that the other EC 
countries would actually ensure that enough troops were provided for the Safe Areas.4987

The offer made by the Dutch Government in Copenhagen also failed to have a catalytic effect 
in the weeks that followed. The offer made by the French during the EC summit turned out to be 
cosmetic, because it actually amounted to a relocation of troops. Outside the EC only Bangladesh 
(1,250 troops) and Pakistan (300 personnel) made concrete offers. A number of other Islamic countries 
also seemed willing to provide troops. ‘Will it really be the case that an armed force headed by a NATO 
general will be made up of French, Dutch, Pakistani, Bengalese, Tunisian and Algerian troops for such 
a risky mission?’ Wio Joustra sarcastically inquired in The Volkskrant of 15 July 1993, and immediately 
answered the question himself by referring to a ‘mission impossible’:  

 This was the 
way in which the Dutch Government greeted the summer of 1993. 

‘The question is whether we have not gradually lost sight of the relationship 
between the end and the means in Bosnia. Combat aircraft are being readied to 
protect ‘safe areas’. And the latter are precisely those areas where the fighting is 
heaviest. The arrangement of ground protection is further away than ever. The 
Netherlands is in danger of involving itself in a concept that does not exist, and 
of doing so under the auspices of a Minister of Foreign Affairs who has 
constantly sought to ensure that a Dutch contribution must depend on a clearly 
defined political objective.’4988

After bargaining for troops for several months Annan had received undertakings accounting for 24,000 
troops, more than three times the amount of 7,600 which the Security Council had authorised. 
However, most of these troops had no equipment at their disposal. Countries such as the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Germany and Belgium made equipment available but the troops needed to be 
trained to use it, with the result that it was only possible to deploy the Pakistani troops a year later, for 
example. In other cases, absolutely no equipment was provided, with the result that Bangladesh and 
Tunisia had to withdraw their commitment to provide troops. As a result it took almost a year before 
Boutros-Ghali had assembled the required number of 7,600 troops. 

 

Following the Copenhagen summit the Dutch Government was irritated by the lack of undertakings 
from other countries. At the same time the Netherlands could do little other than continue to provide a 
good example.4989

The question arises as to what room for manoeuvre the Dutch parliament still had following 
Lubbers’ offer in Copenhagen and its consent to this. If the Dutch Government failed to honour this 
commitment, the Netherlands’ credibility abroad would plummet. The offer itself was the product of 
the realisation that words need to be backed up by deeds. The Dutch Government realised that it 
needed to do something. Withdrawing its offer would have been disastrous. The PvdA Member of 

 As a result, the country was under great pressure to live up to its promises. 

                                                 

4987 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings, pp. 6013-6041. See also ‘CDA ruziet over beëindiging wapenembargo tegen Moslims’ (CDA 
squabbles about lifting arms embargo against Muslims), de Volkskrant, 24/06/93. 
4988 Wio Joustra, ‘Strategie voor inzet F-16’s in Bosnië ontbreekt’ (Strategy absent for deployment of F-16s in Bosnia), de 
Volkskrant, 15/07/93. 
4989 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of Lubbers, 25/05/00, p. 132. 
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Parliament, Valk, was to acknowledge this to the Bakker Committee at a later stage. With regard to the 
debate of 16 November 1993, during which Parliament approved the despatch of a battalion of the 
Airmobile Brigade, he wondered, ‘How much room for manoeuvre did Parliament still actually have for 
its decision at the time, in view of the fact that it had urged even greater military involvement months 
or perhaps even years beforehand?’4990

15. The preparation of the Airmobile Brigade for deployment in Bosnia 

 If it was impossible to deploy a logistics unit, the Dutch 
Government’s only alternative was to outdo its offer. 

In the spring of 1993 it was still assumed that the Airmobile Brigade would be sent to Cambodia at the 
end of 1993, when the deployment of the last of the three marine battalions was due to expire. As late 
as June 1993 the brigade’s magazine, Falcon, published an article about its possible deployment in 
South-East Asia. A number of officers had been sent to Malaysia to attend a jungle course and a 
reconnaissance mission to South-East Asia had been planned.4991

The army leadership then began to make preparations for an alternative deployment of the 
Airmobile Brigade. At the end of June Couzy issued a so-called planning order to the Airmobile 
Brigade: ‘Prepare for deployment in Bosnia-Hercegovina’ as of 1 January 1994.

 However, elections proceeded in 
Cambodia in May 1993 without any major problems, with the result that it was possible for the Dutch 
troops who had been sent there, to return home without the need to relieve them. 

4992 This actually 
happened while the orders for Cambodia were still current.4993

While it was clear that the Dutch Government would not be able to deploy both a logistics unit 
and the Airmobile Brigade under any circumstances, and that it had offered a logistics unit both in New 
York and Copenhagen, the army began to plan for the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade under 
orders from Couzy. The army reasoned that Parliament had expressly called for the deployment of the 
Airmobile Brigade and that Minister Ter Beek would not oppose this either. Moreover, preparations 
were required, because an airmobile battalion would virtually have to be ready the moment it received 
the green light for its deployment.

 Issuing planning instructions represents 
sound operational practice to initiate military projects at an early stage. They open doors that would 
otherwise remain shut. The relevant unit receives more ammunition, is accorded priority for the use of 
exercise facilities, and its training is accelerated. 

4994

On 1 July the daily newspaper, De Gelderlander, reported that the 800 troops of the 11th 
Infanteriebataljon Luchtmobiel Garde Grenadiers (Grenadiers Guard Airmobile Infantry Battalion) had been 
notified that they had to make preparations in Schaarsbergen for deployment in Yugoslavia before 
1994. Apart from Bosnia, Kosovo and Macedonia were also cited as possible arenas for deployment. 
The paper also reported that the airmobile troops were to be equipped with model YPR 765 armoured 
vehicles.

 

4995 Once the press release had been included in the Defence Information Department’s files, 
Minister Ter Beek intervened. He ordered that the planning directive be withdrawn immediately. He 
said that he appreciated the army’s ability to anticipate matters, but he interpreted it as ‘a certain 
eagerness to set off with the Airmobile Brigade’. Thinking ahead was not to turn into dictating 
policy.4996

                                                 

4990 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, p. 253. 

 Couzy later stated that he had also understood that the planning order would be politically 
sensitive. He had therefore ‘…consulted General Van der Vlis closely’ about the order and had 

4991 Christ Klep, ‘De weg naar Srebrenica’ in Jellema, First-in, p. 17 and p. 21; Kreemers, Balkan-expres, p. 14; interview C. 
Vermeulen, 09/06/99. 
4992 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 13. 
4993 Interview Chr. Vermeulen, 09/06/99. 
4994 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
4995 ‘Luchtmobiele Brigade bereidt zich voor op ex-Joegoslavië’ (Airmobile Brigade prepares for the former Yugoslavia), 
Gelderlander, 01/07/93. 
4996 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 1/12/99 and 13/01/00. 
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assumed that the latter would have informed the minister.4997 However, Ter Beek said that he knew 
nothing about the matter until he read the cuttings file.4998

According to Bastiaans, the Minister was only annoyed that the order had featured in the 
newspaper.

 

4999 Couzy also believed that the minister must have been surprised that the order had 
reached the press: ‘He thought that it would remain low key but naturally you cannot keep something 
like this secret, if more than 1,000 people are involved’.5000

16. The protection of the Safe Areas: ‘I think that that will work’ 

 

In the meantime there was much that was not clear as to what the protection of a Safe Area precisely 
entailed. The then spokesperson for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated:  

‘I never understood what a Safe Area was…. It was declared to be a Safe Area 
and that was that, just as you can say this chair is green. But if you do not paint 
it green, it will never be that.’5001

Neither did the Dutch authorities really know whether the troops that were deployed, had to protect 
people, an area or a combination of both.

  

5002

‘Those are two questions. You need a limited number of people on-site. Why 
limited? Because you may assume that the United Nations does have some 
authority…. Essentially, you also have aircraft as a backup.’ 

 Was a UN unit stationed in a Safe Area required to 
protect an area or the people? Or should it only act as a trip wire? Would world opinion be mobilised 
due to the presence of UN troops, as soon as the Bosnian-Serb troops positioned around an enclave, 
were to commence their attack? Yet in such a situation there was also the question as to when a trip 
wire commenced operation: when the area was attacked or its residents? Radio and television interviews 
conducted with ministers at the time reveal that the Dutch Government also counted on the fact that 
the Bosnian-Serb authorities would not have the effrontery to defy the international community. At the 
end of the weekly Cabinet meeting on 7 May when Prime Minister Lubbers was asked how far the 
military protection of the Safe Areas would extend, he replied: 

The interviewer, Beckx of TROS Aktua, then posed the following question: 

‘Yet now we are hearing the Serbs say, ‘We are not at all afraid of the United 
Nations. We do not care what it does. Perhaps intervention may be required in 
such circumstances. If so, how far do you go?’ 

Lubbers: ‘I am not going to respond to if, if, if – if you do not mind. Naturally, 
it is certainly interesting if we are having a conversation with each other but you 
asked what the Cabinet’s position is.’5003

Following the meeting in Copenhagen, Minister Kooijmans spoke to Van Weegen on the television 
programme, NOVA, saying that the summit had yielded more than he had expected, namely: 

 

                                                 

4997 Interviews H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/10/98. 
4998 Robijns, Baas, pp. 15-16. 
4999 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5000 Interview H.A.. Couzy, 04/1001. 
5001 Interview B. Hiensch, 13/07/00. 
5002 Interview R. van Veen, 16/08/00. 
5003 Radio 1, TROS Aktua, 07/05/93, 5.07 pm. 
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‘that the mandate of the troops who are stationed there in the Safe Areas – 
which is focussed primarily on self-defence at present – will also come to 
include the protection of the population and, if this is not enough, protection 
can also be provided from the air. We have been pressing for this for months 
now and it has now happened…. I consider this to be a gain for Copenhagen, 
even though I am not entirely happy with what happened there. We have now 
said – and I hope that we will really live up to this – Europe’s credibility is now 
at stake: if the Safe Areas are attacked, we are prepared to act against those who 
attack them, and I think that this will work.’ 

Van Weegen: ‘Even now the Safe Areas are being attacked and people are 
dying. Following Copenhagen, what will be different tomorrow from yesterday 
or tonight?’ 

Kooijmans: That is not true…. In those Safe Areas where UN troops are 
currently stationed, those besieging them have baulked at attacking them until 
now. This means that they have therefore also baulked somewhat at really 
challenging the entire international community and causing casualties.5004

At other points in the interview the Minister again repeated that the troops destined for the Safe Areas 
were going there ‘in order to save human lives, to protect people’.

  

5005

Now the European Council is not exactly the place where mandates and instructions for the use 
of force by UN peacekeeping troops are determined. On 9 June during a working level meeting of the 
representatives of those countries that were potential suppliers of troops, which was attended by 
Colonel Van Veen on behalf of the Netherlands, it was explained that in accordance with the rules of 
engagement self-defence covered: 

  

‘measures necessary to protect their own lives, other UN lives, the lives of 
persons under their protection, or the integrity of areas under their protection 
against direct attack on the orders of the senior person present.’5006

In other words, the UN troops in the enclaves were required to protect both the terrain and the people 
of the Safe Areas. 

 

Beyond the view of the television cameras, however, Kooijmans stated his conviction that the 
UN troops in the Safe Areas would be able to do little more than offer ‘political and psychological 
protection’. This was the reason why he was so keen on air support for the troops on the ground.5007 In 
2000 this was also the assessment of the Foreign Ministry official who coordinated the files on 
Yugoslavia, Hattinga van ‘t Sant. According to him, the troops who were deployed in accordance with 
the resolution, offered mainly ‘psychological protection’.5008

During the meeting held on 24 June with the representatives of those countries that were 
expected to provide troops where Biegman offered a logistics unit, Annan also presented a view of the 
protection that the UNPROFOR troops would be able to provide, which was similarly devoid of 
optimism. Annan stated that, even after expanding UNPROFOR to include the troops for the Safe 
Areas, the UN forces would not be able ‘(to) effectively deter aggression against them’. Negotiations 
would therefore constitute the only way of keeping the Safe Areas intact, also because UNPROFOR 

 

                                                 

5004 NOS, NOVA, Interview Kooijmans conducted by Maartje van Weegen, 22/06/93, 10.30 pm. 
5005 NOS, NOVA, Interview Kooijmans conducted by Maartje van Weegen, 22/06/93, 10.30 pm. 
5006 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00782. Biegman 580 to Kooijmans, 09/06/93. 
5007 ABZ, the embassy in Washington. Kooijmans 27/05/93 circ 375. 
5008 Interview O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00. 
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would be similarly unable to secure the provision of supplies to them. The limited number of additional 
troops available for the implementation of Resolution 836 meant that UNPROFOR could do no more 
than enter into agreements with the parties to the conflict. It was clear from Annan’s address that 
UNPROFOR would continue to depend on the Bosnian Serbs’ goodwill. Their consent was crucial to 
ensure supplies: ‘There is little benefit to establishing Safe Areas if the people in them cannot be 
fed’.5009

At the same time the former military attaché in Belgrade, Brigadier-General De Vogel retired, 
pointed to the weaknesses of the Safe Areas in Vrij Nederland. Apart from any difficulties that might 
occur in the provision of supplies to the enclaves through Bosnian-Serb terrain in the form of military 
goods and elementary necessities of life for the civilian population, the possibility could not be 
excluded – based on experience – that the Serbs would return on their prior consent to the Safe Areas. 
This meant that the symbolic presentation of UN troops would not suffice. Active security was 
demanded, which the former general felt would require an average of three mechanised infantry 
battalions for each Safe Area along with combat and logistic support, or put another way, 3,000 troops 
for each area. In addition, the rules of engagement would need to be stated more broadly to be able to 
respond to any artillery fire on the part of the Serbs. However, broader rules of engagement would 
heighten the risks involved. For this reason those countries providing troops would probably not be 
keen on this. Thus the circle was complete and a half-baked solution was embedded in the Safe Area 
concept.

 

5010

As a result of the vague formulation of Resolution 836 and its limited implementation, many of 
the organisations and people involved did not have a clear idea of the point at which the ‘deterrence’ 
afforded by UNPROFOR troops in a Safe Area would need to come into effect. In December 1994, 
one and a half years after Resolution 836 was adopted, Boutros-Ghali endeavoured to provide clarity: 
‘The intention of Safe Areas is primarily to protect people and not to defend terrain’.

 

5011 However, 
NATO continued to think mainly in terms of defending terrain.5012 Even after 1994 lawyers in the 
Netherlands and elsewhere concluded that the rules of engagement issued to the UN troops in the Safe 
Areas only permitted self-defence. On 19 July 1993 the existing rules of engagement, which included a 
provision amongst others to the effect that ‘UNPROFOR troops may use their weapons to resist 
attempts by forceful means to prevent the Force from discharging its duties’ (see Chapter 7), were 
supplemented with one in view of the establishment of Safe Areas: ‘to resist deliberate military or 
paramilitary incursions into the … Safe Areas’.5013 A lawyer who was part of the Crisis Action Team at 
the UNPROFOR headquarters in Zagreb in 1994 and 1995, was of the opinion that the term, ‘acting in 
self-defence’, as stated in Resolution 836 had to be interpreted in its broadest sense: not to be impeded 
in the execution of its mandate. He felt that the concept of a ‘safe area’ would be utterly ridiculous in 
the light of any other interpretation. When he was required to consider the revision of the rules of 
engagement at the beginning of 1995, it was not clear to him from their formulation whether the terrain 
of a Safe Area had to be defended, its population or only UN personnel. He held the view that as then 
formulated, the rules only permitted the UNPROFOR personnel stationed in the Safe Areas to defend 
themselves. He felt that the population should also be defended in a Safe Area and that this should also 
be stipulated explicitly but was told that he was not allowed to amend that provision.5014

                                                 

5009 ABZ, PVNY. Meeting with potential troop and equipment contributors for the implementation of the SCRs 836 and 
844, Introduction by Kofi Annan, 24/06/93, enclosed with letter 6151 from the New York permanent representative to 
Kooijmans, 25/06/93. 

 The Dutch 
Lieutenant-Colonel K.R. Lo-Fo-Wong, a lawyer attached to the staff of the commander in chief of the 

5010 J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Het “Actieplan voor Bosnië” hoeft geen loos gebaar te zijn’ (The ‘Action Plan for Bosnia’ need not 
be an empty gesture), Vrij Nederland, 19/06/93, p. 30. 
5011 VN, S/1994/1389, par. 43. 
5012 Interview W. Claes, 12/03/01, L. Smith, 06/06/00 and J. Shalikashvilli on 07/06/00. 
5013 Berkovitz, Rules, p. 638. 
5014 Interview G.F. Collins, 08/06/00. 
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Royal Netherlands Army, was to state in the summer of 1995 following the fall of Srebrenica that the 
idea of territorial defence was completely contrary to the nature of the peacekeeping operation 
conducted in Bosnia. Territorial defence amounted to peace-enforcement. Therefore he believed that 
the Safe Areas did not permit territorial defence, nor did it allow the protection of their population: ‘In 
this case every shelling of the population would lead to a countermeasure by the UN’.5015

It may be concluded that the concept of a ‘safe area’ was open to a wide range of interpretation 
and raised too many expectations in relation to the security of the people located within it. There was 
an erroneous idea that the UNPROFOR troops that were stationed inside the enclaves, would mount a 
defence against a large-scale attack by the VRS. It was possible for this illusion to survive mainly 
because only a few people believed that the Bosnian-Serb leaders would dare to defy the international 
community by entering an area which the United Nations had proclaimed to be safe. The possibility of 
attack was precluded by thought, as it were. For this reason it was not necessary to consider the type of 
action that would be required in the event that an attack occurred. Of the entire history of UN 
involvement in the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina, the establishment of the Safe Areas represents the 
example of two views of reality at odds with each other: the reality of the diplomats in New York who 
had settled on a formula to allay the situation with which they could all agree, and that of the situation 
in Bosnia where the various parties were locked in a life-and-death struggle paying no heed to 
humanitarian law, and where the troops deployed by the UN had insufficient means available to fulfil 
the expectations of diplomats, politicians and the public in the West. 

  

17. ‘The bankruptcy of the international community’ 

It was not only the government of the Netherlands that was concerned about the slow pace at which 
troops were offered for the Safe Areas. In addition, the VRS appeared to have tightened its hold on the 
city of Sarajevo. In mid-July the Hugo De Groot Vereniging (HCA Nederland) (Hugo de Groot Association 
(HCA The Netherlands)) called on Parliament to conduct an emergency debate on the situation in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. The association suggested action such as food drops above Sarajevo, the 
construction of a landing strip in the city, or a secure corridor between the airport and the centre.5016 In 
response, Groen Links (Green Left) requested an emergency debate.5017 On 29 July 1993 Parliament 
therefore reconvened during its summer recess for the third consecutive year in connection with the 
former Yugoslavia. On the day of the parliamentary debate the Hugo de Groot Vereniging notified the 
members of the House of its concern that, in view of the Croatian and Serb plans for the division of 
Bosnian territory, the international community was offering up the ‘Muslim state’. It therefore asked 
the members of the House to commence the protection and reconstruction of a multi-ethnic 
Sarajevo.5018

This time the announcement of consultations to be held by the Permanent Parliamentary 
Committees for Foreign Affairs and Defence elicited letters from various private organizations. These 
letters repeatedly urged the provision of more effective aid and the establishment of Safe Areas. The 
Stichting Mensen in Nood (Foundation for People in Need), Caritas Neerlandica, the Stichting Oecumenische 
Hulp (Foundation for Ecumenical Aid) and the Stichting Memisa stated that three views were struggling 
for supremacy amongst the Dutch public. Briefly put, they were ‘What is happening there, is a 

 

                                                 

5015 SMG, 1004. Report produced by C. Klep of a discussion with lkol Lo-Fo-Wong in reply to written questions on 
28/07/95, 01/08/95. 
5016 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Press release ‘Spoeddebat over het voormalige Joegoslavië, in het bijzonder over de situatie in 
Sarajevo’ (Emergency debate on the former Yugoslavia, in particular, the situation in Sarajevo), 19/07/93. 
5017 ‘Kamer terug van vakantie voor debat Sarajevo’ (Parliament back from holiday for debate on Sarajevo), ANP, 21/07/93; 
‘Kamerreces op zijn retour’ (Parliamentary recess is over), ANP 21/07/93, 6.03 pm; ‘Kooijmans en Ter Beek bij overleg 
Tweede Kamer over ex-Joegoslavië’ (Kooijmans and Ter Beek attend Parliament debate on ex-Yugoslavia), ANP, 
27/07/93, 9.57 pm; NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Clerk of the Parliament Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and 
Development Aid, 20/07/93 plus appendix by Van Ojik for the chairpersons of the these committees, 19/07/93. 
5018 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Hugo de Groot Vereniging to Tweede Kamer, 29/07/93. 
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disgraceful scandal’, ‘Why aren’t they doing anything about it?’ and ‘What can I do if a dozen women 
are capable of obstructing a large convoy of aid en route?’. According to the foundation, the latter view 
explained why there was less willingness to provide donations for the former Yugoslavia than Africa, 
for example. Humanitarian aid, the foundation observed, had become an instrument of war. The 
international community was partly to blame for this, for example, because the foundations felt that 
UNPROFOR looked on without doing anything when the free transport of aid was halted. For this 
reason the four charity organisations asked the Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs not only to 
devote attention to the requisite level of aid in its debate, but also to the meaningful provision of this 
aid in particular.5019 On 28 July the Landelijk Bureau VluchtelingenWerk (National Office for Refugee 
Affairs) also approached the Committee with the question as to what steps the EC and the Netherlands 
were preparing in order to save as many human lives as possible if international political consultations 
failed to produce results.5020 Artsen zonder Grenzen (Doctors without Borders) called for the 
parliamentary debate to focus attention on the admission of humanitarian aid, the protection of the 
population and the provision of enough troops for the Safe Areas.5021

In the course of the consultations held before the Committees, for Foreign Affairs, Defence 
and this time also Development Aid, various speakers expressed the view that the EC’s credibility in 
relation to ex-Yugoslavia was on the line. For instance, Sipkes observed that the EC’s foreign policy 
was ‘bankrupt’. She felt that nothing could be expected from the Community now that the European 
Council had stated that ‘a tour of the region should make it clear that the EC and its member states are 
still – and want to continue being – actively involved in the search for solutions to the problems in the 
former Yugoslavia’.

 

5022 Blaauw also referred to bankruptcy on the part of the international community. 
Because he felt that the promised deployment of 7,500 troops would not be enough to protect the Safe 
Areas, he believed that the relevant activities should be concentrated in Sarajevo, in the first place, 
secondly, in Tuzla and thirdly in Srebrenica.5023

‘the last chance to intervene. Waiting for the outcome of the peace conference 
will take too much time and is unacceptable. The Western world cannot and 
may not turn its back on the civilian population of the former Yugoslavia. This 
would represent the bankruptcy of Dutch policy, of European policy, of 
NATO’ policy, and of the policy of the United Nations….’

 He was of the opinion that this was: 

5024

Valk wanted protection for the Safe Areas as soon as possible, with ground troops if possible and also 
air support. Incidentally, he felt that the air force should not only strike if UN troops came under fire 
but also if the people in the Safe Areas were attacked. Minister Kooijmans was of the opinion that the 
term, ‘acting in self-defence’, in Resolution 836 also permitted the use of force in the event that the 
areas were attacked.

 

5025 However, Minister Pronk, who had visited Croatia and Bosnia shortly 
beforehand to itemise the aid required and to investigate whether aid was being used effectively, 
downplayed excessive expectations in connection with the degree of protection which the West could 
offer Bosnia: ‘Terms such as “safe haven” are primarily indicative of objectives and are not based in 
reality. The people of Sarajevo do not feel that they are protected but that they have been betrayed by 
Europe’.5026

                                                 

5019 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Mensen in Nood, et al. to the Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs, 27/07/93. 

 Minister Ter Beek again announced that the first battalion of the Airmobile Brigade would 

5020 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. F. Florin to the permanent Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs, 28/07/93 
5021 NIOD, Coll. Blaauw. Artsen zonder Grenzen to Blaauw, 27/07/93. 
5022 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 2. 
5023 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 5.  
5024 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 6.. 
5025 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 10. 
5026 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 15. 
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be ready to be deployed in Bosnia-Hercegovina by the new year. It was to be equipped with YPR 
armoured vehicles.5027

Several days before the debate the representatives of the five major parties (Sipkes of Groen 
Links (Green Left), Valk of the PvdA (Labour), De Kok of CDA (Christian Democrats), Blaauw of the 
VVD (Liberals) and Eisma of D66 (Democrats))

 

5028 sent a letter to their fellow Members of Parliament 
in the member states of the European Community. In it, they observed that the international 
community and the EC, in particular, had done little until then in relation to Bosnia-Hercegovina. They 
asked their counterparts to urge their governments, amongst other things, to bring about a rapid peace 
settlement, to provide genuine protection for the Safe Areas and relief for the Muslim enclaves, to 
arrange for the withdrawal of the Serbs from their artillery positions around Sarajevo, and to establish a 
protected corridor between Central Bosnia and the Adriatic Coast.5029

18. Conclusion 

 

By mid-May the Vance-Owen plan was to all intents and purposes dead. This was first of all due to the 
position adopted by the Bosnian-Serb authorities, primarily Mladic. It was also attributable to the 
West’s failure to provide a clear indication that it had an implementation force ready, let alone that it 
was prepared to exert more pressure on Pale to accept the plan. It was not prepared to do more than 
tighten sanctions. The months of uncertainty about American policy towards Bosnia represented a 
major difficulty. When that finally appeared to crystallise into the approach of lift and strike, it was 
presented to the European allies in a gentle – un-American – manner. Christopher’s tour of the 
European capitals to promote this approach was a downright diplomatic disaster. It contributed to an 
unprecedented estrangement between the United States and Western Europe. Finally, this was partially 
healed through the joint action programme through which the United States and Europe reached 
agreement on the issue of Safe Areas. The outcome therefore had less to do with the reality of Bosnia 
than with the need to restore trans-Atlantic relations. This also explains why the countries involved did 
not manage to produce much enthusiasm for the practical implementation of the Safe Areas. The 
concrete definition of the concept of ‘safe areas’ was consequently kept vague, thereby ensuring that 
they became many things at the same time. They represented a response to the humanitarian needs of 
the Muslims in Bosnia-Hercegovina and the demands of people outside Bosnia to alleviate them. To 
Western governments they also represented an alternative to far-reaching military intervention. 
According to some people, they were also a preliminary step towards a peace settlement. Yet others felt 
that they were open-air prisons, reserves or concentration camps maintained by the United Nations.5030 
Already when the Safe Areas were established, it was thought that the UN troops within them would 
become hostage to the warring factions, both the Bosnian-Serb troops outside the enclaves and the 
ABiH fighters within the areas, who were after all barely disarmed or not at all.5031

The lack of demilitarisation was also evident in the fact that weapons production actually 
occurred in some of these areas. Reference has already been made in Chapter 5 to the extensive 
production of mortar shells in Sarajevo. In Gorazde explosives were manufactured in the Pubjeda 
ammunition factory, part of which was underground. Demilitarisation could only have been effective if 
it had been possible to rid the residents of the Safe Areas of their fear of the threat emanating from the 
Serbs who surrounded them. To achieve this, the international community had to provide real 

  

                                                 

5027 TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 60, p. 13. 
5028 A draft had circulated in Dutch which was signed by ‘all the democratic parliamentary parties’. In addition to the five 
mentioned it included the names of Van Dis (SGP, Leerling (RPF) and Van Middelkoop (GPV). Their names were not 
included in the English letter that was sent. The draft is kept in the Blaauw file. 
5029 NIOD, Coll. CDA. CDA party executive. Foreign Affairs Committee, 9310370, Open letter to members of parliament 
in all EC member states, 03/08/93, accompanying J.W. Wiggers to R. Stuth, 16/08/93. 
5030 See for example the criticism of George Soros, quoted in Shawcross, Evil, p. 23. 
5031 Shawcoss, Evil, pp. 23-24. 
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protection. The combination of planned demilitarisation and the presence of troops whose mandate 
entailed deterrence rather than defence or protection, could not work, not in the eyes of the Bosnian 
Muslims in the Safe Areas nor in those of the Bosnian Serbs around them. 

The protection of the Safe Areas with air support diminished the will of the Bosnian Serbs, 
against whom air strikes would have been targeted, to cooperate any further with UNPROFOR and the 
UNHCR. They announced that, in response to UN sanctions, they would impose their own sanctions 
against the United Nations. As a result, UNPROFOR was obstructed in its freedom of movement and 
its ability to provide supplies.5032

With the establishment of the Safe Areas, the Dutch Government appeared to have achieved 
what it had been calling for at an international level for a long period of time. It was frustrating for it to 
see that other countries were, to put it mildly, not very willing to provide troops for this purpose. 
During the meeting of the European Council in Copenhagen the Dutch Ministers, Lubbers and 
Kooijmans, endeavoured to encourage their European partners to provide troops as well by presenting 
their own offer. When they made this offer – a logistics unit comprising 400 personnel – both Ministers 
were aware that it was highly likely that the Royal Netherlands Army would not be able to establish 
such a unit. Even when this must have become incontrovertibly clear to them, they continued to 
present this offer. The day after the meeting in Copenhagen Minister Kooijmans had already informed 
the Lower House that the closer they came to the time of actual deployment, the greater the chance 
that the offer of a logistics unit would be replaced with an airmobile battalion. 

  

The government had already decided at the beginning of May that it would deploy this battalion 
in the former Yugoslavia if necessary. The Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion which was adopted 
during the debate on the Priorities White Paper several weeks later, had little impact on this decision. In 
adopting it, Parliament merely indicated that it also felt that the Airmobile Brigade should be 
considered for deployment in ex-Yugoslavia. Once the offer of the logistics unit had been presented, it 
was a question of waiting until such time as the UN Secretariat asked the Dutch Government to make 
good its promise. The longer it took for this to happen, the closer the focus shifted to the Airmobile 
Brigade. More to the point, at the end of June the army issued a planning order for this battalion. 
However, once this appeared in the press, Minister Ter Beek suddenly directed that this order be 
rescinded. Anticipating policy was commendable, dictating it was less admirable, the Minister felt. In 
the meantime, the purpose for which the logistics unit which the Netherlands was to provide, was still 
not clear. It could have been for the Safe Areas or a new peace plan. Presidents Milosevic and Tudjman 
had since tabled such a plan. The question was to what extent it would be acceptable to the Izetbegovic 
administration. The question also remained as to how far the international community, which many 
Dutch Members of Parliament felt to be morally bankrupt already, would be willing or able to ensure 
that such a peace was also just. 

 

                                                 

5032 Kofi A. Annan, ‘Peacekeeping, Military Intervention, and National Sovereignty in Internal Armed Conflict’, in Moore 
(ed.), Choices, p. 65. 
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Chapter 12 
The Owen-Stoltenberg plan: June 1993 - 
September 1993 

1. The strangulation of Sarajevo and the NATO decision 

In late July the NATO planes were still waiting for the green light from the UN to be allowed to 
provide Close Air Support. In the meantime the VRS (the military forces of the Bosnian Serbs) 
tightened the stranglehold around Sarajevo with an offensive in which the Romanija division took the 
Igman and Bjelasnica mountains in the early days of August. This gave them control of the last 
remaining summits around the Bosnian capital and cut off the last overland access route to the city. 
This was the reason why on 29 July Minister Kooijmans, supported by the Dutch Parliament, urged 
Boutros-Ghali to allow Close Air Support as soon as possible. The Dutch minister believed that 
without this form of Close Air Support the Safe Areas would not be able to continue to exist.5033 
However, he did not need to worry about this as a lot of work was being done behind the scenes. In 
the weekend of 24 and 25 July 1993 Lake and Bartholomew flew secretly to Europe in a small plane for 
discussions with the British and French governments. They brought the message that the American 
administration wanted to seriously seek a solution for the Bosnian crisis which would also be acceptable 
to London and Paris. Washington feared that if no action were taken and Sarajevo were to fall, as the 
CIA foresaw,5034 the planned NATO meeting in January would be a farce and transatlantic relationships 
would come under pressure. In addition, Western credibility in the Muslim world would be seriously 
damaged. President Clinton, who had been shocked by the television pictures of the siege of 
Sarajevo,5035 had therefore decided on air strikes to end the siege of Sarajevo and of the other Safe 
Areas and to force the Bosnian Serbs to enter into serious negotiations. This was therefore an 
extremely broad interpretation of the use of force which was permitted under Resolutions 770 and 
836.5036 Clinton had authorized both his representatives to hint that the American administration would 
act alone if necessary.5037 On 2 August the North Atlantic Council held an emergency meeting to 
discuss the American proposal. The meeting, which lasted 12 hours, was described by an American 
official as ‘as bitter and rancorous a discussion as has ever taken place in the alliance’.5038 In particular, 
the American position to conduct air strikes without UN permission if necessary encountered strong 
objections from the allies.5039 Boutros-Ghali had also strongly objected to this, because of the potential 
consequences of unauthorized NATO actions on UN staff on the ground, on humanitarian aid and on 
the negotiations.5040 Finally, the Council decided to agree on possible air strikes. An important factor in 
this decision was the fact that, shortly before, French UN troops had come under fire from Bosnian-
Serb artillery. This helped the French government to agree to this NATO role.5041

                                                 

5033 ABZ, PVNY. Biegman to Boutros-Ghali, 29/07/93; Biegman 752 to Kooijmans, 29/07/93. 

 It was decided that if 
the ‘strangulation’ of Sarajevo and the other Safe Areas continued, air strikes would follow. Plans would 

5034 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 142. 
5035 Drew, Edge, pp. 273-274; Bert, Superpower, p. 204. 
5036 For a discussion of this material see ABZ, DEU/ARA/02575. Memorandum from DPV/PZ to acting head of DGPZ, 
02/08/93, DPV-PZ/1821-93. 
5037 Daalder, Dayton, p. 21; Drew, Edge, p. 277; Major, Autobiography, p. 543. 
5038 Quoted in Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 156. See also ‘NATO puts brakes on US plans to relieve Sarajevo’, ANP, 
03/08/93, 00:00. 
5039 Francis Harris, ‘War in Bosnia: America pushes for intensive air strikes’, The Daily Telegraph, 04/08/93; Douglas Jehl, 
‘Conflict in the Balkans; U.S. Turns Bosnia Threat Into a Near Ultimatum’, The New York Times, 04/08/93. 
5040 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05275. Boutros-Ghali to Wörner, 04/08/93; D’Ansembourg 756 to Kooijmans, 04/08/93; Boutros, 
Unvanquished, pp. 89-90.  
5041 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 156. 
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be developed to this end to be submitted to the NATO Council one week later. However, mainly on 
French insistence, a central role in the decision-making was allocated to the UNPROFOR Commander, 
meaning that the American administration backed down from its idea that NATO should be allowed to 
conduct air strikes independently.5042

The NATO Council meeting on 9 August once again stated that air strikes would only be 
launched if the UN Secretary-General authorized them.

 

5043 In this way, a dual key system was 
developed: any form of’ air strikes required approval from both the NATO Commander for the 
southern part of the NATO Treaty Area, (in military terms: CINCSOUTH) and from the 
UNPROFOR Force Commander. In respect of the use of Close Air Support the final approval would 
have to be given by the UN Secretary-General, although operational control would be delegated to the 
subordinate commanders on the ground. This type of air support would only be deployed as a last 
resort (ultima ratio).5044

Two chains of command had now been created. One went from the NATO aircraft via a C-130 
command plane in the air to the Combined Air Operations Centre in Vicenza, where the Combined Air 
Component Commander gave permission for an operation. The other went from the Forward Air 
Controller to the Bosnian Air Support Operations Centre in Kiseljak and from there to Zagreb, where 
the UNPROFOR Commander requested permission from UN Headquarters in New York. One 
problem in this second chain of command was the seven-hour time difference between Zagreb and 
New York. In addition, there was no permanently staffed situation centre in New York. UNPROFOR 
commanders had experience of trying to contact UN headquarters in New York on a Friday, to be told 
that they could call back on Monday.

 

5045 In respect of the command structure, the main difference 
between Close Air Support and air strikes was that air strikes also had to be authorized by the NATO 
Council. For both types of air operations, the initial deployment had to be authorized by the UN 
Secretary-General, who first had to consult the Security Council.5046

A number of people have seen this dual key procedure as an attempt by London and Paris to 
manipulate the threat of air strikes in line with their own national interests.

 

5047 However, the question is 
whether it would have been reasonable to deprive the UN Secretary-General and the Security Council 
of any say in air strikes, whilst the UN staff on the ground would be faced with the consequences. In 
any case, the Bosnian Serbs now knew that they would have to allow just enough food through to 
prevent ‘strangulation’. In mid-August an anonymous American official stated that: ‘I’m worried about 
the British and French - that a time may come when we say this is the time to bombard them, they say 
the supplies are getting through.’ 5048 Briquemont and his deputy, the British Brigadier General Guy de 
Vere Hayes, had managed to persuade Mladic to withdraw his troops from Igman and Bjelasnica as a 
means to prevent air strikes. UNPROFOR troops took their place. For a very brief period it looked as 
though the West was still going to take a stand, but this threat against the Bosnian Serb leaders soon 
receded.5049 During the NATO Council on 9 August the decision taken a week earlier was substantially 
weakened because it was decided that air strikes must be limited to support for humanitarian aid 
operations. They should not be interpreted as ‘a decision to intervene militarily in the conflict’.5050

                                                 

5042 DCBC, 2272. Veenendaal NATO 1256 to Kooijmans, 03/08/93. Daalder, Dayton, pp. 22-23 takes the view that it was 
chiefly the United Kingdom that advocated a UN role in the decision-making. 
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On 18 August Boutros-Ghali was able to report to the Security Council that NATO support of 
the UN troops was operational.5051 On that day NATO conducted its first air support operation, which 
consisted of aggressive low flying. At that time UNPROFOR saw little advantage in the deployment of 
air support, fearing that it would jeopardize its impartiality. There was no need to combine 
peacekeeping on the ground with enforcing from the air. In addition, they feared reprisals against UN 
soldiers on the ground. Furthermore Owen and Stoltenberg did not want their negotiations to be 
undermined by air operations.5052 A typical example of the attempts which UNPROFOR made to avoid 
any kind of provocation of air operations was the statement in mid-August by the Canadian spokesman 
for UNPROFOR II, Barry Frewer, that Sarajevo was not besieged, but that the VRS had simply taken a 
‘tactically advantageous position’.5053 UNPROFOR authorities were so unanimous in their attempts to 
keep the word ‘siege’ out of the papers5054 that it can be assumed that instructions had been issued for 
press contacts on this matter. 

 

However, at that time, the NATO decision in early August to block the stranglehold on 
Sarajevo was the best thing that could have happened to the Bosnian government. In all other respects 
they were in a poor position, for instance in the negotiations in the presence of Owen and Stoltenberg, 
which were heading towards a three-way split of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

2. The Owen-Stoltenberg Plan and the Western position 

After the failure of the Vance-Owen Plan, Owen took the emphatic position that he would no longer 
actively negotiate. He then operated as a neutral chairman who left it to the parties themselves to put 
forward solutions.5055

                                                 

5051 VN: Alles in gereedheid voor luchtaanvallen’ (‘UN: All set for air strikes’), ANP, 19/08/93, 02:56. 

 One risk associated with that position was that the parties would make proposals 

5052 Paulsen, Jugoslawienpolitik, p. 153; ‘Briquemont hekelt dreigen met bombardementen’ (‘Briquemont criticizes threat of 
bombardments’), ANP, 06/08/93, 2.56 p.m. ; ‘Briquemont spreekt zich uit tegen NAVO-luchtaanvallen’ (‘Briquemont 
voices opposition to NATO air strikes’), ANP, 19/08/93, 10.31 a.m. 
5053 Cigar, Genocide, p. 115. 
5054 For examples see John F. Burns, ‘A Siege by Any Other Name Would Be as Painful’, The New York Times, 17/08/93. 
5055 Edward Mortimer, ‘An exit with one regret’, Financial Times, 02/06/95. 
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which no longer bore any relationship to the London principles, which the European Community 
believed should serve as the starting point for the discussions and as the touchstone of the results.  

On 16 June 1993 Tudjman and Milosevic presented a peace plan which, in effect, returned to 
the Karadjordjevo discussions of March 1991 and which pointed to a three-way partition of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, in which only 23 to 24% of the land would be left for the Bosnian Muslims. Owen and 
Stoltenberg took the plan into discussion, presenting a draft version on 29 July and a final version on 
20 August 1993.  

Under the Owen-Stoltenberg plan Croats, Muslims and Serbs would each be given their own 
republic within a loose confederation of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The land of the Croats and Serbs would 
both consist of a single entity, the land of the Muslims would consist of two parts: one area in the 
centre of the country around Sarajevo, Tuzla and Zenica, and one around Bihac. The Bosnian Serbs 
would be given 52% of the Bosnian land, the Muslims 30% and the Croats 18%. The Drina valley 
would be Serbian, meaning that the Muslims would have to give up their eastern enclaves of Srebrenica, 
Zepa and Gorazde. The Serbs would also be given Posavina. A three-member presidium, in which a 
Croat, a Muslim and a Serb would take turns to be chairman, would head the Union of Republics of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina. Sarajevo would be governed for a period of two years by the UN, and Mostar 
would be governed for the same period by the EC. 

The plan did not conform to the principles of the London Conference which assumed that the 
results of ethnic cleansing would not be accepted and that the integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina would 
have to be guaranteed. However, the chances of the Western powers agreeing to a plan for an 
extremely loose confederation or even a partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina in the long-term were 
increasing. The longer it took to put an end to the war, the more the idea took root that this was the 
fault of the Bosnian government, which simply refused to make concessions. The West increasingly 
started to see the Bosnian government as obstructionist at the negotiations: it wanted to prolong the 
war in order to achieve better goals. However, the international negotiators were becoming frustrated. 
Why could not Izetbegovic and his people resign themselves to a peace, even if this were not ideal? It 
would at least put a stop to the bloodshed, and, by the way, to the frustrations of the Western 
negotiators whose reputations were crumbling with each successive failure.5056 There was a growing 
tendency to blame the victims for the continuance of the war, which became known as the ‘blaming the 
victim’ process.5057 It seemed as though Izetbegovic wanted to prolong the war for as long as he 
believed that it would improve his position, irrespective of the number of victims.5058

In turn Izetbegovic increasingly believed that the West, and in particular the American 
administration, was not prepared to intervene in favour of the government in Sarajevo. He believed 
that the international community was only prepared to take decisive measures if it came to prevention 
of a general Balkan war.

 

5059 On 12 July the British Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Hogg, explicitly 
stated in the House of Commons that nobody should give the Bosnian government the impression that 
the West would intervene militarily.5060 In this he was expressing the consensus prevailing at that time in 
the Western world (even the US Secretary of State Christopher participated this time) that Izetbegovic 
should not be given ‘false hope’ . In other words, Izetbegovic should simply accept the Milosevic and 
Tudjman plan, whether it was legitimate or not.5061

                                                 

5056 Compare Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p., 175. 

 Foreign Secretary Hurd spelled it out once again in a 
TV interview for Channel 4 on 2 August: 
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‘The only thing which could have guaranteed peace with justice would have 
been an expeditionary force (…) And no government, no government has at 
any time seriously proposed that. And that I think is a line which should run 
through any analysis because it cuts out so much of the rhetoric which has 
bedevilled this.’5062

In late July the VRS launched an offensive on Sarajevo which was apparently intended to increase the 
likelihood of the Bosnian Muslims accepting a partition plan. In the third week of July Bosnian-Serb 
tanks advanced 30 kilometres south and south-west of Sarajevo and the bombardments of the Bosnian 
capital were renewed in what was the heaviest fighting around the city since the start of the war. UN 
commanders considered it a possibility that the ABiH might have to concede strategic defence points 
around the city.

 

5063 UN Commander General Briquemont, who had arrived only a short time earlier and 
who was demonstrably deeply moved by the situation in Sarajevo, expressed his doubts as to whether 
Sarajevo could be preserved as a Safe Area. Having been in the area scarcely two weeks, he criticized 
the international community for creating Safe Areas without making the resources available which were 
necessary for implementing that policy. He believed that preservation of the Safe Areas would only be 
possible if political agreement were reached in Geneva.5064

The West’s unwillingness to come to Bosnia’s aid fitted easily into the Islamic and fatalistic 
vision of Izetbegovic. The Bosnian president was resigned to the fact that the West would make less 
effort to help Muslims than it would to help a Christian people in the same difficult circumstances. He 
was also resigned to his belief that a non-Islamic West was more easily inclined to hedonism and 
laziness than to struggle. In this respect he believed that there was a ‘passive conspiracy’ by the West 
against his government.

 

5065

The logical conclusion was that the Bosnian government was left entirely to its own devices, as 
Izetbegovic told the Bosnian Parliament in late September,

 

5066 but in order to shape that philosophy in 
a war, arms were needed. On 19 June the European Commission devoted a COREU (communication 
through a confidential EC telex network) to the tendency towards a three-way ethnic partition of 
Bosnia. The question was whether the Bosnian government would accept the facts or would fight on as 
a matter of principle. In the latter case, suggested the Commission, the EC should be prepared to lift 
the arms embargo against the Bosnian government.5067

In Chapter 11 it was shown that the European Council of Copenhagen, meeting a few days 
later, was not willing to grant Izetbegovic’s request to lift the arms embargo against him. The US 
administration was in favour, but did not want to go solo in public. In late June 1993 the UN debated 
the arms embargo against Bosnia. In the General Assembly 109 member states voted in favour of 
lifting the embargo, with 57 member states voting against. In the Security Council six members voted in 
favour, including the United States, thereby breaking a two-year tradition of always voting with France 
and the United Kingdom. However, nine members abstained, meaning that the majority required to lift 
the embargo was not reached. 

 

Immediately following the presentation of the Tudjman and Milosevic plan on 16 June it 
became clear that the US administration was not unsympathetic to a partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina 
into three separate ethnic zones, if the three parties could agree on this.5068
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June the CIA had already concluded that it was no longer possible to restore the integrity of Bosnia-
Hercegovina and that the most probable result of the conflict would be a partition into separate Croat, 
Serbian and Muslim zones.5069 Washington was under the impression that the Muslims themselves were 
also aiming for such a solution, because they were thought to have reached the conclusion that time 
was not on their side.5070 However, as far as the American administration was concerned, the initiative 
had to come from the Bosnian government. As one commentator wrote on the position of the Clinton 
administration: ‘They were ready to live with partition, but they weren’t ready to advocate it.’5071 In fact, 
the American administration had no desire to exert pressure on the government in Sarajevo because, as 
Walter Slocombe, a Pentagon official, was to say some months later: if pressure were to be exerted in 
Yugoslavia, then it would be on the Serbs and on no one else.5072

3. Izetbegovic in difficulties 

 

Izetbegovic was already in great difficulties in the summer of 1993, when the proposals by Tudjman 
and Milosevic were under discussion. The reasons for this, apart from the changed position of the 
West, related mainly to the military situation at that time in Bosnia-Hercegovina. From late 1992 - early 
1993, the hostilities between the Muslims and Croats had intensified to such a degree that in the spring 
of 1993 they developed into an all-out war between the two groups. Subsequently the three main ethnic 
groups fought against each other in changing compositions. This entailed the most disadvantages for 
the Muslims, who had earlier been able to maintain their position against the Bosnian Serbs thanks to 
Croat support. Some of the most appalling acts in the Bosnian war took place in the battle between 
Croats and Muslims in Central Bosnia, such as the Croat mass slaughter of Muslims from Ahmici in 
1993, or the atrocities perpetrated by the ABiH forces against the Croatian inhabitants of the village of 
Uzdol, in the hills east of Gornji Vakuf in mid-September.5073

In June the Croat and Serbian leaders in Bosnia entered into a military coalition against the 
Muslims, which apparently ran parallel to the discussions on the Serbo-Croat proposal for a 
confederation. They largely stopped fighting amongst themselves and the Croats then concentrated 
their firepower entirely on the Muslims who, by that time, commanded less than 10% of the total 
ground area of Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

 Another mass murder took place in 
Stupni Do, where people and cattle were set on fire by the HVO Bobovac brigade. These war crimes 
demonstrated the extent to which attitudes had hardened between the Croats and Muslims. This was 
partly due to the influence of the actions of the seventh brigade of the ABiH in Central Bosnia (which 
was renowned for its combination of strict observation of Muslim commandments and wild pillaging 
raids) and of the mujahedin, who were mainly operating in Central Bosnia. The hostile attitude of the 
Croatian forces also meant that convoy supplies to Sarajevo from the Adriatic coast were obstructed. 

After the outbreak of hostilities with Muslims in early 1993, the Croatian leaders in Bosnia paid 
less and less attention to the central command in Sarajevo. As early as 18 May the ad hoc EC 
Yugoslavia group stated that the Bosnian Serbs had achieved their territorial objectives in Bosnia and 
that the Croats were working on carving out their piece of Bosnia. In other words, there was a de facto 
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partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina.5074 In the EC General Council on 8 June Foreign Secretary Hurd said 
that it was ‘all too clear that the Croats were trying to achieve secretly what the Serbs were aiming for 
publicly.’ 5075

Another problem for Izetbegovic was division within his own ranks. In the first instance, there 
was Fikret Abdic, the man who controlled the enclave of Bihac and who was suspected of wanting to 
commit a coup at the beginning of the war whilst Izetbegovic was temporarily imprisoned by the JNA. 
The situation had remained relatively quiet around Bihac. At the start of the war the Bosnian Serbs had 
fired on Bihac for some months, but had made no serious attempts to take the town. From the autumn 
of 1992 it was even quite peaceful. This was a result of the smuggling activities of Abdic, who lived in 
the north of the enclave in a castle near Velika Kladusa.

 On 28 August 1993 there was little secrecy left. On that day the ‘Croatian Republic of 
Herceg-Bosna’ was declared, with Mostar as its capital. The Croatian delegation was withdrawn from 
the Bosnian Parliament. 

5076

During the war in Bosnia he organized the transport of numerous products from the Adriatic 
coast through Krajina to Bihac, which became a sort of distribution centre between the Croatian, 
Serbian and Muslim areas. As early as the spring of 1993 rumours were circulating that Fikret Abdic 
wanted to commit a new coup within the Bosnian government.

 In 1967, at an early age Abdic was 
appointed manager of the agricultural concern Agrokomerc in Bihac. He made a great success of this 
enterprise and its 13,000 employees revered him as their father (‘Babo’). In 1987, however, he was 
arrested after it was revealed that his company had been issuing unsecured loans. This was quite a 
common practice in the former Yugoslavia, but Agrokomerc had been doing it on an unusually large 
scale. It was revealed that many of the leading members of the Communist Party in Bosnia had been 
aware of this. The resulting scandal led to charges being filed against the Communist Party of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, which then lost a great deal of credibility. Abdic and a few others were given prison 
sentences. However, this did no damage to his reputation at all, quite the contrary. Many Muslims 
started to believe that he had been sacrificed because he was a Muslim. He was released in 1990 and 
was elected as one of the two Muslim representatives to the presidium later that year. He won more 
votes than Izetbegovic, which in fact gave him the right to become chairman of the presidium. 
However, Abdic gave the honour to Izetbegovic, who refused to comply with the rotation system and 
stand down in late 1991. After Izetbegovic managed to survive the suspected coup attempt in May 
1992 without any political damage, Abdic withdrew to Bihac, where he became the undisputed leader. 

5077 Conversely, there were rumours that 
circles close to Izetbegovic were trying to murder Abdic.5078 If Abdic regarded himself as an alternative 
to Izetbegovic, he was not the only one. Owen could also see the political potential of this Muslim who 
did business with Serbs in both Serbia and Bosnia with such ease. From as early as 1993 Owen kept 
him informed of progress in the peace talks.5079 The more Owen became frustrated at the intransigence 
of Izetbegovic (see Chapter 11), the more attractive it appeared to use Abdic, if only to break the 
deadlock. Abdic was in fact declaring his belief that there should be an end to the fighting in Bosnia-
Hercegovina.5080 Owen did all he could to reinforce Abdic’s position.5081
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September 1993 and declare Bihac the Autonomous Province of West Bosnia.5082 Subsequently Abdic 
concluded an agreement with both the Croatian and Serbian leaders in Bosnia.5083

Abdic was not the only problem causing Izetbegovic sleepless nights. In Sarajevo itself there 
was growing criticism of Izetbegovic for his continuing indecisiveness after 15 months of war.

 The Bosnian 
government, led by Izetbegovic, viewed his actions as treachery. Abdic was thrown out of the SDA and 
the presidium, and the government sent the Fifth Corps to deal with the renegade Muslims in Bihac. 
Abdic formed his army which, with the help of Croatian and Bosnian Serbs, fought against the Fifth 
Corps of the ABiH, led by general Dudakovic. 

5084

Because the land that was commanded by the Bosnian government had become smaller and 
smaller as a result of the ethnic cleansing, the multi-ethnic state which Izetbegovic had professed as his 
goal at the start of the war was becoming ever-more distant. In the spring of 1993 the Canadian 
historian Michael Ignatieff, who was considered an expert both on the Balkans and on peace 
operations, wrote that whilst ethnic apartheid might be anathema, and whilst the Vance-Owen plan was 
criticized in the West for that reason, he believed that the civilian victims of the war in Bosnia-
Hercegovina would hold no such scruples. The West had not been able to protect these civilians and 
could now hardly expect them to take much notice of Western principles of multi-ethnicity.

 There 
was in fact good reason for that indecisiveness in relation to the political future of the area which 
Izetbegovic’s government commanded. In this respect there were two or three camps in the Bosnian 
capital.  

5085

Almost a year from the start of the war, on the Bosnian Muslim side the goal of a multi-ethnic 
state of Bosnia-Hercegovina had therefore largely disintegrated.

  

5086 In the course of the war the 
Islamization of the Muslims in Bosnia had continued, partly due to aid given by fellow Muslims from 
countries like Saudi Arabia, Iran and Algeria, who held more fundamental beliefs.5087 From June 1992 
so-called mujahedin or ‘holy warriors’ from Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Algeria, Turkey, Bahrein and 
Qatar fought on the Muslim side in the war in Bosnia. There were only a few hundred of them fighting 
in the war5088 but, more importantly, their involvement had the blessing of Izetbegovic.5089 In the course 
of the war prominent SDA figures turned against ethnic mixed marriages and demanded a prohibition 
on the broadcasting of Serbian music on radio stations in Sarajevo. Islamitic religious instruction was 
introduced in the schools.5090 Smoking and drinking in the ABiH were banned on religious grounds.5091 
Many Muslims observed fasting during Ramadan for the first time in their lives, and the mosques filled 
up.5092 The area controlled by the Bosnian government was becoming increasingly a one-party state run 
by the SDA.5093

In early July Owen and Stoltenberg put heavy pressure on Izetbegovic to agree to the partition 
plan proposed by Milosevic and Tudjman. If he did not agree, that could mean the end of the peace 
talks and the UN presence in Bosnia.

 

5094

                                                 

5082 Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 1351-1354. 

 During June a majority of the seven members of the Bosnian 
presidium, which consisted of Muslims, Croats, Serbs, a Jew and a Hungarian, had indicated their 
willingness to accept an ethnic partition as the basis for further peace talks. 

5083 Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 1354-1357. 
5084 John Pomfret, ‘Bosnian Mourns ‘Tragic Reality’ of Partition’, The Washington Post, 06/07/93. 
5085 Michael Ignatieff, ‘Het kleine verschil en de grote gevolgen’ (‘The minor difference and the major consequences’), De Groene 
Amsterdammer, 19/05/93, pp. 16-18. The article had previously been published in The New York Review of Books. 
5086 Burg & Shoup, War, pp. 12-13 
5087 Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In de tang van de halve maan’ (‘Cornered by the crescent moon’), Elsevier, 14/11/92, pp. 68-69. 
5088 UN, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, n. 47. 
5089 UN, S/1994/674/Add.2(Vol. I), 28/12/94, Appendix III.A, II.B.2. 
5090 Cohen, Hearts, p. 289; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 196. 
5091 Rathfelder, Sarajevo, p. 176. 
5092 Rathfleder, Sarajevo, pp. 176-177. 
5093 Judah, Serbs, p. 218. 
5094 NCA/Agence France Presse/Reuter/AP, A-wire, 08/07/93, 03:14:18. 
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According to journalists in the Bosnian capital, however, another group of military and political 
leaders in Sarajevo was increasingly prepared to push Izetbegovic out if he were to agree to an actual 
partition of the land area.5095

There was another, third, way between a multi-ethnic Bosnia and a smaller Muslim state. This 
was an integrated Islamic state of Bosnia, to which even Muslim areas beyond it could be added, such 
as Sandzak. This idea was supported by Vice-President Ejup Ganic, who came from Sandzak 
himself.

 

5096

These tendencies were often even unified in a single person. Multi-ethnicity was the dominant 
theme favoured by many Muslims, but - if nothing else were possible - they could fall back on a Muslim 
nationalist perspective.

  

5097 Although from the start of the war in Bosnia Izetbegovic had nearly always 
spoken in public of the integrity and multi-ethnicity of the state of Bosnia-Hercegovina,5098 the 
commander of the ABiH, Halilovic, claimed that, in private, he had long given up on this.5099 For 
instance, in November 1992 Izetbegovic and Ganic are said to have held discussions with the leader of 
the Muslims in Sandzak, Sulejman Ugljanin, on the possibility of giving up Eastern Hercegovina in 
exchange for Sandzak. Halilovic claims that in January 1993 Izetbegovic was persuaded by the 
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat that he should settle for that part of the area given to the Muslims 
under the Vance-Owen plan. Arafat is alleged to have told Izetbegovic that if he refused to agree to the 
territory allocated to him under that plan, he would later be left empty-handed.5100 On 15 November 
1993 Izetbegovic told Bosnian radio that a multi-ethnic Bosnia-Hercegovina was no longer possible. 
He said that it was unacceptable that Serbs and Croats - he used the terms cetniks and ustashe - would 
ever join Muslims in a common presidium. He said that land which could not be regained from the 
Bosnian Serbs through negotiations would have to be recaptured by force.5101 In March 1994 
Izetbegovic was to publicly state that whilst multi-ethnicity sounded good, it was in all honesty ‘a lie’: 
‘because a soldier does not lay down his life so that ethnic groups can live together, but because he is 
defending his people.’5102

In late June 1993 Owen made an attempt to do business with members of the Bosnian 
presidium who were prepared to negotiate on the basis of the Milosevic and Tudjman plan. It looked as 
though Izetbegovic was going to be beaten. The negotiation delegation of seven presidium members 
left for Geneva without him and without Vice-President Ganic.

 

5103

                                                 

5095 ‘Bosnia’s Muslim President faces appalling dilemma’, Reuter B-wire, 09/07/93, 17:52:41. 

 On 29 June the majority of the 
presidium members issued Izetbegovic an ultimatum: he should decide whether to continue to 

5096 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 
67/92, 17/09/92; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments in the former 
Yugoslav federation), 78/92, 26/10/92; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments 
in the former Yugoslav federation), 03/93, 11/01/93; MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, 
Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 47/93, 03/08/93; Nicole Lucas, ‘Bosnische vice-president: “Kroaten hebben ons 
nodig”’ (‘Bosnian vice-president: “Croats need us”’), Trouw, 23/02/93; John F. Burns, ‘Serbs’Attack on Sarajevo Keeps 
Bosnians From Talks’, The New York Times, 23/07/93. 
5097 Donia & Fine, Bosnia, p. 265. 
5098 See also C. de Gruyter, ‘Redder van Joegoslavië’ (‘Saviour of Yugoslavia’), Elsevier, 29/02/92, p. 44; Caroline de Gruyter, ‘In 
de tang van de halve maan’ (‘Cornered by the crescent moon’), Elsevier, 14/11/92, p. 69. 
5099 Halilovic, Strategija, pp. 18-19. 
5100 Halilovic, Strategija, p. 23. 
5101 ‘“Bosnië moslimstaat”. Izetbegovic zet punt achter multi-etnisch bestuur’ (‘“Bosnia Muslim state”. Izetbegovic puts an end to multi-
ethnic leadership’), Trouw, 16/11/93; ‘Bosnia: Izetbegovic says common Bosnia no longer possible’, Reuter Business Briefing, 
15/11/93, 07:45. 
5102 Hannes Hofbauer, ‘Neue Staaten, neue Kriege. Die Zerstörung Jugoslawiens (1991-1999)’, idem (Hg.), Balkankrieg, p. 86. 
5103 ‘Bosnische regering verdeeld aan vooravond vredesbespreking Genève’ (‘Bosnian government divided on eve of Geneva peace talks’), 
ANP, 22/06/93; Paul Lewis, ‘Bosnians Divide Over New Talks To Split Country’, The New York Times, 23/06/93; ‘Ne, nismo 
izolirani’, Vecernji List, 24/06/93; ‘Bosnia-Hercegovina Presidency to secure equality of all three peoples’, Yugoslav Daily 
Survey, 25/06/93.  
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represent the state of Bosnia-Hercegovina, or else be known in future as the spokesman of the 
Muslims.5104

The fact that Izetbegovic sent his wife, two daughters and grandchildren to Turkey in late June, 
where the Izetbegovic family owned property, seemed to be linked to the internal political difficulties 
he was facing. The Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs felt compelled to quash the rumours and 
explain that the arrival of part of the family did not mean that Izetbegovic himself would also be 
leaving for Turkey in the near future to settle with his family in the town of Bursa in the north-west of 
the country.

 

5105

In the meantime, Owen was putting pressure on Izetbegovic to return to the negotiating 
table.

 

5106 In early July a visibly tired Izetbegovic changed track and said he was prepared to negotiate on 
the basis of the Milosevic and Tudjman plan for an extremely loose confederation consisting of three 
separate entities for Croats, Muslim and Serbs. In an interview with John Pomfret of The Washington Post 
he said: ‘I can’t accept it, but it seems that it is becoming an ugly, tragic reality.’ ‘All the cards are in my 
enemies’ hands. Still, how can I surrender?’ 5107 Shortly afterwards he said that he had reached the 
conclusion that continuing the war would lead to collective suicide of the Muslims, making acceptance 
of a partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina inevitable.5108 On 17 August the Bosnian Permanent 
Representative to the UN, Sacirbey, told a press conference that Izetbegovic was still in favour of the 
principle of a multi-ethnic state, but that the Bosnian government ‘found itself without any option but 
to concede the positions forced upon it’: a plan for a three-way split of Bosnia was now being ‘shoved 
down our throats’.5109

4. The further progress of the negotiations 

 

At the end of July Izetbegovic returned to the negotiating table and the real negotiations on a partition 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina started. However, from early August he stayed away again, stating that he would 
not return as long as the VRS were still occupying Mount Igman. When the Bosnian president returned 
on 17 August, he appeared to be willing to accept a three-way partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina within 
its existing boundaries. On 20 August 1993 Owen and Stoltenberg submitted a draft agreement to the 
three parties in the Bosnian conflict to which they were expected to respond within ten days. 
Apparently to prevent any real objections by Izetbegovic, Christopher sent him a letter insisting that he 
should support the plan.5110

                                                 

5104 ‘Ultimatum aan Izetbegovic’ (‘Ultimatum for Izetbegovic’), ANP, 29/06/93, 23:06 

 The draft granted 52% of the land to the Bosnian Serbs, 17% to the Croats 
and 31% to the Muslims. At the level of the union of the three areas, there would be a presidium 
consisting of the presidents of the three constituent parts. The chairmanship of the presidium would 
rotate every four months. All decisions within the presidium would be taken unanimously. The most 
significant powers at the level of the union related to foreign policy and international trade. There 
would be a parliament of 120 members, to which each of the republics would elect 40 members. Just as 
in the 1974 constitution for the whole of Yugoslavia, it was stipulated that none of the constituent parts 
was allowed to withdraw from the union without the permission of the others. The question can be 
asked whether, in the light of the experiences from 1991 onwards, the stipulation would make much 
impression on the warring factions in Bosnia, in particular on the Muslims, who will also have taken 
account of the fact that the Serbs could easily flout the operations of the union by simply ignoring it. 

5105 ‘Milliyet: Izetbegovic to move to Turkey’, Yugoslav Daily Survey, 01/07/93; ‘‘Izetbegovic allegedly going into exile to 
Turkey’, DPA, B-wire, 30/06/93, 14:24:45; Izetbegovic’s family to take shelter in Turkey’, DPA, B-wire, 30/06/93, 17:26:30. 
5106 Vladimir Voronkov, ‘Owen says Moslems running out of time to deal’, TASS, 06/07/93. 
5107 John Pomfret, ‘Bosnian Mourns ‘Tragic Reality’ of Partition’, The Washington Post, 06/07/93. 
5108 ‘Bosnia’s Moslem President faces appalling dilemma’, Reuter B-wire, 09/07/93, 17:52:41. 
5109 ABZ, PVNY. Press conference by Bosnia and Hercegovina, 17/08/91, Appendix to PR New York to DPV/PZ and 
DEU/OE, 19/08/93 fax no. 7879. 
5110 David Binder, ‘U.S. Policymakers on Bosnia Admit Errors in Opposing Partition in 1992’, The New York Times, 
29/08/93. 
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From the late 1980s in Yugoslavia this had not been an unfamiliar phenomenon.5111

Izetbegovic decided to continue with the negotiations and to accept conditionally the 
Stoltenberg-Owen plan. On 27 August 1993 he told the Bosnian Parliament: ‘Our task now is to save 
what we can of Bosnia. That is our task, here and now - so that perhaps somewhere in the future the 
whole of Bosnia can be saved.’

 The proposal was 
extremely disadvantageous to the Muslims, given their proportion of the population and the lack of an 
access route to the sea. The draft did provide for a corridor which would link the three eastern enclaves 
with the Muslim area in Central Bosnia. 

5112 Ten days earlier he had already said that he was willing to accept a 
‘temporary’ partition.5113 General Rasim Delic, who had succeeded Sefer Halilovic as commander of the 
ABiH on 10 June, advised the Muslim Parliament to accept the Owen-Stoltenberg plan because the 
Muslim forces had pretty much exhausted their reserves. Although the ABiH was scoring successes 
against Croats, at the same time they were losing to the Serbs.5114

On 31 August the negotiations were resumed in Geneva. The Bosnian Croats and Muslims 
wanted further discussion about the geographical partition. The Muslims demanded four per cent more 
land. From the Serbs they wanted areas in Eastern Bosnia and the return of the cities of Prijedor and 
Sanski Most in the west. From the Croats they asked for Neum, which would give them access to the 
sea. This was difficult for the Croats to swallow, as it would cut through their own land on the 
Dalmatian coast. The Bosnian Serbs and Croats made insufficient concessions to the Muslim demands 
and the negotiations were suspended on 1 September. 

 Following these recommendations, 
the parliament agreed to Izetbegovic’s compromise approach: agreement in the short-term in the hope 
of achieving greater gains in the long-term. 

In the second week of September Izetbegovic travelled to the United States to seek support in 
the American Congress. However, he was given a rude awakening because both President Clinton and 
the members of the House of Representatives he spoke to told him that the American administration 
would not come to his aid to strengthen his negotiating position. Izetbegovic’s requests for American 
bombardments of Bosnian-Serb positions if the VRS refused to end the siege of Sarajevo before a 
certain date were rejected outright by Clinton. The American president stated that negotiations should 
now take the place of bombardments to bring a solution for Sarajevo. In fact, Izetbegovic’s visit to 
Clinton was counter-productive, since the American president took the opportunity to set certain strict 
conditions for American participation in an implementation force for the peace agreement. For 
instance, the Americans would only take part if the troops came under NATO command.5115 Back in 
Bosnia, Izetbegovic was forced to make the best of a bad job. On 14 September Izetbegovic and 
Tudjman reached agreement to end all hostilities between Muslims and Croats in Bosnia with effect 
from 19 September.5116

                                                 

5111 Compare Hayden, Blueprints, p. 108. 

 Ultimately, Tudjman gained more from this agreement than from an alliance 
with the Bosnian Serbs. It allowed him to free up the Croatian government troops which he had 
deployed in the increasingly heavy fighting against the ABiH for a possible confrontation with the 
Serbs, who still held more than a quarter of the ground area in Croatia. It also allowed him to defy the 

5112 Ljiljan, no. 33, 1993, quoted in X. Bougarel, ‘Bosnia and Hercegovina - State and Communitarianism’, Dyker&Vejvoda 
(ed.), Yugoslavia, p. 106. 
5113 ‘Izetbegovic: opdeling is tijdelijk’ (‘Izetbegovic: partition is temporary’), NRC Handelsblad, 16/08/93; MID. MID, 
Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 49/93, 
18/08/93. 
5114 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 
53/93, 03/09/93. 
5115 Burg & Shoup, War, p. 279; ‘Clinton geeft Izetbegovic nul op rekest’ (‘Clinton turns down Izetbegovic’), Het Parool, 09/09/93; 
‘VN willen alleen met NAVO vredesmacht vormen voor Bosnië’ (‘UN not prepared to form peace force for Bosnia without 
NATO’), ANP, 09/09/93, 03:26. Clinton repeated this position in the weeks that followed. See for example. ‘Clinton noemt 
voorwaarden voor Amerikaanse inmenging in Bosnië’ (‘Clinton sets terms for American involvement in Bosnia’), ANP, 27/09/93, 
23:54. 
5116 Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 1346-1348. 
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growing international criticism of his support of the Bosnian Croat violence, particularly in Mostar. On 
16 September Izetbegovic reached a similar agreement with Milosevic, Karadzic and Bulatovic.5117 
Owen and Stoltenberg used the agreement as an opportunity to resume the talks about their plan. On 
21 September an agreement was reached on board the British aircraft carrier HMS Invincible. The 
agreement went further than the Owen-Stoltenberg plan in the direction of partition. Under the new 
agreement, referenda would be held in the separate ethnic zones on their status within two years of a 
territorial agreement being reached. This phrase was already included in the agreement made between 
Izetbegovic and the (Bosnian) Serb leaders on 16 September and demonstrated that Izetbegovic was 
resigned to a partition.5118

An exchange for the eastern enclaves? 

 Apparently Owen and Stoltenberg were attempting to persuade the Croat 
and Serb leaders to concede a large area to the Muslims in exchange for the right to establish separate 
zones. On 21 September the parties met in Sarajevo to discuss this further. 

From late July the issue of the position of the eastern enclaves was high on the agenda at the 
talks co-chaired by Owen and Stoltenberg. If there were to be a partition of Bosnia, Karadzic, who had 
always had a strong regional connection with Eastern Bosnia within the VRS,5119 would lay claim to the 
Muslim enclaves of Srebrenica, Zepa and Gorazde, which were located there. Karadzic said that, in 
exchange, he would relinquish all Serbian claims to the capital, Sarajevo.5120 However, Izetbegovic 
believed that the three enclaves should be part of a continuous Muslim area, and was supported by 
Owen and Stoltenberg.5121

Following the agreement reached on the HMS Invincible Izetbegovic opened consultations with 
both Serb leaders and his own supporters over a land exchange with the Bosnian Serbs which would 
also include Srebrenica. Izetbegovic sent Muhamed Filipovic to Belgrade to negotiate on this question 
with Milosevic. He himself consulted with Krajisnik and held separate discussions with a nine-man 
delegation of Muslims led by Fahrudin Salihovic, who had been summoned from Srebrenica. As far as 
can be ascertained, the other members of the delegation, which travelled there and back in a 
UNPROFOR helicopter, consisted of Oric’s deputy, Ramiz Becirovic, the doctor Avdo Hasanovic, 
police chief Hakija Meholjic, Hajrudin Avdic, Mehmedalija Ustic, Ibrahim Becirovic, Nedzad Bektic 
and Dzemal Mastic. However, this delegation rejected the plan for an exchange between Srebrenica and 
Vogosca, a suburb of Sarajevo.

 Under their plans, the three Muslim enclaves would be linked together and 
then linked by a corridor to Sarajevo. 

5122

The Bosnian Serbs say that, following this, an exchange of the eastern enclaves for part of 
Sarajevo was often discussed, both in international consultations and in direct contacts between 
Muslims and Serbs. For instance, Milosevic is said to have spoken by telephone to Izetbegovic about 
this on 11 November 1993.

 

5123

                                                 

5117 Ramcharan, Conference, pp. 1348-1351. 

 However, the Muslims were never able to reach a final decision on 

5118 Ramcharan, Conference, p. 1349. 
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Joegoslavische federatie (MID, Developments in the former Yugoslav federation), 43/93, 29/06/93. 
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5122 Halilovic, Strategija, p. 109; interviews S. Halilovic and S. Rustempasic, 17/04/98; H. Meholjic, 19/04/98 and 21/05/99; 
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September 1998; Rusmir Mahmutćehajić in Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, p. 237; Vanno Jobse, ‘Srebrenica is al in april 1993 al 
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Dagblad, 24/02/01; UN report, par. 115. 
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this.5124 Conversely, Izetbegovic denies ever having spoken to the Serbs about a land exchange which 
would include Srebrenica in advance of the Dayton talks.5125

However, a possible exchange of areas was discussed in contacts between Dutch officials from 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Muhamed Sacirbey, the UN Permanent Representative for Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Muhamed Sacirbey was born in Sarajevo in 1956. His family left Yugoslavia in 1963 and 
lived consecutively in Western Europe and North Africa before moving to the United States in 1967. 
Muhamed Sacirbey studied law there and obtained an MBA from the Columbia University School of 
Business in New York. Having worked for various large American companies, he was appointed the 
first Permanent Representative for Bosnia to the United Nations in May 1992. In this role he won the 
admiration of both friends and enemies for his powerful defence of the interests of Bosnia.

 

5126 Sacirbey, 
who at that time had a Dutch girlfriend, maintained extremely good relations with the Dutch 
Permanent Representative, Biegman, and was a regular visitor to the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.5127

In talking to him it became clear to Dutch officials that an exchange of Srebrenica for part of 
Sarajevo, for instance, was taboo. Sacirbey indicated that the representatives from Srebrenica itself were 
against this and that it would also, in some ways, be politically impracticable for Bosnian Muslims to 
agree to give up the eastern enclaves. The officials from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs believed 
that the Bosnian Muslims were able to manipulate publicity so well that it would be unthinkable for the 
West to openly advocate a solution in which the Safe Areas would be given up in exchange for other 
areas. The idea was entertained, but it was always summarily dismissed as unfeasible.

 

5128

In February 1994 the American, Redman, who succeeded Bartholomew as special American 
representative to the peace talks, tried once again to propose an exchange of land between Srebrenica 
and Zepa (for the Muslims) and parts of Sarajevo (for the Serbs), but the Muslims did not take it 
seriously.

 

5129

According to Minister Kooijmans, discussions were held with the Bosnian government on 
evacuating the population from the eastern enclaves, but these continually resulted in the accusation 
that this would constitute collaboration with ethnic cleansing.

  

5130

The Bosnian government embarks on a new course after rejecting Owen-Stoltenberg Plan  

 This gave rise to a problem for the 
West that the parties in the region themselves would have to create a solution for the enclaves and that 
this would have to be achieved through negotiations, not through a military fait accompli. On their 
own, however, the Muslims were not able to reach a decision to exchange the eastern enclaves. 

On 28 September a completely new institution met in Sarajevo to discuss the Invincible 
agreement: the Bosnian Assembly (Bosnjacki sabor), a meeting of 349 politicians, clergy, artists and 
intellectuals, which decided that the term Muslim would no longer be used as the official designation of 
the population group concerned, and would be replaced by the term Bosniaks. This indicated a change 
of policy. In 1990 the SDA had rejected every proposal which referred to a Bosniak identity, favoured 
at that time by Adil Zulfikarpasic. Zulfikarpasic had ultimately established his own Muslimanska 
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5125 Interview David Harland with Izetbegovic, 16/07/99. 
5126 Interviews A. Buha, 17/12/99 and B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00; Cuvalo, Dictionary, p. 205. 
5127 Interviews N. Biegman, 03/07/00; O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00; F.A.M. Majoor, 19/04/00; C. Minderhoud, 
02/06/00; P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00; J.L. Sandee, 12/06/00; H. Hazewinkel, 17/04/00; J.M. Vos, 24/06/99; and H.A.C. van 
der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5128 Interviews O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00; F.A.M. Majoor, 19/04/00; H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. Also: 
Sacirbey was opposed in principle to any form of exchange: confidential interview (97); TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing 
J.J.C. Voorhoeve, 31/05/00, p. 200. 
5129 Confidential interview (53). 
5130 Interview P. H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99 



696 

 

Bošnjačka Organizacija (MBO) (Chapter 3). Now the VRS suddenly embraced the term ‘Bosniaks’ to 
designate the inhabitants of the Bosnian state. 

Although this meeting nominally accepted the Invincible agreement, it in fact rejected the plan, 
because acceptance was conditional on the Bosnian Serbs and Croats conceding all the land they had 
conquered to the Muslims. The next day the Parliament of Bosnia-Hercegovina took the same position, 
with a special role being played by Army Commander Delic. Whilst only a month earlier he had been 
urging acceptance of the Owen-Stoltenberg plan because the army was exhausted, now, backed by 
Ganic, he was urging resistance to the Invincible agreement, because in the meantime the ABiH had 
achieved victories against the Bosnian Croats. They found the battlefield more attractive than the 
negotiating table. If need be, another 200,000 people would have to die in the coming winter, according 
to Ganic.5131

Izetbegovic, who realized that he would have to settle for less than the whole of Bosnia for the 
time being, but who had apparently not given up hope of getting his hands on the whole of Bosnia in 
due course, had now decided to follow the route taken by Tito and his partisans 50 years earlier. From 
a core area, he would try to conquer more and more land, with the whole of Bosnia as his ultimate goal. 
In November 1993 he said in an interview with Bosnian television that: 

 

‘We must learn a lesson from the things from the last war… when the cetniks or 
ustashe arrived in a place, the population fled because those armies killed 
civilians; when partisans arrived, they did not flee... the partisans were cruel and 
extremely tough on their enemies, but we know that they never murdered 
women and children, and that’s why they were victorious.’ 

He added: 

‘In the area which is controlled by the Bosnian army, we must create a space in 
which there is the rule of law, in which civilization is upheld and democracy is 
the order of the day, with the basic rule that no one in that area can be 
persecuted for their religion, their ethnicity or their political beliefs... then we 
will be capable of winning... and that will pave the way to the reintegration of 
Bosnia.’5132

The green light for the new politics was given in the Bosnjacki sabor. A conscious attempt to push the 
more secular nature of Bosnia-Hercegovina to the forefront. 

 

The tendency towards a movement which used human rights and democracy as a tactical 
resource also came to light with the appointment of Haris Silajdzic as Prime Minister on 25 October, 
prior to which he had been Minister of Foreign Affairs. Silajdzic was the son of the imam of the 
Begova mosque in Sarajevo.5133

                                                 

5131 Eisermann, Weg, p. 205. 

 He had studied Islam and Arabic languages at the Garyounis University 
in Benghazi in Libya. He wrote his dissertation on American-Albanian relations between 1912 and 1939 
and lived in Washington D.C. for a year during his research. He gained a second-class honours degree 
in history and political science from the University of Pristina in Kosovo. He then worked as a 
consultant for both Yugoslavian businesses in Libya and for Reis-ul-Ulema, the spiritual leader of the 
Muslims in Yugoslavia. Silajdzic was one of Izetbegovic’s proteges, and had been a founding member 
of the SDA in 1990. Shortly after the 1990 elections he was appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs for 
Bosnia, a position he filled for three years. Silajdzic had a reputation as an aggressive diplomat, which 

5132 Quoted in Bougarel, Bosnie, pp. 68-69. 
5133 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
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earned him the professional admiration of his opposite number in the Republika Srpska, A. Buha.5134

Within the SDA Silajdzic attempted to build bridges between the Islamic and pro-Western 
factions.

 
He was appointed Prime Minister on 25 October 1993, a job he was to keep until early 1996.  

5135 Apparently his position between the two camps gave rise to a range of opinions about him 
amongst representatives of the international community. Some believed him to be in favour of an 
integrated multi-ethnic and multi-religious Bosnia,5136 while others placed him in the fundamental 
Islamic camp.5137 C. Bildt, who would later be a negotiator in the Yugoslavian conflict, considered him a 
cynic.5138 Conversely, the Dutch Minister Kooijmans described him as ‘one of the most reasonable’: ‘I 
wish they had all been like that’.5139

Silajdzic had only agreed to accept his role after receiving a commitment that the authorities 
would take action against the criminal gangs run by Delalic and Topalovic, which had more or less 
become a state within the state.

 

5140

The developments in the ABiH were apparently at odds with the government programme. For 
instance, in the same period General Jovan Divjak, a Serb who had organized the defence of Sarajevo 
on behalf of the Muslims, was arrested. His arrest was designed to demonstrate that the ABiH would 
become a pure Muslim army or, even worse, a party army because, in fact, the army was subject to the 
SDA in that period.

 The day after he took office, the action against Topalovic took place 
(see Chapter 5). The Silajdzic government explicitly made human rights a central theme of its 
programme.  

5141 The Croatian Chief of Staff of the AbiH, Siber, was suddenly removed from his 
job and appointed military attaché to the Bosnian embassy in Switzerland. And these were only the 
most important in a whole series of changes which swiftly put those Croats and Serbs who until then 
had served in the ABiH out of action.5142

The transformation of the ABiH into a party army in a state which was increasingly turning into 
a one-party regime run by the SDA, and the human rights programme of the Silajdzic government, 
which aimed for better acceptance of military conquests, were rooted in the same philosophy: the SDA 
and the Bosnian army should behave in the same way as the Communist Party and partisans had in the 
Second World War. This was seen as the route to success. And just as Tito and his partisans had been 
in awkward situations at certain times but had eventually come out on top, so the SDA did not need to 
despair if Izetbegovic was forced to settle temporarily for a mini state. In the long-term, they still 
believed in an integrated Bosnia, which would be conquered through ‘a struggle for liberation’.

 The new army leader, Rasim Delic, wanted to ensure strict 
observance of the military hierarchy and put an end to all sorts of personal contacts maintained by 
Halilovic. He also removed all kinds of irregular groups and unsavoury elements which had been given 
a chance by Halilovic in the chaotic early days of the war. In early November the ABiH dissolved the 
HVO division which had participated in the defence of Sarajevo right from the start of the war, and 
arrested its commander, Slavko Celic. The ABiH then invited HVO troops to join a new Croatian 
division of the First ABiH-Corps in the Bosnian capital. 

5143

                                                 

5134 Interview A. Buha, 17/12/99. 

 

5135 Compare Čuvalo, Dictionary, p. 216. 
5136 Rogel, Breakup, p. 109; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 194. 
5137 Interview V. Andreev, 07/07/00. 
5138 Interview C. Bildt, 13/12/00. 
5139 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
5140 J.F. Burns, ‘New Horror for Sarajevo: Muslims Killing Muslims’, The New York Times, 31/10/93. 
5141 Mahmutcehajic, ‘War’, p. 19; Marko Attila Hoare, ‘Civilian-Military Relations in Bosnia-Hercegovina 1992-1995’, 
Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, pp. 179 and 190-192. 
5142 See Djuro Kozar, ‘Croats and Serbs are (Un)suitable’, Oslobodjenje-Svijet, 02/08/96, 
http://www.cdsp.neu.edu/info/students/marko/oslob/oslob7.html  
5143 Compare Marko Attila Hoare, ‘Civilian-Military Relations in Bosnia-Hercegovina 1992-1995’, Magas/Zanic (eds.), War, 
p. 193. 

http://www.cdsp.neu.edu/info/students/marko/oslob/oslob7.html�
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5. The Dutch response to the plan 

During the Copenhagen Summit the Dutch Prime Minister described the Tudjman and Milosevic plan, 
as it was on the table at that time, as: ‘no laughing matter. On the contrary, it’s a very serious business.’ 
5144

However, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not clear about which course Izetbegovic 
planned to take. They did know that there were different schools of thought among the Muslims in 
respect of whether Bosnia-Hercegovina should maintain its integrity or whether there should be a 
smaller, ‘pure’ Muslim state, which the Bosnian Muslims themselves referred to as a fildzan state, a 
reference to the tiny cups in which Turkish coffee is served.

 

5145 The Ministry had the impression that 
the ‘soft’ Izetbegovic was having difficulty imposing his leadership on these two schools of thought.5146

During a meeting of the ad hoc Yugoslavia group in Brussels in early July 1993, the Dutch 
government, together with Germany and France, took the position that the EC should not actively 
interfere in the negotiating process on the Owen-Stoltenberg plan, but should submit the results of the 
negotiations to the London Conference principles and the conclusion drawn by the European Council 
of Copenhagen. This position was adopted by the meeting. The Dutch did, however, indicate that the 
proposals made by the Croats and Serbs contained certain elements which gave cause for concern. 
Firstly, no mention was made of the return of Displaced Persons. Secondly, under these plans the three 
republics would be allowed to conduct international relations themselves, which pointed to a 
recognition that Bosnia would be broken up. Lord Owen also seemed to be going in this direction by 
trying to ensure that, when the geographical lines were drawn, the Muslim republic would be able to 
continue independently if necessary.

 

5147

During the CoPo meeting on 12 and 13 July the Dutch Director General of Political Affairs, 
J.M. Vos, repeated the Dutch government’s criticism of the plan and added that, according to the map 
under this plan, the enclaves in Eastern Bosnia were left hanging in mid-air with ‘the ever-increasing 
risk of degenerating into Muslim reservations’.

 

5148 On 28 July the head of DEU, Schaper, wrote a 
memorandum for Minister Kooijmans which reflected the strong indignation which could increasingly 
be seen in memos issued by the Ministry in the following weeks. Schaper remarked that the secret 
report written by Owen the previous day on the discussions in Geneva confirmed ‘the worst fears’ 
about what Owen and Stoltenberg were doing. They seemed to be intent on achieving a result in 
Bosnia as quickly as possible, bypassing all previous statements by the EC and the UN, for example in 
London and Copenhagen. The political integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina was no longer being 
maintained. Owen accused the Bosnians who refused to agree to this approach as being out-of-touch 
with reality. Schaper advised that in its public statements the Dutch government should emphasize that 
it would evaluate the results achieved in Geneva in the light of the statement by the European Council 
of Copenhagen, and should stress that the real problem in Bosnia was not the Muslims, but the Serbs 
and Croats.5149 Shortly afterwards, Schaper branded the Owen-Stoltenberg plan as little more than 
‘asset-stripping’.5150

                                                 

5144 NOS, Journaal, 21/06/93, 20.00. 

 

5145 Interviews P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00 and B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00. 
5146 Interviews P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00 and B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00. 
5147 ABZ,DEU/ARA/00754. Kooijmans, 09/07/93, circ 493 
5148 ABZ, DEU/ARA/00740. Kooijmans, 14/07/93, circ 515 
5149 ABZ, 911.13, Bosnia June 1992-September 1996. Memorandum from head of DEU to Kooijmans, 28/07/93, no. 
222/93. 
5150 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Memorandum from head of DEU to Kooijmans, 12/08/93, DEU-232/93; Schaper did not 
remove that term. See also ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from head of DEU to Kooijmans, 19/09/93, no. 93/286. The term 
is also used in the report by the Coordinating group chaired by Hattinga van ‘t Sant dated 21/09/93, ABZ, 
DIE/2001/00023. Memorandum from acting head of DEU to AP and others, 24/09/93, no. 281/93 and in the 
objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 19/08/93.  
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On 29 July, the day on which the Owen-Stoltenberg plan was announced, Kooijmans sent a 
telegram to his Belgian opposite number W. Claes, who chaired the EC at that time, in which he 
referred to the fact that the plan was in conflict with the principles established in London and 
Copenhagen. He asked for a European Council meeting to be organized to discuss the negotiations in 
Geneva. However, Claes took the view that the negotiators should not be disturbed at this crucial 
phase of the talks.5151 On 9 and 10 August the German and Dutch governments supported each other’s 
positions on this in COREU communications. Owen and other EC member states, however, took the 
view that, at that time, no better solution was possible.5152 On 19 August Kooijmans once again made 
clear in a COREU telex that the Dutch government strongly sympathized with Izetbegovic’s desire for 
more land for the Muslims. He warned that there was a chance that the Dutch government would not 
make any Land Forces available for the implementation force, because the government in The Hague 
did not believe that this was a fair and viable solution.5153

The Dutch position was probably influenced by its close contact with Mohamed Sacirbey. 
Sacirbey and his girlfriend at that time, Mabel Wisse Smit, are the only people referred to by officials of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as people outside the Dutch political and official circuit who exercised 
influence on the policy.

 

5154 For that matter, Sacirbey is said to have had more success with Biegman in 
this respect than with the Ministry itself.5155 Sacirbey mainly made it clear that a separate Muslim state 
would not be viable and would become little more than a glorified enclave.5156 At the Ministry in The 
Hague there was also some anxiety that a separate Muslim state would not be economically viable and 
could therefore be open to radical Islamic influences.5157 In the meantime, a request from Kooijmans 
for a meeting of the European Council was dismissed even by the German government, which had 
virtually the same substantive criticism as The Hague, because such a meeting might put a spoke in the 
wheel of the negotiations co-chaired by Owen and Stoltenberg.5158

In the meantime the US State Department informed the Dutch government that the Americans’ 
initial view of the Owen-Stoltenberg plan was that it looked ‘realistic’. It said that it would be 
regrettable ‘if certain allies were to distance themselves from this agreement’, all the more so since 
Izetbegovic appeared to be able to live with it.

 

5159 On 23 August Christopher sent a letter to Kooijmans 
which contained the following passage: ‘In our contacts with the parties over the coming week, we 
should all emphasize the importance of approaching the package that has emerged from Geneva with 
realism and flexibility so that the tragic conflict can be brought to an end.’5160

As a result of the criticism from Bonn and The Hague, Owen and Stoltenberg held separate 
meetings with Kinkel and Kooijmans on 25 August. Prior to their visit, the Ministry seems to have 
been spoiling for a fight. Hoekema states that the officials at Foreign Affairs were ready to ‘give the 
negotiators a rocket’ and make it clear to them that Dutch support would only be forthcoming if the 
peace agreement could stand the ‘ethnic test’.

 It was clear that the State 
Department was trying to temper the criticism of the plan expressed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
in The Hague.  

5161

                                                 

5151 Both, Indifference, p. 162; ABZ, Cabinet archive, letters abroad: A-K, 1993, Kooijmans to Claes, 29/07/93 and Claes to 
Kooijmans, 05/08/93. 

 The points for discussion which Schaper drew up for 

5152 Both, Indifference, p. 162. 
5153 Both, Indifference, p. 163; ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. COREU The Hague, 19/08/93, cpe/hag/521. 
5154 Interviews O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00; H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5155 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5156 Interviews O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00; R. in den Bosch, 19/04/00. 
5157 Interview O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00. 
5158 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meeting of 24-25/08/93, prepared for the purposes of the NIOD 
study.  
5159 ABZ, Washington Embassy. Bentinck 563 to Kooijmans, 13/08/93. 
5160 ABZ, Cabinet archive, Letters abroad L-Z, 1993, Message to Minister for Foreign Affairs Peter H. Kooijmans from 
Secretary of State Christopher, 23/08/93, appendix to M. Klosson to Kooijmans, 23/08/93. 
5161 Both, Indifference, p. 163; Dutch language quotations in Both, version 1999, p. 251 n. 64. 
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the meeting on behalf of Minister Kooijmans stated that both negotiators had placed such emphasis on 
realism that the agreement gave far too much to the Bosnian Serbs and too little to the Muslims.5162 
During their visit, the objections to the agreement raised by Kooijmans were that it was not sufficiently 
fair to the Bosnian Muslims, that the Croatian and Serb parts of the republic would be able to secede, 
that there was little chance that the Bosnian Muslim part would be viable and that he foresaw major 
difficulties in implementation. The Dutch Minister for Foreign Affairs told the negotiators that this 
position would be ‘of real significance’ for the Dutch government’s decision on Dutch participation in 
any implementation force for a peace agreement.5163

The Dutch government could therefore completely understand that, without amendment, the 
Owen-Stoltenberg plan was unacceptable to Izetbegovic.

  

5164 Kooijmans reminded Owen and 
Stoltenberg of the Dutch government’s responsibility to Parliament and to public opinion, an argument 
also used by Kinkel. Owen said that the only alternative to the plan was either chaos or ‘lift and strike’, 
which he labelled an ‘absurd plan’. Furthermore, the West had not been prepared to use force to 
counter Serb territorial gains. Owen and Stoltenberg therefore believed that it was impossible to 
comply entirely with the London Conference principle that these gains should be totally unacceptable. 
Both negotiators were afraid that if the West were to indicate to Izetbegovic that the plan was 
unacceptable, he would continue to cling to false hopes of intervention.5165

On the same day, Kooijmans sent a letter to Christopher in which he expressed his opposition 
to the way the Geneva negotiations were going. They appeared to be pointing to a result which would 
be in conflict with the London Conference principles and which could not be interpreted as fair and 
viable.

 

5166 The reaction from Washington was that the ‘fairness’ of an agreement must be balanced 
against the alternatives.5167

Following their meeting with Kooijmans, Owen and Stoltenberg believed that the Dutch 
Minister preferred continuance of the war in Bosnia to acceptance of their peace plan.

 It was clear that the Dutch government found little support for its resistance 
in Washington. 

5168 The Minister 
himself said that the negotiators had not been able to remove all his doubts, a conclusion which had 
also been expressed as the expectation by the Dutch Ministerial Council in advance of the meeting.5169 
But, as Kooijmans added following the meeting, the Dutch government would suspend its final 
judgement until such time as the three parties involved in the conflict had given their views.5170 
However, Kooijmans’ meeting with the two negotiators appears to have clarified things for the top 
officials at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and, if that were not the case, the ensuing press conference 
certainly did. Numerous foreign journalists had come to The Hague, attracted by the confrontation 
with Owen and Stoltenberg. They asked Minister Kooijmans whether he was aiming for a continuance 
of the war and other atrocities in Bosnia. According to Rob Meines, a journalist for NRC Handelsblad, 
by the end of the press conference Minister Kooijmans had ‘already become so cautious that he said 
that he intended to include few details of his concerns in his letter to the Dutch Parliament’.5171

                                                 

5162 ABZ, Memorandum from head of DEU to Kooijmans, 24/08/93, DEU/243/9. 

 In the 

5163 TK, session 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 58, p. 6. 
5164 TK, session 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 61, p. 1. 
5165 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05238. Kooijmans 229 to PR Geneva, 25/08/93. See also OWEN CD-ROM, Bosnia: Co-chairmen’s 
meeting with Dutch Foreign Minister Kooijmans and German Foreign Minister Kinkel, 26 (sic) August on Union of Three 
Republics; Stoltenberg/Eide, Dagene, p. 124; Both, Indifference, p. 164. 
5166 ABZ, 910, Yugoslavia (formally Bosnia), isn 2028, Kooijmans to Christopher, 25/08/93. 
5167 ABZ Washington Embassy. Jacobovits 604 to Kooijmans, 31/08/93. 
5168 OWEN CD-ROM, Bosnia: Co-chairmen’s meeting with Dutch Foreign Minister Kooijmans and German Foreign 
Minister Kinkel, 26 (sic) August on Union of Three Republics. 
5169 Objectivized summary of the Ministerial Council meeting of 24-25/08/93, prepared for the purposes of the NIOD 
study.  
5170 ‘Kooijmans houdt twijfels over vredesregeling Bosnië’ (‘Kooijmans still has doubts on Bosnian peace settlement’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 25/08/93. 
5171 R. Meines, ‘Kritiek Den Haag op plan Owen raakt gevoelige snaar’ (‘Dutch criticism of Owen plan strikes painful chord’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 26/08/93. 
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letter which Minister Kooijmans sent to Parliament the following day concerning his discussion with 
Owen and Stoltenberg, the criticism was therefore largely limited to the size of the Muslim state and 
doubts about the implementation of the agreement.5172 A day later, on 27 August, the head of the 
Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security, F.A.M. Majoor, wrote a memo in which he stated 
that the Bosnian government had nothing to gain by rejecting the plan. This would not lead to a 
military intervention, as Sarajevo perhaps hoped, nor would it lead to air strikes or to a lifting of the 
arms embargo. And there was a strong possibility that, in the meantime, the Bosnian government 
would simply lose more ground.5173

It only remained to persuade Parliament. A meeting of the Foreign Affairs sub-committee on 2 
September voiced considerable criticism of Owen, who, Dutch MPs believed, had exceeded his 
mandate. The majority of MPs viewed the agreement as neither fair nor viable, seeing it more as a plan 
for partition than a plan for peace. Van Middelkoop labelled Minister Kooijmans’ statement that ‘there 
is reason to doubt whether the plan complies with the London principles’ the ‘understatement of the 
month’.

 In fact, the Ministry should have been able to see for itself that 
there was little point to principled resistance to the Owen-Stoltenberg plan if the Dutch government 
was not capable of putting forward any alternatives itself. 

5174 There was a great deal of sympathy for Izetbegovic, who was being forced to choose 
between an unfair peace and continuance of the war. Blaauw said that ‘a tough warning ‘ should be 
given that NATO air power would be used if the Serbs and Croats did not adopt a more conciliatory 
position.5175

Eisma took a different view, stating that it was not a good idea for the Minister to have 
criticized the agreement before the parties involved had given their response. Furthermore, he asked, 
why had the EC ministers themselves not been able to keep more in touch with Owen? He also 
expressed the view that it was all too easy to criticize from the sidelines: ‘Those who accuse Owen of 
arrogance should realize that, without any alternatives, they are guilty of greater arrogance!’

  

5176

Minister Kooijmans, who earlier that day had been presented with a petition from the human 
rights groups Appèlgroepen Westerbork and Vught against the Owen-Stoltenberg plan and in favour of 
military intervention against the human rights violations in Bosnia, admitted that he had been quick to 
criticize the Owen-Stoltenberg plan. Defending his action, he said that it had been an attempt to 
influence the negotiations, albeit an unsuccessful one. In defence of Owen, it could be said that the 
British diplomat had reported virtually every day to the European ministers and the Commission during 
the last weeks of the negotiations. However, there was not enough support from the member states to 
call a European Council meeting. In answer to the question whether the agreement would be viable, the 
Minister said that this would depend mainly on the nature of the mandate, on the command structure, 
on which countries would participate in the implementation force, and finally on a request from the 
UN and the Bosnian government to supply Dutch troops. The Minister stated that the Netherlands had 
expressed its doubts about the possibilities for implementing the draft agreement in stronger terms 
than those used by other EC countries.

 Van 
Middelkoop also defended Owen in somewhat more restrained tones.  

5177

                                                 

5172 TK, session 1992-1993, 22 181, no. 58. 

 Kooijmans said that the previous week he had met with 
Sacirbey who ‘impressed upon him’ that his government was prepared to accept a mini state in which 
there would be sufficient space for the same ethnic diversity as before the war. The Minister revealed 
that the Dutch government would face a ‘moral dilemma’ if the Bosnian government did in fact agree 
to the plan. If the Bosnian government accepted this plan, which rewarded ethnic cleansing, it would be 

5173 Both, Indifference, p. 165. 
5174 TK, session 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 61, p. 6. 
5175 TK, session 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 61, p. 3. 
5176 TK, session 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 61, p. 4. 
5177 TK, session 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 61, pp. 6-8. 
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‘extremely difficult’ for the government in The Hague to reject the agreement.5178

The Owen-Stoltenberg plan had sparked a revival of the media debate on the attitude of the 
international community towards the former Yugoslavia, and in particular on the question of what it 
remained for the Netherlands to do. The relatively successful campaign by the ABiH in Central Bosnia, 
which led to the flight of thousands of Croats, gave rise to the question whether Muslims were now 
going to indulge in the same practices used earlier by the Serbs and Croats. For instance, Brugsma was 
against a unilateral condemnation of the Serbs ‘… Croats and Muslims are also guilty of war crimes, 
albeit on a smaller scale. And not just genocide, but also starvation, torture and rape.’ 

 The Dutch 
government was apparently very well aware of what was good for Bosnia. 

5179 Professor 
Vojin Dimitrijevic, Professor of International Law and International Relations at the University of 
Belgrade, who had given a lecture in the Netherlands at the symposium on ethnic conflicts and human 
right violations in Europe, said in an interview with the periodical Vrij Nederland that the image of good 
guys and bad guys, which existed, for example, in Germany, was ‘of course’ ‘total nonsense’. The 
difference was that the Serbs possessed the greatest firepower, because of their links to the federal 
army. ‘But if other groups had gained the upper hand, exactly the same thing would have happened.’ 
He called Milosevic an opportunistic nationalist and Tudjman a fervent nationalist: ‘I don’t know which 
sort is the more dangerous.’ In late 1993 NRC Handelsblad correspondent Raymond van de Boogaard 
wrote in an anthology of articles from his paper: ‘scarcely have you started to feel a grain of sympathy 
or understanding for one of the parties to the conflict, before they too start to commit the most terrible 
crimes against the civilian population.’ He reserved his fiercest criticism for the ‘perfidious routine’ of 
the underdog parties - the Croats and Muslims - in attacking their ‘own’ people for propaganda 
purposes and to provoke intervention by the West.5180

Not everybody agreed with these arguments. In late June De Volkskrant published an article by 
Ian Traynor entitled ‘Muslims still keeping their hands clean’ which clearly distanced itself from the 
view that all the parties were equally guilty of atrocities. ‘Most informed observers on the ground agree 
that with their detention camps, mass rapes, siege and starvation tactics, and the systematic and 
deliberate targeting of civilians, the Serbs are in a class of their own,’ wrote Traynor.

 

5181 He claimed that 
there was little evidence for crimes committed by Muslims, and a great deal of evidence for crimes 
against Muslims. He agreed with the conclusions of Human Rights Watch that genocide was being 
committed against them. However, Payan Akhavan of the UN Centre for Human Rights warned that: 
‘The Muslims have refrained from systematic ethnic cleansing, because they realize that this is fatal for 
a multi-ethnic state. But that self-control is disappearing, because they realize that they must now gain 
ground and keep it. They are losing their faith in the multi-ethnic society, which is why we could now 
start to see atrocities being committed by Muslims on a much larger scale.’5182

One month later José Maria Mendiluce, who had worked since October 1991 as the special 
representative of the High Commissioner for Refugees to coordinate all humanitarian assistance from 
the UNHCR in the former Yugoslavia, questioned the view that all the parties were equally guilty. To 
describe the conflict as complicated would be ‘a perverse distortion of the facts. It is in fact quite 
simple: this is not an ethnic war and there are not three parties.’ He described the situation as one of a 
country with a government whose goal was multi-ethnicity and which was, at the same time, under 
attack from two sides whose goal was to take areas away from it and to make them ethnically cleansed 
states. In respect of the crimes committed there was ‘a world of difference’ between the Croats and 
Serbs on the one hand and ‘my Bosnian friends’, in other words all the people, including non-Muslims, 

 

                                                 

5178 ‘Moreel dilemma Kooijmans: wellicht instemmen met slecht vredesplan’ (‘Kooijmans’ moral dilemma: likely agreement to a bad 
peace plan’), ANP, 02/09/93, 18:44. 
5179 W.L. Brugsma, ‘De cultuurlijke staat van de mens’ (‘The cultural state of mankind’), HP/De Tijd, 11/06/93, p. 64. 
5180 Raymond van de Boogaard, ‘De vele gedaanten van een burenmoord’ (‘The many faces of kill thy neighbour’), in: Van de 
Roer/Steketee (eds.), Verwoesting, p. 134. 
5181 I. Traynor, ‘Moslims hebben nog altijd schone handen’ (‘Muslims still keeping their hands clean’), de Volkskrant, 25/06/93. 
5182 I. Traynor, ‘Moslims hebben nog altijd schone handen’ ‘(Muslims still keeping their hands clean’), de Volkskrant, 25/06/93. 
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who had remained faithful to the Bosnian government on the other hand. Mendiluce therefore strongly 
objected to the Owen-Stoltenberg plan: Serbs and Croats would aim to establish separate zones and the 
Bosnian government did not want a Muslim mini state. Furthermore, partition into three mini states 
would lead to further ethnic cleansing. The international community would legitimize the ‘Final Ethnic 
Cleansing’. He believed it was high time for the West to use military power against the ethnic cleansers, 
which he claimed was the only language they understood.5183

In the Netherlands the Owen-Stoltenberg plan was greeted with considerable distaste. A good 
example was the reaction of Righart, who had already expressed opposition to America’s acceptance of 
a partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina along ethnic lines in an article in HP/De Tijd on 25 June : 

 

‘By accepting ethnic cleansing we have returned to a state of pure fascist 
barbarism. The so-called partition of Bosnia along ethnic lines implies the 
triumph of the law of the jungle, and must only herald the start of even more 
murder and misery. The next hotbeds will probably be Kosovo and Macedonia 
and it is only a question of time before we see ethnic cleansing in Russia and 
other parts of the former Soviet Union. And what kind of precedent will the 
Bosnian ‘settlement’ set for much older conflict situations in the world, such as 
in the Middle East or Northern Ireland? Who will dare to speak of morality in 
international politics after Karadzic and his Great Serbian murderous gangs 
have been so richly rewarded?’5184

His article ended with an appeal to the United States, ‘the last and strongest bastion of Western 
civilization in a world which is degenerating into the primitive violence of tribal wars’: ‘In short Mister 
President: where are the Yanks?’

 

5185

This was a rather unusual tone for the periodical, which until then had been extremely cautious 
in respect of intervention. It redressed the balance in August with an article by W.L. Brugsma. He 
rubbed the readers’ noses in it that Colonel Duncan, of the British Institute of Strategic Studies, had 
expressed surprise in an interview with Nova that the Netherlands was the only country which had 
troops stationed in Bosnia and which was at the same time arguing for air attacks on Serbian positions. 
Brugsma also referred to a VPRO programme presented by Christoph Bertram in which an American, 
a Russian, a German and a Dutch general had advised against intervention in Bosnia. He criticized the 
Dutch daily newspapers which had accused Owen of weak-kneed politics against Karadzic. ‘What a 
nice country we have: the Netherlands, the country of moral guidance. The best intentions. But just as 
Chamberlain, alias Lord Owen, would say: the road to hell is paved with good intentions.’

 

5186 He 
blamed Dutch interventionism on their lack of war experience. Based on the history of the last two 
centuries, the Netherlands was in the running for the ‘world record in beating the retreat’. Countries 
such as Great Britain, France and Germany understood that a country should only deploy troops when 
its own vital interests were at stake, and not for the sake of human rights. Brugsma was not impressed 
by deployment for UN purposes: ‘The exceptionally disunited United Nations contains a mixed bag of 
nice democrats alongside all sorts of riffraff … it is a sort of bazaar in which changing coalitions barter 
with good intentions, bad intentions, aid and arms shipments ‘… ‘a Minister of Defence who sends 
professional soldiers to Bosnia without there being any danger to our country itself, risks a reputation 
for committing peace crimes.’5187

                                                 

5183 A. Bleich, ‘Mensen in Sarajevo geven een schitterend voorbeeld’ (‘People in Sarajevo set a wonderful example’), de Volkskrant 
29/07/93. 

 As to Dutch Members of Parliament, he accused them of playing 
games with an eye on the forthcoming elections by giving in to ‘populist rage’. He was tempted to say 

5184 H. Righart, ‘Meneer de president!’ (‘Mister President!’), HP/De Tijd, 25/06/93, p. 14. 
5185 H. Righart, ‘Meneer de president!’ (‘Mister President!’), HP/De Tijd, 25/06/93, p. 14. 
5186 W.L. Brugsma, ‘Wat weet dat deert’ (‘Ignorance is bliss’), HP/De Tijd, 27/08/93, p. 46. 
5187 W.L. Brugsma, ‘Wat weet dat deert’ (‘Ignorance is bliss’), HP/De Tijd, 27/08/93, p. 46. 
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that war was too important to be left to politicians. ‘These days we have extremely sensible generals in 
the Netherlands and, almost without exception, they are against intervention in Bosnia.’5188

In the same edition of HP/De Tijd the German essayist Hans Magnus Enzensberger argued 
passionately against sending peace missions to regions where civil wars raged: ‘The political costs are 
astronomical, the mandates are contradictory, the consequences are dubious.’ Peace missions could not 
remove the causes of civil wars. The governments which dispatch UN troops deny them their right to 
enforce their goals militarily. The question was what exactly politicians thought they could achieve with 
their ‘fantasies of omnipotence’ in all kinds of far-flung places where the dirtiest civil wars were being 
fought. ‘Even Christianity has always advocated helping ones’ neighbours, not those furthest away.’

 

5189

In late July Vrij Nederland decided to do another round of experts, in this case 19 academics, 
mainly in the field of international relations and international law, and three retired generals. The 
general tone was that the Netherlands could do nothing on its own. At the same time it was clear that, 
with the exception of France, the major countries were backing off. Few of them supported military 
action. And, even if that had been possible, it was probably already too late. It was now better to settle 
for humanitarian aid and supplying arms to the Muslims, which would give them the right to defend 
themselves so that a new balance could be created in Bosnia. Only a few of the experts talked about the 
Safe Areas. R.Th. Jurrjens, lecturer in international relations at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam and 
vice chairman of the CDA (Christian Democrat) working group on Central and Eastern Europe, was 
against continuation of the enclaves in any form. Siccama, senior lecturer in war history in Utrecht, 
took the view that the ‘remaining reserves’ should be given the right to self-defence. Only the lecturer 
in human rights P.R. Baehr and Th. van Boven advocated implementation of the UN resolutions 
concerning the Safe Areas. Retired Brigadier General H.J. van der Graaf argued that both enforcing the 
no fly zone and the use of air support on behalf of the Safe Areas would be half measures which would 
only make the situation worse. Nor did he see any benefit in deploying thousands of ground troops to 
protect the Safe Areas: ‘nobody is saying this openly but none of us wants a major war about the 
Muslims in Bosnia.’

 

5190

A new round of interviews by Vrij Nederland, this time with eight generals shortly after it had 
been decided to dispatch the Airmobile Brigade, revealed little enthusiasm for military intervention in 
the former Yugoslavia. Deputy Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Reitsma stated 
that 18 months earlier military intervention might still have stood a chance. Now it was down to the 
politicians on the spot to find a solution. Lieutenant General Tjassens feared heavy losses: ‘Must we 
make Dutch mothers suffer because Yugoslavians filled with hate are killing each other?’ 

 

5191 The 
‘rounds’ showed that the Dutch press was increasingly emphasizing the internal political angles and 
paying less and less attention to the developments in the former Yugoslavia. Most journalists from 
other countries were also leaving Bosnia ‘because the war has been going on for so long, it’s just not 
interesting any more.’5192

In the summer of 1993 Siccama observed that in each phase of the conflict in the former 
Yugoslavia the international community had attempted to rectify the errors made in the previous phase, 
an effort to catch up which, at best, did not make things any worse. Was it therefore not time for a 
moratorium on plans by the West, he wondered.

 

5193

                                                 

5188 W.L. Brugsma, ‘Wat weet dat deert’ (‘Ignorance is bliss’), HP/De Tijd, 27/08/93, p. 46. 

 At the end of June and with much gnashing of 
teeth - aggression seemed to pay - Ton de Kok accepted a three-way split of Bosnia, because this would 
probably create stable relations at last. He did not expect that the West would be capable of recruiting 

5189 Hans M. Enzensberger, ‘De barbarij van alledag’ (‘Everyday barbarism’), HP/De Tijd, 27/08/93, p. 65. 
5190 K. Colijn and P. Rusman, ‘Wat moet Nederland met “Joegoslavië”?’ (‘Why should the Netherlands bother about 
“Yugoslavia”?’), Vrij Nederland, 31/07/93, pp. 8-12. See also Philip Everts, ‘Er is wel een draagvlak voor geweld’ (‘There is 
support for violence’), Vrij Nederland, 07/08/93, p. 21. 
5191 L. Ornstein, ‘Het gevaar van een Rambo-leger’ (‘The danger of a Rambo army’), Vrij Nederland, 20/11/92, p. 48. 
5192 M. Smits, ‘Kate Adie, een “tough lady” in Bosnië’ (‘Kate Adie, a “tough lady” in Bosnia’), Vrij Nederland, 27/11/93, p. 27. 
5193 J.G. Siccama, ‘Nogmaals: ex-Joegoslavië’ (‘Once again: the former Yugoslavia’), Armex, July/August 1993, p. 5. 
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7000 men to protect the Muslims. Which is why he was not unsympathetic to lifting the arms embargo 
on the Bosnian government.5194 People like Van den Doel and Oostlander were extremely negative 
about the Owen-Stoltenberg plan in the Dutch media. The plan was viewed as capitulation to the 
ethnic cleansers5195 and as unfair to the Muslims. They were being given too little and, according to the 
writers, would not resign themselves to this forever, meaning that the plan would only give rise to 
instability in the long-term.5196 Nonetheless, acceptance of the partition was implicit in some of the 
criticism; there was only criticism of what was considered to be an excessively small portion for the 
Muslims.5197 The fiercest criticism was voiced by Michael Stein, editor of NRC Handelsblad, who, among 
other things, denounced Owen as he accepted the Dick Scherpenzeel journalism award. He believed that 
the Muslims had been offered an ‘Indian reservation chopped into little pieces’ by the Croats and Serbs 
and that, even worse, the West was putting them under pressure to accept it. Stein had clearly had 
enough of the Western ‘Pontius Pilate attitude’ and stated that it was fortunate the Americans had 
taken a different position during the Second World War. He handed over the prize money of NLG 
5000 to Minister Pronk of Development Cooperation so that he could pass it on to the Bosnian 
government to help it buy arms to defend the state of Bosnia. Minister Pronk handed over the money 
to Sacirbey, quoting the Dutch government position on the arms embargo, and received assurances that 
the money would be put to good use.5198 Hofland invited Minister Kooijmans to ‘persuade Lord Owen 
with all the diplomatic finesse he possesses that other functions in international diplomacy offer him a 
bright future’.5199 EC Commissioner Van den Broek laid a great deal of blame at Owen’s door, labelling 
his diplomacy ‘a capitulation strategy’ which ‘legitimizes violence’. 5200

In contrast, other people were resigned to the plan and hoped that it would in fact bring an end 
to the war. ‘In the last few weeks it has become quite the thing to denounce Lord Owen (…)’, Peter 
Michielsen wrote in NRC Handelsblad on 25 August, the day on which Kooijmans met with Owen and 
Stoltenberg. He believed that Lord Owen was being made a scapegoat for the actions of the warring 
factions and the guilty feelings of representatives of the international community who had done little up 
to that point. Owen should be praised because he worked from concrete opportunities and not from 
moral imperatives, wrote Michielsen.

 

5201

                                                 

5194 ‘Bosnië-Herzegovina’ (‘Bosnia-Hercegovina’), CD/Actueel, 26/06/93, p. 18. 

 In an article entitled ‘The war is over, the spoils are divided’ a 
short time later, Michielsen wrote that Izetbegovic had insisted on a Bosnian unified state for 18 
months, ‘a plan that was in fact already unrealistic before the war broke out in earnest in March last 
year, and which has only become more unrealistic since then with the military conquests by the Serbs 

5195 A.C.A. Dake, ‘Bemiddelaars blameren EG’ (‘Negotiators accuse EC’), Het Parool, 09/08/93; Arie M. Oostlander, ‘Owen speelt 
het spel van het gewetenloze Engeland’ (‘Owen plays England’s morally bankrupt game’), Trouw, 01/09/93. 
5196 See for instance M. van den Doel, ‘Een schijnoplossing. Plan Owen-Stoltenberg maakt geen eind aan oorlog’ (‘A spurious solution: 
Owen-Stoltenberg plan won’t end the war’), Trouw, 05/08/93; B. Lanting, ‘Ethnische zuivering is ook geen ‘Realpolitik’’ (‘Ethnic 
cleansing is not “Realpolitik”’), Het Parool, 16/06/93. See also André Roelofs, ‘Beëindiging van strijd in Bosnië nog illusie’ (‘End to 
conflict in Bosnia still an illusion’), De Volkskrant, 15/07/93. 
5197 See also appendix Scholten, Ruigrok &Heerma, In Sarajevo wordt geschoten (‘Shots ring out in Sarajevo’), pp. 150-156. 
5198 For Stein’s speech see M. Stein, ‘Het Westen herhaalt in Bosnië het verraad van München’ (‘The West repeats Munich betrayal 
in Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 23/06/93. See also S. Montag, ‘Overpeinzingen Michael Stein’ (Reflections of Michael Stein), 
NRC Handelsblad, 26/06/93. At the time of writing Sacirbey was wanted by Interpol following Bosnian government 
allegations that he misappropriated large sums of money in his role as UN Permanent Representative.  
5199 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Perspectief voor Lord Owen’ (‘Prospects for Lord Owen’), NRC Handelsblad, 25/08/95. See also H.J.A. 
Hofland, ‘Het “terecht” der realisten’ (‘The “correctness” of the realists’), NRC Handelsblad, 23/06/93; idem, ‘De onderwereld wint’ 
(‘The underworld wins’), NRC Handelsblad, 01/09/93. 
5200 P. Michielsen, ‘Owen speelde Serviërs in Bosnië in de kaart’ (‘Owen plays into Serbian hands in Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 
28/08/93. 
5201 P. Michielsen, ‘De jacht op Lord Fraud maskeert het schuldgevoel’ (‘Hounding “Lord Fraud” masks guilt’), NRC Handelsblad, 
25/08/93. For a comparable defence of Owen see Martin Woolacott, ‘The Demonizing of Dr Owen’, The Guardian, 
13/08/93, which appeared in Dutch as ‘De onverdiende verguizing van David Owen’, de Volkskrant, 14/08/93. For an illustration 
of the criticism of Owen see André Roelofs, ‘De dokter en de psychiater’ (‘The doctor and the psychiatrist’), de Volkskrant, 
12/08/93. 
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and the Croats and the wide-scale ethnic cleansing’.5202

‘Continuing the armed struggle no longer serves any political purpose. The last 
enclaves’ only chance of survival is when the fighting stops and the UN can 
resume the flow of humanitarian aid which is now staunched. The credibility of 
the international community is at an all-time low, but it is the only community 
which has something to offer the beleaguered people’. 

 The editorial in the NRC Handelsblad on 22 July 
stated that Izetbegovic’s one remaining option was to accept the partition of Bosnia: 

5203

Koen Koch wrote that the ‘lamentations’ of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs had become ‘futile’ 
now that even Izetbegovic appeared to accept the partition: ‘there is absolutely no point in continuing 
to strive for something which was still meaningful 18 months ago, but which is now meaningless in the 
totally changed circumstances’.

 

5204

In early May 1993 more than half of the Dutch population was still in favour of military 
intervention by the international community in the crisis in the former Yugoslavia. However, the 
different surveys presented a range of diverse statistics. In a NIPO survey of 500 Dutch people 
commissioned by the AVRO, 75% of the respondents believed that the Western countries should 
intervene militarily to end the civil war in the former Yugoslavia. 80% said it was acceptable that, if the 
Netherlands sent troops, there might be casualties.

 

5205 A telephone survey of 5600 people for KRO’s 
Brandpunt programme showed that 60% of the Dutch population was in favour of military intervention 
in the former Yugoslavia. A similar amount, 56%, believed that Dutch troops should participate in such 
an intervention. The same percentage of people believed that military intervention would bring an end 
to the war.5206 Surveys of public opinion by the European Commission, the so-called Eurobarometer, in 
the same month showed that of the EU member states, the Netherlands was second only to Italy in the 
number of people favouring military intervention. The European average was 55% in favour and 28% 
against. In Italy the percentages were 64 and 21 respectively and in the Netherlands 62 and 24. The 
largest groups of opponents of intervention were found in Denmark (47% against) and Greece (50% 
against).5207

But a survey carried out in early September by the Studiecentrum voor Vredesvraagstukken (Centre 
for Peace Studies) of the Katholieke Universiteit Nijmegen (Nijmegen University) in collaboration with the 
NIPO showed that 53% of those surveyed considered partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina on ethnic lines 
to be acceptable. Only 15% were against and 32% claimed to have no opinion, which was a high 
percentage for a subject in which the category ‘don’t know’ had definitely not been high in the previous 
two years. It appears that the Dutch population wanted to see a quick end to the war and no longer 
considered reversal of ethnic cleansing to be necessary. Pragmatism had triumphed over idealism, 
concluded the Head of the Centre for Peace Studies, L. Wecke.

 

5208

                                                 

5202 Peter Michielsen, ‘De oorlog is in feite voorbij, de buit verdeeld’ (‘The war is over, the spoils are divided’), NRC 
Handelsblad, 17/09/93. Compare A. Bleich, Gietelink, ‘Bosnië heeft nooit bestaansrecht gehad’ (‘Bosnia has never had a raison 
d’être’), Trouw, 17/06/93. 

 The survey also showed that at least 
42% of respondents believed that military intervention did not justify the death of a single Dutch 
soldier. Earlier surveys had revealed higher acceptance of possible casualties among the Dutch troops 

5203 ‘De laatste fase’ (‘The final phase’), NRC Handelsblad, 22/07/93. 
5204 5204 K. Koch, ‘Bitter gelag’ (‘Bitter pill’), de Volkskrant, 25/09/93. 
5205 ‘Meer steun onder Nederlanders voor militair ingrijpen’ (‘More popular support in the Netherlands for military 
intervention’), ANP, 02/05/93, 12:59; ‘Kok wil militair ingreep in Bosnië’ (‘Kok wants military intervention in Bosnia’), De 
Telegraaf, 03/05/93. 
5206 ‘Meerderheid bevolking voor militair ingrijpen’ (‘Majority of population in favour of military intervention’), de 
Volkskrant, 10/05/93. 
5207 ‘Meeste Europeanen voor militair ingrijpen in Bosnië-Herzegovina’ (‘Most Europeans support military intervention in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina’), ANP, 24/05/93, 18:14; Van der Meulen, Verlangen, p. 3. 
5208 Leon Wecke, ‘Zodra er doden vallen...’ (‘Once soldiers start to die …’), Trouw, 09/09/93. 
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participating. ‘The only conclusion that can be drawn from this survey is that there is no support in 
public opinion in advance for the risky imposition of a peace plan that has been agreed and which must 
put an end to a war situation.’5209

6. Conclusion 

 

After the rejection of the Vance-Owen Plan, the wait-and-see attitude of Owen and Stoltenberg in 
respect of the contribution by the warring factions themselves allowed President Milosevic and 
President Tudjman to grasp the initiative and make a proposal for an extremely loose confederation. 
The Bosnian President Izetbegovic originally refused to negotiate on this basis, but because of the 
attitude of the West, including the American administration, he resigned himself to partition from mid-
June. In addition, Izetbegovic was experiencing political difficulties at home. He had to be prepared to 
deal with the possible ambitions of Fikret Abdic, who was supported by Owen, and be careful not to 
be manoeuvred into an impossible position between those who were prepared to settle for a mini 
Bosnia and those who harboured greater territorial ambitions.  

Finally, in July, Izetbegovic declared that he was willing to negotiate on a partition. However, 
various statements by the Bosnian President show that he was only prepared to agree to such a solution 
on a temporary basis. He kept the option open to extend the area over the long term. What could not 
be won at the negotiating table, would have to be conquered by force. Military and political 
reorganizations in Sarajevo in the summer and early autumn of 1993 seemed to follow this strategy. In 
the meantime that part of Bosnia under Izetbegovic’s command was developing increasingly into a one-
party state under the SDA. The Islamic character of this mini state was also growing, although not too 
much emphasis was given to this for opportunistic reasons. 

In the context of the discussions on a partition, a possible exchange of Srebrenica and the other 
eastern enclaves for the Serb part of Sarajevo was also discussed. After a delegation of the population 
of Srebrenica had opposed this, the subject was closed, although it came up again frequently. The West 
did not wish to propose such an exchange because of the negative publicity it would generate, and it 
was impossible for Izetbegovic and his circle to take a decision on this independently. 

All in all, the peace plan which took shape in the summer of 1993 was certainly not the model 
of a just peace and did not square with the principles laid down by the London Conference one year 
earlier. Its supporters described it as being informed by realism and pragmatism. And this was precisely 
why Minister Kooijmans and his officials objected to it. Within the EC, however, the Dutch 
government position was only supported by Germany, but, in contrast to the government in The 
Hague, Bonn did not wish to disrupt the delicate negotiations. Although the American administration 
and the Belgian chair of the EC attempted to persuade the Dutch government to temper its criticism, 
this did not work. Owen and Stoltenberg were compelled to provide explanations to Kooijmans and his 
German opposite number Kinkel. Kooijmans and the rest of the Dutch government then quickly fell 
into line because, right from the start, they had no alternative to offer. Furthermore the Dutch 
government was in a weak position because it appeared to want to resist a solution which Izetbegovic 
and his government were resigned to by that time. None the less, the Dutch government continued to 
attach a qualification to its contribution to the peace plan. It first wanted to know how the warring 
factions would react to it. This gave the impression that the offer to send the Airmobile Brigade still 
seemed to be up in the air. 

Whilst a gap between the government and organized public opinion seems to have arisen 
sometime earlier, in the summer of 1993 a greater gap seemed to develop between the government 
position and general public opinion in respect of the former Yugoslavia. In early September, the Head 
of the Centre for Peace Studies at Nijmegen University, Wecke, wondered whether the government was 
aware of this. Whilst opinion polls showed that the population was tending towards support for a 

                                                 

5209 Leon Wecke, ‘Zodra er doden vallen...’ (‘Once soldiers start to die…’), Trouw, 09/09/93. 
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pragmatic partition of Bosnia, the government in The Hague continued to oppose the injustice 
imposed on the Muslims by the Owen-Stoltenberg plan. Based on the same opinion poll, Wecke 
concluded that there was insufficient support among the Dutch population for Dutch participation in 
an implementation force for a peace agreement.5210

If such a unit were to be deployed, it could end up being heavily dependent on the use of air 
power. In early August 1993 a new agreement had been reached on this issue between NATO and the 
UN after the American administration had even sought to exclude the UN entirely from decision-
making in this matter. At that time major tensions were revealed, both between NATO and the UN, 
and within NATO itself . This did not bode well for the practical implementation of air operations.  

 However, a few days before Wecke wrote these 
words, Minister Ter Beek had offered an Airmobile Brigade to Boutros-Ghali on behalf of the Dutch 
government, which would possibly be deployed even before such a peace agreement had been made. 

 

                                                 

5210 Leon Wecke, ‘Zodra er doden vallen…’ (‘Once soldiers start to die…’), Trouw, 09/09/93. 
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Chapter 13 
Offering the Airmobile Brigade: August 1993 – 
November 1993 

1. Presented with pride and accepted with gratitude 

‘I have stated previously (…) that military deployment needs to reflect 
clearly the objectives to be achieved. The political objectives should be 
the first priority. They should be formulated clearly and 
comprehensively. These political objectives will determine the required 
military resources, units, plans of operation and the like.’5211

He did not share their objections: Van der Vlis, Couzy and Ter Beek 

 

The Dutch Minister Kooijmans of Foreign Affairs had been a strong advocate of the Safe Areas. After 
the Security Council designated Srebrenica as a Safe Area in Resolution 819 on 16 April, he had 
recommended assigning this status to other Muslim enclaves in international consultations. The higher 
echelons of the Ministry of Defence and the Royal Netherlands Army were less delighted with these so-
called Safe Areas. On 22 November 1992, Chief of Defence Staff General Van der Vlis had listed his 
objections to safe havens on the television programme Het Capitool (see Chapter 8). In his view, their 
establishment would cross the line between peacekeeping and peace-enforcement, since protection 
meant protecting people on one side from people on the other side. About a hundred thousand military 
troops would be required. Their logistics would need to be managed in an area where guerrilla-style 
warfare was in progress. Because such a complicated situation demanded strong political resolve, it had 
to be handled by the major powers. Van der Vlis wondered whether such an operation was feasible 
without US involvement. Finally, he believed that the safe havens might be perceived as support for 
ethnic cleansing by the Bosnian Serbs. More than six months down the road, none of these arguments 
had become any less convincing following the Security Council adoption of resolutions 836 and 844, 
which established the concept of Safe Areas and determined the resources for this purpose. The 
military forces required according to Van der Vlis were far from being mobilized; the US government 
had refused to deploy ground troops for the Safe Areas; supplies for the Safe Areas were a serious 
problem due to resistance by the Bosnian-Serb authorities; the ‘Safe Areas’ were repeatedly fired upon; 
and military actions were launched from those areas because they were not fully demilitarized. Van der 
Vlis also doubted whether UNPROFOR could protect the Safe Areas. Barth, the head of the division 
of General Policy Affairs (DAB), agreed with him.5212

Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Couzy did not feel that enough troops 
had been provided for the Safe Areas. He was under the impression that his counterparts in France and 
the United Kingdom wanted to withdraw their troops from the former Yugoslavia, since no prospects 
for resolving the conflict were apparent. Only the political leadership of their respective countries 
withheld them from doing so.

 

5213 This was why, as he later explained, he had felt the operation would 
be an impossible mission. He did not believe that the Netherlands should become involved in the 
operations in the former Yugoslavia for military reasons.5214

                                                 

5211 TK, 1992-1993, Proceedings p. 72. Minister Ter Beek, (16/09/92). 

 Couzy had stated his objections to 

5212 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, p. 86. 
5213 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5214 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 60; interview with H. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98; NIOD, 
Coll. Kreemers. File 8c, besluitvorming uitzending luchtmobiele brigade (deciding about the deployment of an airmobile 
brigade), interview H.A. Couzy, 21/04/95. 
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participating in this conflict on several occasions. In late December 1992, he had said that if the 
Netherlands deployed F16s over Bosnia, the Dutch troops and observers there should be withdrawn 
(Chapter 8). A few weeks later, Couzy had described military intervention in the former Yugoslavia as 
‘absolutely impossible.’ He believed that Western troops would be entering ‘another Vietnam.’ In 
March 1993 the commander noted that peace-enforcement might lead to ‘dozens of casualties’ among 
Dutch troops deployed there and doubted whether ‘a bunch of robber chiefs’ merited those Dutch 
lives (Chapter 10). In these last two cases, however, Couzy was referring to peace-enforcement. This 
was obviously different from Safe Areas, although those also entailed a measure of enforcement. 

The problem for Couzy and Van der Vlis in conveying their objections to Minister Ter Beek 
was the Minister’s lack of political interest in whether or not the two generals approved of the idea of 
Safe Areas and its elaboration. Ter Beek, who was under enormous pressure from his peers in the 
government and the Parliament to do something for the former Yugoslavia, was interested primarily in 
whether Dutch troops to be deployed faced an acceptable risk. Both generals had assured Ter Beek 
regarding the issue of acceptable risks to ‘his’ people, which he considered crucial. They did not believe 
that the UN peacekeeping forces would be in serious danger in Bosnia.5215

Their affirmative response helped Ter Beek make up his mind.

 The minister did not care 
that neither of the two generals approved of the Safe Areas idea. Van der Vlis and Couzy had 
‘consistently told [him] that the risks were acceptable. This is a separate issue and a different debate 
from the entire Safe Areas idea. My question to the commander and the Chief of Defence Staff was 
whether I could assume political responsibility for deployment, considering the risks to the personnel.’ 

5216

Van der Vlis had also objected to deploying the Airmobile Brigade in Bosnia. Back in mid-
March, Minister Ter Beek had overruled him by instructing him to include the Airmobile Brigade in his 
inventory of units eligible for implementation of the Vance-Owen Plan. Prior to the debate about the 
White Paper on Defence Priorities, Van der Vlis had stated his objections in an interview with the 
morning daily Trouw (Chapter 11). A few days after the debate, on 23 May, Van der Vlis had stated once 
again on an NOS television broadcast that the Netherlands was willing to provide the UN with a 
logistic unit of 400 troops. He emphasized that the Netherlands would deliver combat units only after 
restructuring the Armed forces, when the military would consist of professional servicemen. During his 
television appearance, he also warned Parliament against undermining the essence of the Airmobile 
Brigade by purchasing cheap transport helicopters instead of expensive attack helicopters.

 

5217 Couzy’s 
main concern was that deploying the Airmobile Brigade too early might jeopardize the decision to 
purchase the attack helicopters, which might then be considered unnecessary.5218 Or, as Ter Beek 
summarized the reluctance of Van der Vlis: ‘(…) perhaps we risk that if we go ahead with this battalion, 
it will prove to be a regular mechanized infantry battalion, and people will wonder why we need those 
expensive helicopters.’5219 Van der Vlis’s view on this subject was not widely shared.5220 Neither Couzy’s 
deputy Major General Reitsma nor the Airmobile Brigade Commander Brigadier J.-W. Brinkman 
expressed this concern.5221 The reason was not that Reitsma and Brinkman cared less about the 
Airmobile Brigade. Both were very eager for this division to prove itself in the former Yugoslavia.5222

                                                 

5215 On this issue, see the enlightening dialogue between Ter Beek and Couzy, Robijns, ‘Baas’, p. 16. 

 
They believed that successful deployment of the brigade would be indisputable justification of its 

5216 Robijns, ‘Baas’, pp. 16-17. 
5217 ‘Nederland heeft 400 man extra voor Bosnië’ (The Netherlands has an extra 400 men for Bosnia), Haagsche Courant, 
24/05/93. 
5218 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 53; Ibid., D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, p. 86; Ibid., hearing 
of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 43; NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. File 8c, besluitvorming uitzending luchtmobiele brigade (deciding 
about the deployment of an airmobile brigade), interview H.A. Couzy, 21/04/95. 
5219 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. Ibid. in interview H.G.B. van den Breemen, 20/05/98. 
5220 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 53. 
5221 Interviews J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99; A.K. van der Vlis, 13/02/98. 
5222 Interviews H.G.B. van den Breemen, 20/05/98; J.Th. Bruurmijn, 07/07/99; H.J. Vandeweijer, 19/01/98; A.K. van der 
Vlis, 13/02/98. 
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existence. ‘With the government and the Parliament on the verge of important decisions regarding the 
purchase of helicopters for this brigade, much of the army was aware of this’, explained Minister Ter 
Beek. Moreover, successful deployment would enhance the Army’s reputation and consequently boost 
recruitment for the brigade.5223 Lieutenant General M. Schouten, commander of the First Army Corps, 
believed it would be ‘very bad’ for recruitment for the Airmobile Brigade if this unit ‘had come no 
further than the heath at Ossendrecht and a practice session in Greece after two and a half years.’5224 
Reitsma felt that the helicopters would eventually be purchased anyway.5225 Barth also expected, as he 
said, that the deployment process would be self-sustaining in this respect.5226 Couzy, who shared several 
of Van der Vlis’s reservations regarding the deployment in Safe Areas, found the use of material 
arguments improper and did not support Van der Vlis on this issue.5227 Minister Ter Beek understood 
Van der Vlis’s concern but must have felt that this argument would fail to impress a government and 
parliament calling for greater military deployment.5228

Advocates and opponents within the Army of the ‘airmobile’ deployment  

 

Notwithstanding the decision on principle that Cambodia would be for the Marines and the former 
Yugoslavia for the Army (Chapter 4), the different military services started to consider each other with 
envy, as the decision did not appear to be cast in stone. On the one hand, deployment of the Airmobile 
Brigade had been anticipated in Cambodia to relieve the third marine battalion. This battalion had been 
difficult to assemble5229 and was therefore known as the leftovers battalion5230 and had ‘reached the end 
of its tether’ in Cambodia.5231 On the other hand, deploying a marine battalion to the former Yugoslavia 
for a few months (chapters 10 and 11) had been suggested as a possibility until the first Airmobile 
Battalion was operational. To avoid further cutbacks, the military services wanted to ‘raise their 
profile’5232 and prove that they were each indispensable.5233 Moreover, the Marines feared that 
formation of the Airmobile Battalion might lead to ideas that the Marines should abandon or at least 
curtail its infantry duties.5234 According to Van der Vlis, the Army was convinced that its turn had 
come.5235

The chief proponents of deploying an Airmobile battalion came from a group of officers that 
was zealously involved in reorganizing the Army: Deputy Commander Reitsma, who called himself the 
Jan Timmer of the Army in reference to the man assigned to revitalize the Philips Company

 Continuing to use infantry without assigning any responsibilities to the Army would not be 
right. Concerns about the willingness of conscripts rendered only the Airmobile Brigade eligible for 
deployment. 

5236

                                                 

5223 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 191. 

; the 

5224 Interview M. Schouten, quoted in: Berghorst, ‘Opdracht’, p. 11. 
5225 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 45. 
5226 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, p. 86. 
5227 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 59. See also TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van 
der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 53. 
5228 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 98. 
5229 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 52. 
5230 Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 58. 
5231 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5232 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 95. See also interviews P. de Gooijer, 01/07/99; H.A.C. 
van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5233 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
5234 On this view, see e.g. Infantry Major General (rtd.) J.P.A. van Buuren, ‘Te land, ter zee en in de lucht’ (‘By land, sea or 
air’), Carré 15 (1992) 12, pp. 21-22. Previously, Ter Beek had notified Parliament that ‘agreements indisputably existed 
between the airmobile brigade and the marine corps, but that each one had ‘a distinctive, individual mission’’, TK session 
1991-1992, 22 327, no. 2. 
5235 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 52. 
5236 Leonard Ornstein, ‘Het gevaar van een Rambo-leger’ (‘The danger of a Rambo army’), Vrij Nederland, 20/11/93, p. 54. 
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First Army Corps Commander Schouten; and Airmobile Brigade Commander Brinkman.5237 Brinkman 
was a strong advocate of deploying his Airmobile Brigade. He believed deeply in the idea and aimed to 
‘promote [his unit] and establish its reputation.’5238 Brinkman was the only one who later stated that he 
had not zealously supported the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade. He denied having lobbied in 
favour of deploying the brigade in 1999. He said that he regretted that the initial deployment of the 
brigade would not be airmobile but would concern a rather static conflict. ‘The child that was still 
growing up was simply thrown to the lions.’ He believed that this had thoroughly disrupted the 
training.5239

Some Royal Netherlands Army officers believed, as did some MPs, that the Airmobile Brigade 
was getting very expensive indeed, and that a lot of the armoured infantry was being eliminated as well. 
Moreover, they and others considered deploying armoured infantry units preferable to the Airmobile 
Brigade for peace operations in areas of turmoil.

 As will become clear below, however, Brinkman’s views had been different in the summer 
of 1993. 

5240 Retired Brigadier General H.J. van der Graaf, for 
example delivered a lecture at the Stichting Maatschappij en Krijgsmacht (Society and Armed Forces 
Foundation) on ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht onder VN-vlag’(Netherlands Forces under UN-comand), in 
which he condemned the Airmobile Brigade. He considered it far too vulnerable in a war like the one 
in Yugoslavia. In a situation that was in between peacekeeping and peace-enforcement, classical 
armoured infantry was more appropriate. He opposed ‘perpetuating the vastly expensive Airmobile 
Brigade. Better to quit halfway than to become lost altogether!’ Van der Graaf believed that General 
Couzy, who had repeatedly got into trouble through his public statements himself, was silencing his 
people. Otherwise, Van der Graaf believed that officers in active service would be echoing his own 
views.5241

Public debate did not thrive in the Army. This became apparent from the article by three majors 
of the armoured infantry in the September issue of Carré, the journal of the Netherlands Officers’ 
Association. The three authors seriously questioned the capabilities of the Airmobile Brigade.

 Moreover, as stated in Chapter 10, Couzy as Deputy Army Commander had believed that the 
Airmobile Brigade idea was obsolete and had advocated forming a multifunctional brigade that would 
make optimal use of both the airmobile element and mechanized performance. Commander Wilmink 
had informed him, however, that for political reasons the Army had to insist ‘rigidly’ that the airmobile 
concept would also be very useful, even with the international changes. 

5242

                                                 

5237 Interviews G.L.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; Ter Beek, 01/12/99; J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99 and R. Reitsma, 04/10/99; Ter 
Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 184. 

 The 
editors explained that the article had originally been intended for the July/August issue of Carré but had 
been withheld at the request of the Airmobile Brigade Commander Infantry Brigadier General J.-W. 
Brinkman, pending simultaneous publication with a response article that he had written. The reason for 
this request was, considering that (political) decisions regarding (part of) the Airmobile Brigade were 

5238 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 60. See also the interview with Major E.A.W. Koestal, 
24/05/00; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 44. 
5239 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 
5240 NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. Memorandum ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit tot uitzending’ (Interference in the 
decision to deploy), n.d. See also P.G.M. van Even, ‘Luchtmobiel naar Bosnië’ (Airmobile to Bosnia), Armex, 78(1994)3, p. 
4. 
5241 SG. H.J. van der Graaf, ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht onder VN vlak. Draagkracht voor militaire missies. Organisatie, 
middelen en mentaliteit’ (The Dutch Armed forces under the UN flag. Support for military missions. Organization, 
resources and mentality). See also DJZ. Casteleijn to Ter Beek, 29/03/93, D93/158, with appendices. Verslag van de door 
de Stichting Maatschappij en Krijgsmacht georganiseerde conferentie ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht onder VN-vlag’ (Report 
of the conference organized by the Armed Forces and Society Foundation ‘The Dutch Armed forces under the UN flag’), 
26/03/93. 
5242 M.C. de Kruif, H.J. Mayers and O.P. van Wiggen, ‘De luchtmobiele brigade: met beide benen op de grond’ (‘The 
airmobile brigade: with both feet on the ground’), Carré 16(1993)9, pp. 9-13. 
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being taken in this period, the desire to present the pros and cons of this sensitive issue simultaneously 
if possible.5243

The three majors mentioned the limited mobility of the airmobile infantry once grounded and 
the minimal means for continuation and resilience as the major weaknesses of the idea. Moreover, the 
Airmobile Brigade idea required a lot of infantry; only 36 attack helicopters were expected to be 
purchased. In this event, the limited number of attack helicopters would be used primarily for 
immediate firing support for the infantry. This would limit the action radius of the helicopters to a few 
kilometres and maximize the likelihood of detection. High consumption of munitions and fuel would 
limit the duration of deployment for the helicopters. Moreover, helicopters were extremely vulnerable 
to enemy air defence, planes and direct fire. In fact, planes would need to open an air corridor first 
before deployment of the brigade. 

 

The authors assessed the value of the brigade for various forms of armed warfare. The first was 
securing or surveillance of an area by the airmobile infantry with patrols and observation posts. This 
situation resembled – unbeknownst to the authors at that time – the Srebrenica Safe Area, where three 
consecutive airmobile battalions would later serve. With a low level of force, according to the authors, 
surveillance would be possible across a relatively large area through helicopter reconnaissance flights. If 
the violence increased, the infantry would be able to secure only a small area. In the event of imminent 
confrontation with a larger hostile (mechanized) unit, the means for continuation and resilience would 
be insufficient. Possible helicopter evacuation of the infantry under enemy pressure would be 
‘extremely perilous.’ The authors concluded: ‘With respect to security and surveillance of relatively large 
areas of land, where violence is imminent, other units of the Royal Netherlands Army would be more 
suitable, such as elements of the light brigade.’5244

In delaying or defensive combat operations, lack of protection would lead to ‘considerable 
losses’ on the part of the airmobile infantry, even on uneven terrain. Under these conditions the 
authors assumed that attack helicopters would participate in the battle, and that their presence or 
absence would be decisive for the strike force of the brigade. The tactical mobility (i.e. the ability to 
displace the infantry elements of the brigade across land) was poor, according to the authors, because 
of the vulnerability, the minimal firing ability and the lack of combat support. ‘This contrasts sharply 
with the state-of-the-art devices already abundant among the mechanized units of the Royal 
Netherlands Army.’ The three majors therefore proposed transforming the Airmobile Brigade into a 
standby 11th Mechanized Brigade and selecting an armoured infantry battalion of the brigade for 
potential airmobile deployment. Had the article been included in the July/August issue of Carré, it 
might indeed, as Brinkman anticipated, have promoted the debate over the Airmobile Brigade, albeit 
not in a manner to his liking. On 12 July Minister Ter Beek and Junior Minister A.B.M. Frinking, who 
had succeeded Van Voorst tot Voorst on 1 June, sent a letter to Parliament. In this letter they discussed 
the airmobile intervention idea extensively in connection with the decision to purchase helicopters for 
the brigade. They wrote that airmobile units could perform a wealth of tasks in a wide variety of 
situations: ‘They may, for example, be deployed effectively for humanitarian aid missions while securing 
and protecting Safe Areas.’ In the event of escalating warfare in which an airmobile unit was deployed – 
and according to the minister such escalation had occurred recently in Bosnia – it could be relieved by a 
mechanized unit. ‘Should continued deployment of the airmobile unit prove necessary under such 
difficult circumstances, then this unit will be equipped with armoured vehicles, known as UN vehicles, 
primarily for passive protection of the personnel.’

 

5245

                                                 

5243 The contents of the upcoming issue was announced in Perry Pierik/Marcel Reijmerink, ‘Nederland vertilt zich aan 
luchtmobiele brigade’ (‘The Netherlands bites off more than it can chew with airmobile brigade’), de Volkskrant, 26/08/93. 

 

5244 M.C. de Kruif, H.J. Mayers and O.P. van Wiggen, ‘De luchtmobiele brigade: met beide benen op de grond’, Carré, 
16(1993)9, p. 11. 
5245 TK session 1992-1993, 22 327, no. 13, p. 4. 
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In his response to the article by the three majors, Brinkman submitted that the armaments of 
the Airmobile Brigade did not differ substantially from those of the armoured infantry.5246 The main 
difference with respect to their equipment was that the armoured infantry was armoured and had a 
YPR-765 25 mm gun, unlike the Airmobile Brigade. If the Airmobile Brigade were assigned passive 
tasks and a limited mandate that excluded authorization to fire, as was the case with peacekeeping, 
several armoured ground vehicles could simply be added. Brinkman admitted that without armour the 
brigade would be vulnerable during long-term static deployment. Mechanized units were therefore 
better suited for holding ground. Brinkman concluded his article, which was not very convincing, with 
an appeal to stop blocking ‘progress’ and ended with: ‘Majors, get your feet off the ground and come 
round!’5247

The tone conveyed perfectly Brinkman’s zealous support for his brigade. A former staff 
member of the Operations Division of the Royal Netherlands Army remembered how in late 1993 he 
had growled at two journalists that they had better not express any reservations about the brigade. 
When the brigade became an issue, he was said to have written to the NRC Handelsblad under a 
pseudonym.

 

5248 In January 1994, two officers of the Airmobile Brigade project desk, Lieutenant Colonel 
R.J.M. Veger and Major E.F.W. Bleeker, announced in De Telegraaf that criticism from the army about 
the brigade would be unwelcome. After all, public debate about such criticism might affect 
parliamentary decisions.5249

The switch 

 

In early July Deputy Military Advisor Koestal at the Dutch Permanent Representation in New York 
had explained to DPKO that the Dutch government would probably be unable to realize the offer 
made a few weeks earlier of a logistic unit of 400 troops (Chapter 11). On 9 July the Defence Staff 
informed Minister Ter Beek that adding a staff contingent of sixty to a hundred troops might exceed 
the previous ceiling of 220 troops. This was still nowhere near 400, without even providing for 
substitutes. Therefore, according to the Defence Staff, all energies at that point ‘were dedicated 
primarily toward meeting the need stated by the UN and were not focused on contrived numerical 
provision of 400 men.’5250 In July, a planning mission for a ‘logistic battalion (minus)’ for the Safe Areas 
was still under development.5251 In mid-July, however, the departure of a reconnaissance mission for 
the unit was postponed.5252

By June the Army understood not only that it would not or would hardly be able to gather the 
400 troops required for a logistic unit. Even if this effort were somewhat successful, deployment of 
scarce logistic personnel would compromise the restructuring of several important units, including the 
Airmobile Brigade. 

 

                                                 

5246 J.W. Brinkman, ‘Reactie op “De luchtmobiele brigade met beide benen op de grond?”’(Response to ‘The Airmobile 
Brigade: with both feet on the ground’), Carré 16(1993)9, pp. 14-15. 
5247 A subsequent response reflected a similar note: Major E.F.W. Bleker of supply and displacement troops and Lieutenant 
Colonel R.J.M. Veeger of the Engineering Corps, ‘De Luchtmobiele Brigade: met beide benen op de grond’, Carré 
17(1994)1, pp. 19-20. They considered publicly debating internal army issues unwise, since the politicians had already 
embraced the airmobile concept; such a course might jeopardize parliamentary discussions about army equipment. The 
authors hoped that their response would ‘point everybody back in the right direction’, Ibid., p. 20. 
5248 M. Reijmerink, ‘Vooral luisteren naar de generaal’ (‘Listen to the general, whatever you do’), Algemeen Dagblad, 15/06/95. 
See also M. Reijmerink & P. Pierik, ‘Bij defensie dienen alsnog koppen te rollen’ (‘Heads should still roll at Defence’), de 
Volkskrant, 02/09/95. 
5249 In De Telegraaf of 18/01/94, according to a reference in De Boode, ‘Vrijheid’ (Freedom), p. 217. 
5250 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memo from Waltmann to Ter Beek, 09/07/93. 
5251 DCBC, 2327. Intern memorandum van de Directie Operatiën van de KL (Internal memo from the Operations Division 
of the Royal Netherlands Army), 06/07/93; DCBC, 413. OZ, M.J.H. Bevers to Maj. Scheffer, 22/07/93, 1530B, no. 
93/228; DCBC, 412. OZ, Bevers to Sheffer and Bakx, 27/07/93, no. 93/237. 
5252 ‘Verkenningsmissie nog niet naar voormalig Joegoslavië’ (‘Reconnaissance mission not yet off to former Yugoslavia’), 
ANP, 13/07/93, 17:39. 
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On 9 August the NRC Handelsblad ran an article about the Airmobile Brigade. In this item, 
Siccama and former Defence Ministers Van Mierlo and Stemerdink described the idea as costly and 
obsolete. In the same article, Brinkman asserted that the Royal Netherlands Army needed to use this 
unit in the heat of international conflicts, ‘or you’re not worth tuppence’.5253 In the same issue, an 
editorial appeared critiquing the Airmobile Brigade and calling for a cost-benefit analysis to examine the 
‘motives, recommendations and conclusions concerning the army’s showpiece.’5254 On 10 August, the 
day after the two critical articles about the Airmobile Brigade were published in the NRC Handelsblad, 
the Defence Staff members met with the staff of the Army’s situation centre to discuss what the Army 
could provide. The caustic commentary alleging that the Airmobile Brigade was extremely costly but 
yielded few returns, which the NRC Handelsblad had published the previous evening, cast a shadow 
over the deliberations.5255

By 23 June Minister Kooijmans had informed the Parliament that offering the Airmobile 
Brigade instead of a logistic unit for the Safe Areas might be better at some point. This idea became 
increasingly appealing for various reasons. The Parliament and press needed to be shown that the 
Airmobile Brigade was cost-effective. A logistic unit was difficult to mobilize. 

 

A few days after Boutros-Ghali’s official request for a ‘maintenance and repair unit’,5256 Colonel 
Van Veen sent word from New York that the UN wanted to reconsider the planned composition of 
the unit. In addition to the recovery unit offered, the UN now wanted transport capacity, a salvaging 
unit and the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee for traffic management.5257 On 18 August this was 
communicated in writing in a message to the UN secretariat.5258 These needs were hard for the 
Netherlands to meet, since the Dutch transport units already claimed such logistic capacity.5259 This 
request meant that the Netherlands was expected to provide mechanics for equipment from the former 
East German army, which was to be allocated to a Pakistani battalion.5260 Hardly an attractive offer. 
The Dutch military troops would apparently serve as maintenance and repair workers for the Pakistani 
battalion, although they were not familiar with the equipment used. Most likely, this situation would 
lead to almost daily complaints.5261 Reitsma had long believed that a logistic unit would fail to provide 
the Netherlands with the international recognition that the Airmobile Brigade would yield.5262 The 
requirement stated by the UN was therefore, according to a concerned unnamed decision-maker, a 
‘blessing in disguise’5263

This happened during the summer, when both Van der Vlis and Couzy were on holiday. Their 
deputies were aware of their objections to the operations in the former Yugoslavia in Safe Areas and 
deployment of an airmobile battalion, especially the ones that Van der Vlis had expressed in March 
during his inventory of the units available for deployment to the former Yugoslavia.

: it offered the Dutch government an unsolicited way out of its previous offer. 

5264 Van der Vlis 
had other specific objections to the combination of an airmobile battalion and deployment in a Safe 
Area.5265

                                                 

5253 Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, NRC Handelsblad, 09/08/93. 

 He considered the mobile unit unsuitable for patrols with armoured vehicles as an armoured 
infantry unit and occupation of observation posts. He was also concerned about supplying the Dutch 

5254 ‘Rode baretten’ (‘Red berets’), NRC Handelsblad, 09/08/93. 
5255 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99; Berghorst, News, p. 64. 
5256 CRST. CSKL 1993, Dutch participation, Boutros-Ghali to UNPR, 05/08/93. 
5257 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memo from Barth and Van den Breemen to Ter Beek, 17/08/93, D93/326; interview G.J.M. 
Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5258 ABZ, DDI/DPV/00209, D’Ansembourg to Kooijmans, No. 823, 18/08/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 125. 
5259 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memo from Barth and Van den Breemen to Ter Beek, 17/08/93, D93/326. 
5260 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5261 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5262 Interview R. Reitsma, 04/10/99. 
5263 According to an anonymous respondent in Wolberink, Luchtmobiel, p. 23. Cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 125. 
5264 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 53. 
5265 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 13. 



716 

 

units in enclaves.5266 Couzy did not find the risk unacceptable: ‘Foreign units had been present for some 
time. Why should it be all right for them but not for our soldiers?’5267

Van den Breemen and Reitsma, deputies of Van der Vlis and Couzy, respectively, were more 
favourably disposed to deployment of the Airmobile Brigade.

 This last argument, as will 
become clear, was just as effective at luring the Dutch troops into Srebrenica as the Dutch politicians 
who had urged that more be done in the former Yugoslavia at international gatherings and through 
letters to foreign counterparts. 

5268 They believed that the time had come 
to refuse, now that the UN had specified the need for the logistic unit. Barth advocated notifying 
Minister Ter Beek upon his return from his holiday on 17 August that the request from the UN was 
impossible to grant. Van den Breemen, ‘a true political general’,5269 understood that outright refusal 
would be unacceptable. Such a response would send an international message that the Dutch 
government had been insincere in New York and Copenhagen. Van den Breemen reviewed the memos 
that Van der Vlis had written in March and April. Over the months that had elapsed, the extended wait 
before deployment of the Airmobile Brigade had all but resolved itself. A solution was available for the 
armoured vehicles as well. The only remaining obstacles to deployment of the Airmobile Brigade were 
Van der Vlis’s political-strategic objections. Van der Breemen was convinced, however, that these 
objections could not withstand the immense political pressure in the Netherlands to deploy more 
troops for the peace operation in Bosnia.5270

Barth and Van den Breemen wrote a joint memo to the minister.

 On 13 August Schouten drafted a memo in which he 
proposed offering the UN airmobile battalion rather than the logistic unit. 

5271 In this document, they 
started to explain that providing a logistic unit of 400 troops was ‘even more problematic’ than 
anticipated. They reminded the minister of the inception of the offer and wrote that on the eve of the 
summit in Copenhagen where the Dutch government had disclosed the offer, the minister had 
discussed with Kooijmans that it was highly uncertain whether this offer could be realized. Ter Beek 
was said to have explained to his counterpart in Foreign Affairs that guaranteeing a tailor-made unit 
was extremely difficult when the tailor himself was unaware of the sizes and tastes of his clients, and 
that the supply of willing conscripts had been virtually depleted. Lubbers and Kooijmans had 
nevertheless made the offer ‘for political reasons.’ Because the moment of deployment of the – 
impossible – logistic unit was now so close to the point that the first airmobile battalion might be 
operational, Barth and Van den Breemen proposed offering the battalion together with its own logistic 
support. This would yield an expanded battalion of 900 to 1,000 troops. Such a battalion, equipped 
with YPR armoured vehicles, might be ready for deployment in early 1994. It would comprise 500 to 
550 infantrymen, and the remainder would be support personnel. The minister would present the new 
offer to Boutros-Ghali during his visit to the UN Secretary-General on 7 September. Finally, the 
authors of the memo assumed that the Safe Area operation would soon be converted into 
implementation of a peace settlement.5272

According to Reitsma, he had not been consulted directly while Van den Breemen and Barth’s 
memo was being drafted.

 

5273

                                                 

5266 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 15. 

 He assumed that the Defence Staff and the Crisis Staff of the Royal 
Netherlands Army had been in touch. He did not remember whether he had attended the Army staff 

5267 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 15. 
5268 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 61. 
5269 Van Brouwershaven, Turbulentie, p. 154. 
5270 NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit tot uitzending’, n.d. 
5271 According to an interview H.G.B. van den Breemen, 22/09/99, the drafters were Waltmann & Vandeweijer. NIOD, 
Coll. Vandeweijer. However, contains a Log-airmb file with an undated and incomplete memo to Van den Breemen 
(mediated by Waltmann) about deployment of a logistic unit and/or airmobile brigade battalion, in which the switch is 
proposed. 
5272 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memo from Barth and Van den Breemen to Ter Beek, 17/08/93, D93/326. 
5273 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, p. 41. Cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 125. 
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meeting on 10 August.5274 Admittedly, the contact with the Army staff had not been with Reitsma 
himself but with Brigadier General G.J.M. Bastiaans, the deputy head of Army Operations.5275 Nor did 
Reitsma see why Couzy should be surprised about the switch upon returning from holiday. ‘No, it was 
a concretization of previous analyses that were assessed according to their consequences,’ such as the 
equipment and the training programme (see Part II, Chapter 5).5276 Couzy vehemently disagreed: ‘Of 
course, there were analyses, but both of them – Van den Breemen and Reitsma – were well aware that 
their respective bosses felt entirely differently.’5277 Still, Couzy did not blame Reitsma. After careful 
consideration, Couzy believed that the situation would have been the same, even if he had not been 
away on holiday. The government pressure had been too strong to accuse Van den Breemen and 
Reitsma of attempting a coup.5278 Couzy’s only reservation about deployment of the Airmobile Brigade 
was that such a new unit was being deployed very early indeed.5279

Upon returning from his holiday to the ministry on 17 August, Ter Beek found the memo from 
Barth and Van den Breemen on his desk. That evening, the minister discussed the pros and cons of this 
recommendation with them over dinner.

 

5280 After consulting Couzy, Reitsma and Schouten, Ter Beek 
took a decision. That very week, according to his statement, he proposed to Lubbers and Kooijmans 
and the Ministerial Council, which was meeting almost continuously to draft the budget at that point, 
that they present the UN with a new offer.5281 Lubbers, Kooijmans and Pronk were delighted with the 
idea, according to Ter Beek.5282 The objectivized versions of the minutes of the Ministerial Council do 
not reveal that Minister Ter Beek informed the plenary Ministerial Council during this period, although 
the former Yugoslavia or Bosnia did figure in the deliberations on 19, 24/25 and 26 August.5283 
According to these documents, he did so only on 3 September, the day after the Parliament was 
notified. Based on the objectivized version of the minutes of the council from that date, Ter Beek 
reminded those present about the previous offer of a logistic unit of 400 troops for the Safe Areas. He 
subsequently mentioned that Resolution 836 had yet to be implemented, and that the UN now required 
more from the Dutch government. A few days later, he therefore made an offer to the UN on behalf of 
the Dutch government of the airmobile battalion with its own logistics component for a peace 
settlement.5284

The day after Ter Beek’s return to the Ministry of Defence, an amended version of Barth and 
Van den Breemen’s memo was generated, which Ter Beek submitted to Kooijmans in the margin of 
the Ministerial Council only nine days later on 27 August.

 

5285 The purged memo did not mention the 
problems with recruiting a logistic unit of 400 troops. The criticism about the premature offer of this 
unit during the European Council of Copenhagen was deleted from the memo as well.5286

                                                 

5274 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, p. 42. 

 In the 
morning of 20 August, Ter Beek and Junior Minister Frinking met with MP Henk Vos (the PvdA 
spokesman for the Defence budget) and Thijs van Vlijmen (the CDA expert on Defence material). At 
this occasion, Ter Beek reported that they probably discussed that deployment of the Airmobile 

5275 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. Memorandum ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit 
tot uitzending’, n.d. 
5276 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 43. 
5277 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5278 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 61. 
5279 Interviews F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00; H.G.B. van den Breemen, 20/05/98. 
5280 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 99; interview with A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5281 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 99. 
5282 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 193. 
5283 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 19, 24/25 and 26/08/93. 
5284 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council, 03/09/93. Cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 127. 
5285 ABZ, DDI/DPV/00209, memo from Barth and Van den Breemen to Ter Beek, No. D93/P/1273, 18/08/93; ABZ, 
ABZ, DDI/DPV/00209, memo from DAV and DPV to Kooijmans, DAV/MS-198/93, 30/08/93. 
5286 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 126. 
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Brigade in Bosnia would not affect the purchase of the helicopters.5287

Couzy later asserted that upon returning from holiday he and Van der Vlis had spoken with the 
minister about their objections to the switch. According to Couzy, the minister had refuted all the 
arguments the two general raised. At one point, the minister asked Couzy whether he felt there were 
any prevailing security risks. Couzy said that he did not think there were. He mentioned that the sides 
in the Bosnian conflict generally avoided harming UN troops.

 In other words, Ter Beek tried to 
alleviate one of Van der Vlis’s deepest concerns regarding the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade. 

5288 Ter Beek vehemently denied to the 
Bakker committee that any such conversation ever took place. He had to control himself when 
confronted with Couzy’s statement. According to Ter Beek, Couzy ‘apparently missed his calling as a 
novelist.’5289

Whether or not Couzy was present, Van der Vlis’s return from his holiday on 24 August was a 
time of ‘considerable upheaval,’

 

5290 when Van der Vlis learned that Ter Beek had already initialled the 
letter from Van der Breemen and Barth and had arranged for General Bastiaans to travel to Zagreb to 
discuss the new offer in the margin of a conference of troop- contributing nations. Van der Vlis 
subsequently concluded ‘that a point of no return had been reached.’5291

Foreign Affairs and Defence at odds over the purpose of the offer to the UN 

 

On 23 and 24 August, General Bastiaans did indeed attend a gathering of troop-contributing nations in 
Zagreb chaired by Kofi Annan. Bastiaans had been instructed to inform Annan that the Netherlands 
would be unable to supply the recovery unit that the UN desired. He was not authorized to tell Annan 
any more at the time. According to his own report of the meeting, his statement was roughly as follows: 

‘Discussions continue regarding the composition of the Dutch logistic unit. The 
Netherlands is presently exploring several options outside the logistic area as 
well. The Dutch government will consult the UNSG about this in the week of 7 
September. The possible point of elaboration depends on the option selected, 
ranging from early November until the first half of January 1994.’ 

In response to Annan’s question about what the options were, Bastiaans stated 
that he was not authorized to disclose them.’5292

In a private conversation with Briquemont (Bastiaans insisted that Briquemont’s aide be excluded), he 
did, however, offer prospects of an airmobile battalion.

 

5293 On 30 August the directors of Political UN 
Affairs (DPV) and Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs (DAV), Hoekema and Majoor, mentioned 
in a White Paper to Kooijmans that Ter Beek would speak to him again in the margin of the Ministerial 
Council about the offer of a battalion of the Airmobile Brigade. They feared ‘partners and public’ might 
think that the Netherlands was reneging by withdrawing the offer of a logistic unit for the Safe Areas. 
Several DAB staff members shared this concern.5294

                                                 

5287 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 

 They noted that both the offer and the objective 
had changed. Ter Beek’s offer was valid for the Safe Areas as well as for a peace settlement. An offer 

5288 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 61. 
5289 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 99. Cf. TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 126. 
5290 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 61. Cf. interviews with A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00 and H. 
Couzy, 04/10/01; NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit tot uitzending’, n.d. 
5291 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 53. 
5292 DCBC 1665. Note from Bastiaans to Ter Beek, 27/08/93. 
5293 Interviews G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; F. Briquemont, 22/06/00; DEF 492, S93/061/2700, Note from Bastiaans to 
Ter Beek, 27/08/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 126. 
5294 ABZ, DDI/DPV/00209, memorandum from DAV and DPV to Kooijmans, DAV/MS-198/93, 30/08/93; interview 
A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
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concerning a peace settlement elicited objections at Foreign Affairs. At the end of his conversation with 
Owen and Stoltenberg, Kooijmans had expressed reservations about this very subject. In their White 
Paper, Hoekema and Majoor therefore mentioned four conditions for possible Dutch participation in a 
peace settlement, assuming there was one, since this seemed rather doubtful.5295

The next day, 31 August, Ter Beek had a letter drafted in which he informed Boutros-Ghali of 
the offer of the Airmobile Brigade and withdrew the one of a logistic unit of 400 troops. In his draft 
letter, Ter Beek offered to implement a peace settlement. The letter was not a carte blanche, however, but 
mentioned that the Dutch government wanted to know the details of the peace settlement and the 
mandate that would apply first. Nonetheless, the Dutch government was making the offer, according to 
the letter, to encourage other countries to pledge to contribute and thus to increase the pressure on the 
sides in the conflict.

 

5296

While Foreign Affairs was undoubtedly delighted that even Defence was casting the 
Netherlands as a catalyst, the switch in the purpose of the offer was unfortunate. The Dutch 
government had zealously supported the Safe Areas all along. At the European summit in Copenhagen, 
the Netherlands had offered a logistic unit for the Safe Areas to encourage other EU Member States in 
the hope of gathering the 7,600 troops that Boutros-Ghali deemed necessary. Less than a week earlier, 
Minister Kooijmans had expressed several reservations about the peace plan presented by Owen and 
Stoltenberg. Even with all the ifs, ands and buts in Minister Ter Beek’s letter, the Dutch government’s 
position at the vanguard with an offer for a peace settlement was remarkable, given that it had been the 
sole agent in international circles to question the settlement. 

 The relationship with the Safe Areas was not considered. The draft letter was 
presented to DPV for transmission. 

Foreign Affairs therefore blocked the draft letter.5297 Some have alleged that the letter was not 
sent because Foreign Affairs felt that only their ministry was authorized to correspond with the UN in 
New York, although this view had been somewhat undermined by assigning a military advisor to the 
permanent representation in New York and Dutch military officials in the DPKO.5298 The two 
ministries definitely competed with one another.5299 Nonetheless, sufficient intrinsic reasons were 
available for preventing dispatch of Ter Beek’s letter, precisely because it referred to a peace settlement 
rather than to the Safe Areas. According to Hoekema, the opinion at Foreign Affairs was that this 
sensitive issue needed to be talked through between the two ministries first.5300 Little seems wrong with 
that position. A DPV staff member was said to have notified DAB staff member F.J.J. Princen that the 
letter would not be sent, when Princen brought Ter Beek’s letter to Foreign Affairs (on 2 
September).5301

                                                 

5295 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, II, J.Th. Hoekema to TCBU, 05/06/00, p. 60. 

 That same day, Hoekema, Majoor and deputy DEU chief Hattinga van ‘t Sant advised 
Kooijmans not to send the letter. Instead, they recommended that he consult Ter Beek and send 
detailed instructions to Permanent Representative Biegman in New York. According to the White 
Paper from the three division heads, Kooijmans had personally stated that he did ‘not know of a letter 
and did not want such a letter to be sent.’ The first and simplest argument from the division heads was 
‘that the Ministry of Defence cannot take matters into its own hands (via the Perm. Rep. New York) 
and send a letter about an important foreign policy issue to the UNSG.’ The substantive justification 

5296 ABZ, PVNY. Peacekeeping/Yugoslavia/UNPTOFOR/Dutch participation, December 1991-November 1995, Ter 
Beek to Biegman, 31/08/93, D93/145/24304, with appendices. Ter Beek to Boutros-Ghali, 31/08/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, 
III, hearing of D.J. Barth, 31/05/00, p. 87. 
5297 See note ‘not sent’ on ABZ, PVNY. Peacekeeping/Yugoslavia/UNPROFOR/Dutch participation, December 1991-
November 1995, Ter Beek to Biegman, 31/08/93, D93/145/24304, with appendices. Ter Beek to Boutros-Ghali, 
31/08/93. 
5298 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5299 See also the appendix about Defence. 
5300 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.T. Hoekema, 24/05/00, p. 71. 
5301 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.T. Hoekema, 24/05/00, p. 71; interview with F. Princen, 08/01/98. 
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for this recommendation was the political risk associated with the withdrawal of the offer for the Safe 
Areas.5302

All available information suggests that Barth was informed that Ter Beek’s letter would not be 
sent on. Seven years later, Barth no longer remembered whether Minister Ter Beek was notified as well. 
Substantiating documents were lacking, except for the words ‘no longer necessary’ in the margin of the 
section where Minister Kooijmans was advised to consult his counterpart at Defence in the 
recommendation from the three division heads to the minister.

 

5303

In their advice to Kooijmans, the three division heads continued to insist that the Dutch play a 
role in the Safe Areas, especially because they did not believe that the Netherlands should automatically 
commit to a peace settlement of which the content was unknown.

 

5304 On 2 September Minister 
Kooijmans instructed – ‘also on behalf of my counterpart at Defence’ – Biegman to offer a battalion of 
the Airmobile Brigade as of January 1994 in keeping with the current UN resolutions, especially 
Resolution 836 (i.e. for the Safe Areas).5305

At this point the substance of such a peace settlement was rather uncertain. On 1 September 
the talks had been suspended in Geneva, as the Bosnian delegation felt that its territorial demands were 
receiving insufficient consideration. Prior to issuing these instructions, Foreign Affairs consulted Barth 
about their content. Besides Barth, Van den Breemen was also aware of the code issued by Foreign 
Affairs. Both pertained to the group that accompanied Minister Ter Beek a few days later on his trip to 
New York, where he told Boutros-Ghali again about the offer at the UN headquarters. In his 
statements to the Bakker Committee in 2000, Barth assumed that Minister Ter Beek had been informed 
about this code.

 He added that if these Safe Areas were eventually included 
in a peace settlement, new consultation would become necessary about the battalion’s possible 
deployment and task. 

5306

Minister Ter Beek told the Bakker Committee that he had learned from this committee only in 
2000 that his letter of 31 August 1993 had never been sent. He had become aware of the contents of 
the code of 2 September with instructions to D’Ansembourg ‘only later.’

 Ter Beek’s group included Hoekema, who was also aware of this code. In New 
York Biegman’s deputy J.M.V.A. Count de Marchant et d’Ansembourg, joined the group, which had 
complied with the instructions in the code and had reported to The Hague about the relevant 
conversation with Boutros-Ghali’s military advisor General M. Baril. So when Ter Beek went to the 
UN headquarters, he was accompanied by four people who knew that instead of Minister Ter Beek’s 
letter to Boutros-Ghali different instructions had been sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which 
according to the text came from the Minister of Defence as well. The main difference was that the Safe 
Areas had replaced a future peace settlement as the deployment objective. 

5307

D’Ansembourg had been the one to carry out the instructions of 2 September because 
Permanent Representative Biegman was on holiday at the time. As was standard practice in this 
situation, D’Ansembourg conveyed the instructions in a White Paper.

 

5308

                                                 

5302 ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from DPV, DAV and DEU to Kooijmans, 02/09/93, no. DPV-2095/93. 

 On 3 September he notified 
The Hague that he been unable to speak with Boutros-Ghali or Undersecretary- General Annan at 
short notice. He had therefore presented the Dutch offer to General Baril. In the code that 
D’Ansembourg sent to The Hague, he wrote that Baril believed the Dutch offer of an extensive 
battalion of 1,100 troops would put the total offers for the Safe Areas above the 7,600 troops required 

5303 ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from DPV, DAV and DEU to Kooijmans, 02/09/93, no. DPV-2095/93; TCBU, 
Vertrekpunt, II, D.J. Barth to TCBU, 25/05/00, p. 44 and 05/06/00, pp. 56/57, Ibid., J.Th. Hoekema to TCBU, 05/06/00, 
pp. 60-61. See also TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 128. 
5304 ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from DPV, DAV and DEU to Kooijmans, 02/09/93, no. DPV-2095/93. 
5305 Def. DCBC, Kooijmans to Biegman, No. 242, 02/09/93. 
5306 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, II, D.J. Barth to TCBU, 05/06/00, p. 57; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 130. 
5307 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, p. 100. 
5308 TK session 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 149, p. 11; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of N.H. Biegman, 29/05/00, p. 187. 
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for the light options of the Safe Areas.5309

Any disappointment that might have existed at the UN regarding the cancellation of the offer 
of a logistic unit was basically alleviated by the fact that the Dutch battalion would arrange its own 
logistics. The battalion would be self-sustaining. This was why the battalions of the Airmobile Brigade, 
which would ordinarily consist of about six hundred men, now comprised eleven hundred troops. 

 The UN thus assumed that the Dutch offer was for the Safe 
Areas. 

Because the press learned on 27 August of the offer of the airmobile battalion as of 1 January – 
i.e. that the Troops Commando Corps would supply a reconnaissance platoon for the Airmobile 
Brigade to be deployed in Bosnia in early 19945310 – Kooijmans confirmed this on 2 September, the 
very day the instructions were issued to D’Ansembourg in a meeting with the standing parliamentary 
committee for Foreign Affairs. The phrasing of the meeting report does not specify clearly whether 
Kooijmans said the offer was for a peace settlement or for the Safe Areas. The minister reported that 
the figure of 7,500 troops for the Safe Areas had been revised. Regarding the offer of the Airmobile 
Brigade, his statement in the record reads: ‘In that case there should obviously be a settlement for 
implementation that has yet to be evaluated by the Netherlands.’ This statement suggests that 
Kooijmans still assumed deployment for a peace settlement. He also reported that the UN would prefer 
something from the Netherlands other than the logistic unit of 350 troops offered for the Safe Areas. 
The report seemed to suggest that this offer was being replaced with a unit that was additional to the 
offer of the Airmobile Brigade, in part because of the words attributed to the minister: ‘There will be 
consultation on this subject.’5311 The contribution to the debate from Kooijmans was ‘without much 
qualification,’ as Barth wrote in a memo to Ter Beek, who had not attended the deliberations in 
Parliament.5312 The qualifications to the ministers concerned were either unclear or totally irrelevant. 
This was already apparent from the remarks by Minister Ter Beek that the offer was being made to the 
UN, and that the demand to be met depended on the current political situation. According to the 
objectivized version of the minutes from the Ministerial Council of 3 September, it was discussed at the 
meeting that Minister Ter Beek would offer Boutros-Ghali the airmobile battalion a few days later with 
a view toward a peace settlement. This statement was not contradicted.5313

An offer without conditions 

 

A few days later Minister Ter Beek departed for New York with a few advisors. According to Crisis 
Staff Chief F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, the crisis staff and Couzy had talked about the need for the 
Netherlands to impose conditions on the deployment of the Dutch battalion. The cases mentioned 
included the Norwegian battalion (which was to be deployed only in Tuzla) and the Spanish battalion 
(which was only to be deployed in Mostar). The crisis staff urged the Netherlands government to waste 
no time in claiming deployment of the Dutch battalion in Central Bosnia, as close as possible to 
Busovaca near the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion. This would facilitate logistics considerably. Also 
for logistic reasons, the battalion should avoid ending up in a Safe Area. According to Couzy, the 
specific intention was to avoid having the battalion stationed in Srebrenica.5314

                                                 

5309 DCBC. D’Ansembourg to Kooijmans, No. 917, 03/09/93. 

 Another condition was 
that the battalion was not to be dispersed under any circumstances. For all Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse 
knew, Couzy and Reitsma had also discussed these conditions with Ter Beek. Moreover, he had 

5310 ‘Commando’s bereiden zich voor op verkenningsstaken in Bosnië’ (‘Commandos prepare for reconnaissance assignment 
in Bosnia’), ANP, 27/08/93, 11:12; ‘Commando’s Roosendaal gaan verkenningsacties uitvoeren in Bosnië’ (‘Roosendaal 
commandos to carry out reconnaissance in Bosnia’), De Stem, 27/08/93. See also Pieter Nijdam, ‘Joego-actie voor de rode 
baretten’ (‘Action in Yugoslavia for the red berets’), De Telegraaf, 02/08/93; ‘Ter Beek stelt nieuwe landmacht-eenheden 
beschikbaar’ (‘Ter Beek makes new army units available’), ANP, 02/09/93, 10:13. 
5311 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181 no. 61, p. 8. 
5312 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 127. 
5313 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 03/09/93. 
5314 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01; NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. Interview H.A. Couzy, 21/04/95. 
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communicated the basic conditions to Colonel Van Veen, his predecessor as Crisis Staff Chief and 
military advisor to the Permanent Representation at the UN.5315

Couzy later said that he did not feel comfortable about imposing conditions concerning the 
location before the decision to provide a unit. He had communicated this position to his staff as well. 
Moreover, he claimed that in the conversation that he and Van der Vlis had upon returning from their 
respective holidays with Minister Ter Beek – the conversation that had never taken place according to 
Ter Beek – the deployment had been an unresolved issue. According to Couzy, this was primarily 
because Ter Beek kept asking questions throughout this conversation, such as about their assessment 
of the risks.

 

5316 He had subsequently been notified by Van der Vlis that the minister was en route to 
Boutros-Ghali with the offer of the Airmobile Brigade. At that point, Couzy must have understood that 
the Ministerial Council had taken a decision, or at least that Lubbers had allowed Ter Beek to proceed. 
By then, it was obviously too late for Couzy to disclose the conditions.5317

This course of events is improbable. First, whether such a conversation ever occurred as 
Minister Ter Beek has stated remains questionable. Second, Van der Vlis understood perfectly well 
following the conversation he had after his holiday ‘that a point of no return had been reached’ with 
respect to the decision to offer the airmobile battalion. And would Couzy not have been aware that his 
deputy Head of Operations Bastiaans had already presented this offer in Zagreb to General 
Briquemont, the UNPROFOR II commander? It thus appears that Couzy never communicated the 
conditions desired by the crisis staff to the Ministry. 

  

Stating the conditions prior to providing a unit for a peace operation is extremely important. 
Ordinarily with peace operations, matters such as intervention, location and duration are agreed before 
a unit is provided. Transferring operational control means authorizing a UN commander to deploy 
units at his discretion in accordance with the agreed mission, resources and geographic restrictions. 
Deviating from the agreed objectives requires consultation with and approval from the nation 
supplying the troops. 

In early 1995, B. van Lent, Esq., of the Judicial Affairs Division at the Ministry of Defence 
wrote in the Militair Rechtelijk Tijdschrift: 

‘The Dutch government is able (and has an obligation) to impose conditions for 
provision of troops. These conditions may, for example, concern the objective 
and conditions of personnel deployment, preservation of criminal jurisdiction, 
financial aspects and the like. Such conditions are to be included in an 
agreement with the United Nations. Failure to comply with these conditions 
should lead the provision [of troops] to be revoked…’5318

In 1979 the Parliament had severely reprimanded the contemporary Minister of Foreign Affairs C. van 
der Klaauw for providing an armoured infantry battalion for the UNIFIL operation without stipulating 
conditions.

 

5319 During the war in Yugoslavia, the Dutch had already encountered serious difficulties a 
year before Ter Beek offered an airmobile battalion due to the Dutch government’s failure to impose 
conditions concerning the area of their deployment. As a result, Dutch UNMOs were deployed 
exclusively in Bosnia (which was more dangerous) rather than in Croatia (where a ceasefire was in 
effect).5320

                                                 

5315 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 

 During this same period, the Dutch government proved perfectly capable of imposing 

5316 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5317 Interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98; NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. Interview H.A. Couzy, 21/04/95. 
5318 B. van Lent, ‘‘Command and control’ in VN-vredesoperaties’ (‘‘Command and control’ in UN peacekeeping 
operations’), Militair-Rechtelijk Tijdschrift 88(1995)1, p. 21. 
5319 Vos, Altaar, pp. 71, 73, 77-78. 
5320 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
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conditions, when it blocked realization of the transport unit offered for deployment in Bosnia, because 
its conditions had not been met, especially with respect to protection for the drivers. 

On 7 September Minister Ter Beek, accompanied by Barth, Van den Breemen, Kreemers, Ter 
Kuile, Hoekema, D’Ansembourg and Colonel Van Veen, visited Boutros-Ghali at the UN 
headquarters. The UN Secretary-General, who had arrived from Europe by Concorde two hours 
earlier, opened the conversation with a wide range of subjects: discussions about the oil boycott against 
Iraq, extradition of Libyan suspects in the Lockerbie case, the Dutch contribution to UNTAC (the UN 
operation in Cambodia), the support for the Kalshoven Committee with a contingent of fifty troops, 
the location of the Yugoslavia tribunal to be established and ways to finance peace operations. First, 
Ter Beek raised the issue of the standby forces for the UN, which was current at the time. He then 
offered a battalion of the Airmobile Brigade ‘for the Safe Areas,’ according to D’Ansembourg’s report 
of the meeting. Ter Beek mentioned very approximate figures of about a thousand troops and forty 
armoured vehicles.5321 In the forty-minute conversation, only five minutes were devoted to the offer of 
the battalion.5322

According to the minister, Boutros-Ghali responded that this was ‘very good news.’
 

5323 In his 
response, the Secretary-General mentioned his recent conversation with NATO Secretary- General M. 
Wörner, ‘which had also covered the force of troops required to implement the peace accord’ that he 
hoped would be reached the next week in Geneva. He also noted that after three exercises, the 
response time for air strikes (including the go ahead that he had to issue) had been reduced to one 
hour. After discussion of a few more items, the conversation ended.5324

During the conversation, Ter Beek did not associate any conditions with deployment of the 
battalion.

 

5325 He later stated that he had considered this unnecessary in such a formal conversation, 
since he assumed the Secretary-General would duly consider his letter of 31 August.5326 This letter had 
never been sent. Moreover, in September 1993 Ter Beek expected a peace settlement to be reached in 
the near future.5327 Because the offer was made without conditions, however, Ter Beek believed that the 
UN could assume afterwards ‘that the Netherlands would also be willing to deploy this unit to protect 
the Safe Areas.’5328 Ter Beek saw no alternative. In June the Dutch government had offered 400 troops 
for the Safe Areas. Now that he was offering 1,100 troops instead, Ter Beek felt that he could hardly 
prohibit their use for the Safe Areas.5329 Later on, Van den Breemen did not recall whether the Safe 
Areas had been mentioned during the conversation. He believed that it had been assumed during the 
conversation that a comprehensive peace settlement would soon be forthcoming.5330 At Ter Beek’s 
request, Van den Breemen visited the peace operations department at the UN to elucidate the new 
Dutch offer.5331 Once again, no conditions were stated.5332

The day after his visit with Boutros-Ghali, Ter Beek went to Washington, where he met with 
Perry and Lake. The American Defence Secretary and the National Security Advisor were delighted 
with the Dutch offer. They considered it an excellent step toward establishing a force for implementing 

 Basically, the offer had been made for the 
Safe Areas and was unconditional. 

                                                 

5321 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 17. 
5322 Interview J.Th. Hoekema, 05/03/98. 
5323 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5324 DCBC, NYPR D’Ansembourg to Kooijmans, No. 925, 07/09/93. 
5325 Kreemers, ‘Brigade’, Spring of 1994, p. 25; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 101 and 
hearing of D.J. Barth, 31/05/00; interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5326 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 100. 
5327 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 101. 
5328 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 104. 
5329 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
5330 NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. Memorandum ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit tot uitzending,’ n.d. 
5331 NIOD, Coll. Van den Breemen. Memorandum ‘Bemoeienissen met het besluit tot uitzending,’ n.d. 
5332 CSKL 1993. Dutchbat planning mission, Col. H.A.J. Bokhoven to Crisis staff CLF, 1035B, no. 93/350, 24/09/93, with 
appendices: H. Purola, Note for file, 07/09/93. 
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a peace treaty.5333 Apparently, Ter Beek had assumed, as described in Chapter 12, that the offer had 
been made to the UN, which could deploy the battalion at its discretion. This could depend on the 
prevailing political circumstances. If a peace agreement was reached soon in Bosnia, the battalion could 
be deployed for this purpose. In the weeks following Ter Beek’s visit with Boutros-Ghali, Foreign 
Affairs appears to have been in a state of confusion as well. This ministry, which in late August had 
objected to the letter that Ter Beek intended to send the UN Secretary-General on the grounds that the 
offer was not for the Safe Areas but for implementation of a peace settlement, now assumed that Ter 
Beek had offered the airmobile battalion to carry out a peace settlement.5334

2. Deterioration of international relations 

 

Shortly after Ter Beek’s offer of the Airmobile Brigade to Boutros-Ghali, however, two developments 
had major consequences for the setting in which the Dutch battalion would have to operate. While the 
peace negotiations had been suspended shortly before Ter Beek’s visit to New York, Owen and 
Stoltenberg assumed that a treaty was still on the cards. The prospects for the Invincible Plan still 
appeared good, until it was effectively rejected by the Bosnian Parliament in late September. This 
course of events eliminated the possibility that the battalion would be deployed for implementing a 
peace treaty for the time being. Deployment to the Safe Areas was the only option left. Still, with a few 
months to go before the battalion’s scheduled deployment, some believed that much could change and 
might enable the battalion to be deployed for a peace plan nonetheless.5335

Following the failure of the Invincible Plan, Owen and Stoltenberg started drafting a new plan 
targeting an integral solution for all problems in the former Yugoslavia rather than in Bosnia-
Hercegovina alone. Negotiations with the parties in Bosnia continued during the final months of 1993. 
The Bosnian Muslims claimed areas in Western and Eastern Bosnia, where the majority had been 
Muslim before the war, while the Bosnian Serbs wanted the Posavina corridor to be broadened. 

 Basing the military planning 
on this option, however, was not realistic. More likely scenarios included deployment to one of the six 
Safe Areas or a security assignment elsewhere for humanitarian aid to those areas. 

Van der Vlis later reported that he and Ter Beek felt that after the Bosnian Serbs5336 had 
rejected the peace plans, the Netherlands was no longer bound by its offer to provide the UN with an 
airmobile battalion for the time being either. Van der Vlis reversed the connection established in 
Resolution 836 between the Safe Areas and a peace settlement. Now that prospects for the peace 
settlement had disappeared for the moment, he felt that ‘the Safe Areas concept had become a serious 
problem.’5337 In his memoirs about his term as a minister, Ter Beek has written that he, too, thought 
that deployment of the airmobile battalion had been called off for the moment.5338

On 5 November the German and French governments presented a plan to Willy Claes as the 
president of the European Union – as the former EC became known from 1 November onward – 
allocating the Bosnian Muslims three or four percent more land than they would have received under 
the Invincible Plan, or one third of the territory in the republic.

 Of course, the 
Dutch government was not in a position to simply withdraw its commitment.  

5339

                                                 

5333 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 193; ‘VS zien belangrijke rol Nederland in vredesmacht 
Bosnië’ (‘US sees important role for the Netherlands in Bosnian peacekeeping force’), ANP, 09/09/93, 17:04; ‘VS zien 
Nederland als voorbeeld voor sterke Europese bijdrage’ (‘US sees the Netherlands as example for strong European 
contribution’), ANP, 09/09/93, 23:57. 

 The plan also aimed for a modus 
vivendi between the Croatian government and the Croatian Serbs. If the Serbs co-operated with the 
plan’s implementation, the sanctions against Serbia would gradually be lifted. Following approval from 

5334 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 133. 
5335 See e.g. Tromp, Verraad, pp. 87 (26/09/93) and 90 (11/10/93). 
5336 He must have been referring to the Bosnian government. 
5337 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 54. 
5338 Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 194. 
5339 ABZ, NYPR. Juppé and Kinkel to Claes, 05/11/93, appendices at DGPZ to New York PR, 09/11/93. 
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the rest of the European Union, this plan became known as the EU action plan. It was supported by 
the Dutch government,5340 which had consistently advocated more land in its efforts to achieve a fair 
peace settlement following the turn of events concerning the Owen-Stoltenberg Plan in late August. 
The support from the Dutch government may also have been motivated by the fear of international 
isolation, now that the German government had also changed its position, and the US government was 
expected to approve the plan as well.5341 At a General Affairs Council of the EU on 22 November, 
Kooijmans acknowledged that the London principles were no longer an option.5342

Once it had adopted this position, the Dutch government nevertheless tried to get the Clinton 
administration to support the plan. Without a peace settlement, a humanitarian emergency was 
imminent during the winter in Bosnia. The US government in Washington, however, was unwilling 
either to pressure Sarajevo or to lift the sanctions against Serbia.

 Nonetheless, the 
plan failed due to resistance from the Bosnian and – surprisingly – the US governments. 

5343 On 9 December, in the margin of a 
meeting of the NATO Defence Planning Council, Ter Beek tried in vain to convince his US 
counterpart Les Aspin to provide troops for implementing the peace settlement. The Safe Areas were 
intended only as a ‘temporary arrangement’ pending a definitive settlement.5344 Also at Foreign Affairs, 
especially at DEU, there was a sudden drive to do away with the Safe Areas. Kooijmans seemed to 
understand that the longer the Safe Areas existed, the more anomalous they would became; ‘you need 
to embed them in a plan.’5345 The Safe Areas appeared to be an obstacle to a definitive peace settlement. 
Moreover, the Bosnian government was suggesting to the Netherlands, its ‘friend’ and ‘closest ally’ in 
the EU, that it would be amenable to an exchange of territory that also comprised the Eastern 
enclaves.5346

The problem was that neither the Bosnian government nor any of the Western governments 
would dare broach the idea in public of giving up the Eastern enclaves.

 

5347

On 3 October, a few days after the Bosnian Parliament definitively rejected the Invincible Plan, 
an operation failed in Mogadishu in which the US elite unit the Rangers had attempted to arrest two 
officers of the local war lord Mohammed Farrah Aidid. Toward the end of the Bush administration on 
9 December 1992, 1,800 US marines landed in Mogadishu. This action was part of a UN peace mission 
aimed at humanitarian objectives. It was the first time that US ground forces participated in such an 
operation.

 This would have brought 
moral discredit upon the West. The Netherlands tried to raise the matter discreetly at a CoPo council 
on 6 December 1993 but did not achieve any tangible results. Without US support and given the 
ongoing warfare of the Bosnian government, the EU Action Plan was doomed. Nevertheless, 
Kooijmans continued his efforts to convince the Americans until late January 1994, as the Dutch 
battalion would otherwise end up in an anomaly. 

5348

                                                 

5340 P.H. Kooijmans, ‘Grimmig kaartspel’ (Gruesome card game), Het Parool, 08/12/93. 

 The mission failed and changed from peacekeeping to peace-enforcing. The mounting 
violence forced Bush’s successor Clinton to deploy 400 Rangers. The abortive US operation yielded 18 
American casualties and 78 injured. Total dead and injured Somalis probably exceeded 500. The 
presence of cameras enabled the entire world to witness the corpse of an American serviceman being 
dragged through the streets. The operation was the fiercest exchange of fire involving American 
soldiers since the Vietnam War. Its conclusion traumatized the American public once again. In late 
March 1994 the US troops were withdrawn from Mogadishu, and the entire UN mission was 
subsequently dismantled. 

5341 Both, Indifference, p. 168. 
5342 Both, Indifference, p. 169. 
5343 Both, Indifference, p. 169. 
5344 Both, Indifference, pp. 169-170. 
5345 Interview Kooijmans, in: Both, 1999 version, p. 253, no. 87. 
5346 Both, Indifference, pp. 170-171. 
5347 Cf. Both, Indifference, p. 171. 
5348 See e.g. Cees Homan, ‘Interventie in Somalië: het failliet van de “nieuwe wereldorde”’ (Intervention in Somalia: the 
bankruptcy of the ‘new world order’), Interchurch Peace Council/Pax Christi working group, Interventie, pp. 48-61. 



726 

 

Even during the weeks preceding the events in Mogadishu, the United States adopted 
considerable reserve toward the UN peace operations.5349

Is there a genuine threat to international peace and security? Are the objectives of the proposed 
mission clear, and is their scope identifiable? Is a ceasefire in effect, and have the parties consented to 
the presence of UN troops? Are the required financial resources available? Can an end to the operation 
be defined? Four days later, Clinton repeated these questions in a speech before the UN General 
Assembly and indicated that he intended to make it harder for the United Nations to proclaim peace 
missions: ‘The United Nations simply cannot become engaged in every one of the world’s conflicts. If 
the American people are to say yes to UN peacekeeping, the United Nations must know when to say 
no.’

 On 23 September 1993 at the National War 
College in Washington, D.C., Albright disclosed a list of five questions that the US government needed 
to ask before agreeing to support the UN peace operation: 

5350

Following the incident in Mogadishu, Washington decided to stop getting dragged into 
‘operation creep,’ in which the objectives changed from peacekeeping to peace-enforcing.

 

5351 Although 
the Rangers had not been under UN command in Mogadishu, Washington, eager to identify a 
scapegoat, reported it would never again place American troops under UN command. The US 
government became highly critical even of UN operations in which the US did not participate. 
Henceforth, the so-called Mogadishu line determined the American disposition toward the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia. Washington’s new reluctance toward peace operations was formulated in May 
1994 in Presidential Policy Directive (PPD) 25, which demanded a clear objective, a chain of command 
acceptable to Washington, adequate resources and an operation of limited duration. In addition, there 
had to be a clear relation to American interests and sufficient chance of success. American troops 
would be deployed only where necessary for the operation to succeed.5352 At any rate, Washington did 
not want the United Nations to become ‘a dumping ground for conflicts that the warring factions 
themselves lack the will to resolve.’5353

Not only was the US government deeply impressed by the events in Mogadishu. Within the 
United Nations the fiasco instigated doubt as to the prudence of the trend of doing more than with 
conventional peace operations that had emerged in the early 1990s. General willingness to resort to 
violence for UN operations diminished.

 

5354

The failure of the Invincible Plan and the changed US attitude toward peace operations were 
not cause for the Dutch government to reconsider the offer that Ter Beek had made to Boutros-Ghali. 
As Minderhoud said: ‘That would have an embarrassment! It would have been like saying ‘Yes, but the 
car crashed. I won’t drive anymore.’ 

 Even if a peace settlement were reached in Bosnia-
Hercegovina in the short term, the likelihood that the US government would be willing to supply 
troops had dwindled. 

3. Preliminary reconnaissance 

Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse was shocked when Colonel Van Veen called him soon after Minister Ter 
Beek’s visit to Boutros-Ghali and informed him that the offer of deployment of the airmobile battalion 
had been unconditional.5355

                                                 

5349 Cf. interview G. Ward, 01/12/00. 

 He intended to launch a reconnaissance mission to Bosnia straight away. 

5350 Haass, Intervention, p. 17. Cf. Shawcross, Evil, p. 122; John MacKinlay, ‘Problems for U.S. Forces in Operations Beyond 
Peacekeeping’, Lewis (ed.), Peacekeeping, p. 30. 
5351 Cf. the interview J.A. Schear, 30/11/00. 
5352 For a concise account, see ‘Clinton Administration Policy’; M. Nishihara, ‘Japan-U.S. cooperation in U.N. peace efforts’, 
Harrison/Nishihara (eds.), UN Peacekeeping, p. 164. 
5353 Anthony Lake, ‘The Limits of Peacekeeping’, The New York Times, 06/02/94. 
5354 Michael N. Barnett, ‘The Politics of Indifference at the United Nations and Genocide in Rwanda and Bosnia’, Cushman 
& Mestrovi (eds.), Time, pp. 151-152. 
5355 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
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The day after Ter Beek offered the airmobile battalion in New York, Major F. Peermans, who was 
stationed as G3/Plans at B-H Command, informed the Dutch contingent commander Colonel M.J.H. 
Bevers with a view toward the upcoming visit from Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse that various options were 
available for deploying the Dutch battalion: helping secure freedom of movement for UNPROFOR in 
the Tarcin-Jablanica-Dreznica area; deployment in Zenica to stabilize the situation there, deployment in 
Sarajevo or in one of the Safe Areas at Bihac (together with a French battalion), Srebrenica or 
Gorazde.5356 On 13 September Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse wrote Couzy explaining that there were 
various options for deployment of the Dutch battalion. He listed only the first two. Why he did not 
indicate the other possibilities, which had been faxed to the Crisis Staff a few days earlier, remains 
unclear. The Chief of Staff wrote that he had elaborated both the options he mentioned and had 
informed General Schouten, commander of the First Army Corps, that he preferred Zenica.5357

Also on 13 September, Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse travelled to Bosnia for a few days with 
Lieutenant Colonel Chris Vermeulen, commander of the eleventh battalion of the Airmobile Brigade, 
which would be the first to be deployed. They were accompanied by Major E.R. Sinninghe of the 10th 
engineering corps combat group. At BH Command in Kiseljak, they inquired how and where the 
Dutch battalion would be deployed. Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse recalled that the BH Command G3 
Operations officer, a French Canadian colonel, mentioned five deployment options to his Dutch 
guests: Zenica, Jablanica, Sarajevo, Visoko and Srebrenica. According to the White Paper that Van 
Bouwdijk Bastiaanse wrote immediately following his return to the Netherlands on 19 September, 
Visoko was not listed, and Srebrenica had been mentioned together with Zepa.

 

5358 The report drafted 
by Major Sinninghe a week later indicated the same.5359 The two travel reports deviated from what Van 
Bouwdijk Bastiaanse later recalled in other respects as well. According to the White Paper, BH 
Command focused on the Zenica and Srebrenica/Zepa options.5360 Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse 
remembered the Canadian colonel that spoke with the Dutch battalion mentioning Srebrenica as a non-
option: it would not happen. Dutchbat was most likely to be assigned to Zenica in Central Bosnia. The 
Dutch trio was told that the Bosnian Serbs would not allow them to travel to Srebrenica. As the area 
had been described as a non-option anyway, the urge to go there was also minimal, according to Van 
Bouwdijk Bastiaanse. The Dutch then considered the first four options. In Visoko, where Canadians 
were billeted, they also inquired about the situation in Srebrenica. Vermeulen is believed to have 
received a description of the situation, such as the location of the Canadian observation posts.5361 J. 
Champagne, the officer who spoke with them, later stated that Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse and 
Vermeulen seemed disinterested in his explanation about the difficulties in Srebrenica.5362

‘There were about six options. It must be in writing, but I was unable to find it 
again. (…) Five were marked with plus and minus signs, but not the last one. 

 That 
impression might be corroborated if Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse was right with respect to his subsequent 
assertion that the G3 in Kiseljak had said that Srebrenica was a non-option. But if his immediate record 
of first impressions of 19 September 1993 are right, according to which the Zenica and Srebrenica 
/Zepa options were emphasized, this attitude is incomprehensible. After this reconnaissance, 
Vermeulen was certain that his battalion would be deployed to Central Bosnia. 

                                                 

5356 CSKL 1993 Dutchbat planning mission, Maj. Peersman, Commitment of Dutchbat in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 08/09/93, 
appendix with Col. Bevers to CLF Crisis Staff, 1105B, no. 93/321, 09/09/93. 
5357 CSKL 1993 Dutchbat planning mission, internal memorandum from CS Royal Netherlands Army Crisis Staff to CLF, 
13/09/93. 
5358 DCBC, Cabinet 13, File 3, First impression report of orientation visit to UNPROFOR by CS Dutch Amry Crisis Staff 
morning paper, 1800, 19/09/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 133. 
5359 CSKL 1993, Internal memorandum from Sinninghe, 101 Engineering corps combat group, no. 10929, 27/09/93. 
5360 DCBC, Cabinet 13, File 3, First impression report of orientation visit to UNPROFOR by CS Dutch Army Crisis Staff 
morning paper, 1800, 19/09/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 133. 
5361 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5362 Interview J. Champagne, 12/11/99. 
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That one was really not important. It was Srebrenica/Zepa. We had ‘BVTed’ 
about that one in advance in The Hague as well.5363 We were aware of a 
controversy among the staff in Kiseljak, between General Briquemont and his 
own staff. He kept saying that he wanted to send a unit, preferably the first one 
available, toward Srebrenica/Zepa.’5364

Surely, this should have been cause for considering that option more seriously. The Royal Netherlands 
Army officers, however, continued to assume they would be deployed to Central Bosnia. 

 

According to the logistic BVT that the Army officers compiled of Srebrenica/Zepa (see Part II, 
Chapter 5), the enclaves were too far apart for this option to be feasible. The Army called it the 
Michelin option because of the need to drive a hundred kilometre detour to reach Zepa.5365 That 
information made Vermeulen stop and think: ‘Darn, I hope they don’t screw me (…)!’5366 When the 
Dutch Major Peersman reported a few weeks later that the place assigned to the Dutch battalion was 
still unclear, and that the possible place of deployment kept changing,5367 those in charge of Defence 
became worried. Apparently, Van der Vlis was far less certain than suggested above that the Bosnian 
government’s rejection of a peace settlement allowed the Netherlands to withdraw its offer of an 
airmobile battalion.5368 On 8 October Van der Vlis wrote in a White Paper for the Political Council of 
the Ministry of Defence that the rejection of a peace settlement brought deployment for the Safe Areas 
closer than ever. In his White Paper the Chief of Defence Staff listed the four areas of deployment 
mentioned to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse and Vermeulen during their visit to Bosnia: Zenica, 
Srebrenica/Zepa, Tarcin/Jablanica and Sarajevo. He recommended pressuring UNPROFOR not to 
station the airmobile battalion in Srebrenica. Zenica was the preferred place of deployment.5369 In a 
White Paper to the Political Council, the Chief of Defence Staff wrote: ‘The Srebrenica/Zepa option, 
which UNPROFOR strongly prefers with the anticipated withdrawal of the Canadians in mind, will, 
due to the site’s inaccessibility, present major logistic problems for the battalion.’5370 On 11 October the 
Political Council of the ministry seconded this conclusion of the Chief of Defence Staff.5371

By then, the Intelligence Section of the Army had teamed up with Section 2 (Information) of 
the Airmobile Brigade to compile accounts of the military installations such as barracks, practice sites, 
storage facilities for munitions and fuel and airports, as well as checkpoints, roadblocks and tunnels for 
all four potential deployment areas mentioned to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, Vermeulen and Sinninghe 
in mid-September. On 18 October this investigation was completed.

 

5372 On 26 October word arrived 
from New York from the military advisor Colonel Van Veen that the UN secretariat had assigned the 
airmobile battalion offered to Gorazde, Zepa and Srebrenica. UNPROFOR Commander Cot was 
considering a battalion subdivided into four companies. At least one company would operate in each 
area, leaving one company as an operational reserve for the battalion.5373

                                                 

5363 ‘BVT’ stands for assessment of the situation. 

 

5364 Interview Chr. Vermeulen, 09/06/99. 
5365 Interview C. Haverhoek, 27/04/98. 
5366 Interview Chr. Vermeulen, 09/06/99. 
5367 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5368 See also Vandeweijer’s remark in Def. DCBC, memorandum from Vandeweijer to CDS, Update concerning deployment 
of the first airmobile battalion to former Yugoslavia, 30/09/93: ‘If no treaty is reached, the UN will undoubtedly revert to 
plans and offers made under previous resolutions.’ 
5369 NIOD, Coll.Ter Beek. Note regarding deployment of the first airmobile battalion to former Yugoslavia by Van der Vlis, 
08/10/93, S93/061/3190; Van Aardenne-Van der Hoeven, TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, pp. 54 and 101. 
5370 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 54. 
5371 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 134. 
5372 R.B. Barend to various parties, 18/10/93, no. 26996/041093, with appendices. List of installations and military objects 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina (in possible deployment areas of 11 (NL) Airmbl Brig.). 
5373 CRST. CSKL 1993, Dutchbat planning assignment, Biegman to Kooijmans, No. 1283, 26/10/93. See also ABZ, 
DIE/2001/00023. Memorandum from DEU to AP et al., 02/11/93, 335/93. 
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Of the six Safe Areas, in Bosnia-Hercegovina, Sarajevo seemed to be in the least danger, 
especially after the US government announced in late July and early August that it would not permit the 
fall of the Bosnian capital. The city was so much the centre of world interest elsewhere that its fall was 
improbable, even in the unlikely event that the VRS managed to launch a successful attack. Tuzla also 
encompassed a fairly large area and appeared capable of defending itself. Bihac was a very special area, 
as all parties – the Croats, the Serbs and the Muslims under Abdic’s leadership – seemed to 
acknowledge. The Eastern enclaves were the problem: Srebrenica, Zepa and Gorazde, precisely the 
areas where the airmobile battalion would be deployed, according to the report from Colonel Van 
Veen. 

Srebrenica and its immediate surroundings often figured in the Dutch press, which had 
published several reports about the murder in Bratunac in April 1992.5374

‘.....a state that they are willing to commit such atrocities themselves. As a result, 
the next video and the next story need not be contrived or distorted, since the 
adversary is using the same tactics. Most of the people in Bratunac are 
consumed by hatred.  

 In Bratunac the journalist Bart 
Rijs had witnessed Serb video and hearsay testimonies of over one hundred murders that the Muslims 
were believed to have committed against their population group. Whether or not they were true, Rijs 
wrote that such information plunged the inhabitants of Bratunac into: 

All Serbs have reason to hate the Muslims. The people from Bratunac are afraid 
of losing their homes and their loved ones, the refugees because of their desire 
for vengeance, and the many Serb volunteers because there might be something 
left to pillage, and because they simply enjoy hating others. We can easily 
imagine what will happen when the Serbs conquer the last Muslim villages.’5375

In August 1992, Rijs and the photographer Kadir van Lohuizen reached Srebrenica. Working for the 
weekly HP/De Tijd, they were the first journalists to enter Srebrenica since the town had been under 
siege. They had met Oric there, ‘an amiable athletic fellow, with a frank expression,’ who had escorted 
them around Srebrenica for 24 hours.

 

5376 He had shown them a town half in ruins with thirty thousand 
refugees swarming around each other like ants, where the inhabitants went to search for food daily near 
the enclave, where they might step on mines or encounter Serb patrols. Oric’s soldiers could 
supplement their arms and munitions only through raids on Serbs. ‘They are aware that they cannot 
defend themselves against planes or a massive tank attack. Everybody has been through enough to 
know what lies in store after that.’ ‘That is why we prefer to die fighting.’5377

Srebrenica also received extensive television coverage in the Netherlands. On 28 November the 
Dutch public news (NOS) broadcast scenes of inhabitants of the enclave delighted at the arrival of a 
UN food convoy.

 

5378 A few months later, the same news programme covered the US food droppings 
over Srebrenica,5379 the desperate shortages of food and medical supplies5380 and the Serb offensive 
against the town in March and April 1993.5381

                                                 

5374 F. van Deijl, ‘Ik hou van jou, mijn Bosnië’ (‘I love you, my Bosnia’), HP/De Tijd, 14/08/92, pp. 25-27; Bart Rijs, ‘Sporen 
van een massamoord’ (‘Traces of a massacre’), HP/De Tijd, 28/08/92, pp. 10-12. 

 Like much of the Western media, Dutch television also 
broadcast Morillon’s demands that the Bosnian Serbs admit aid convoys and his guarantees of safety to 

5375 Bart Rijs, ‘Reis naar het einde van Bosnië’ (‘Journey to the end of Bosnia’), HP/De Tijd, 04/09/92, p. 24. 
5376 Bart Rijs, ‘Reis naar het einde van Bosnië’, HP/De Tijd, 04/09/92, p. 26. 
5377 Bart Rijs, ‘Reis naar het einde van Bosnië’, HP/De Tijd, 04/09/92, p. 27. 
5378 NOS, TV Journaal, 28/11/92. 
5379 NOS, TV Journaals, 02/03/93 and 17/03/93. 
5380 NOS, TV Journaal, 29/03/93. 
5381 NOS, TV Journaal, 07/03/92. 
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the inhabitants in mid-March.5382 Morillon’s action in Srebrenica in March 1993, when he had 
personally declared the area a UN enclave, met with approval in the Netherlands.5383 The disorganized 
evacuations from Srebrenica in March and April 1993, which involved casualties, appeared on Dutch 
television news as well.5384

Following the establishment of a Safe Area in Srebrenica, UNHCR had reported repeatedly that 
serious demoralization and anarchist conditions prevailed in Srebrenica as a result of the food shortage 
and the precarious situation there for relief workers. According to UNHCR, conditions were different 
in Zepa and Gorazde. The problems there were generally the same, but UNHCR was more in control. 
These reports had been conveyed to the Dutch government by Wagenmakers, the Dutch Permanent 
Representative in Geneva.

 

5385

The Dutch military intelligence service (MID) also covered Srebrenica in its analyses of the 
course of events in the former Yugoslavia. Following the rise in shootings at the enclaves of Srebrenica, 
Zepa and Gorazde in October 1993, the MID wrote in a commentary in early November: 

 

‘These shootings probably serve mainly to terrororize the civilian population 
and if possible to erode morale among the Bosnian troops. As far as the Safe 
Areas are concerned, Bosnian-Serb leaders have emphasized repeatedly that 
they will not tolerate Muslim areas along the border with Serbia. The shootings 
may also serve to drive the remaining Muslims away from the Safe Areas. The 
Serbs are unlikely, however, to take actions that will elicit a massive 
international response and consequently jeopardize their conquests of the past 
few months.’5386

According to the MID [Military Intelligence Service], Bosnian-Serb subjugation of the Muslim areas in 
the region along the border with Serbia was a long-term Serb political objective.

 

5387 Colonel Van Veen, 
the military advisor to the Dutch permanent representation at the UN, had held this opinion from the 
outset.5388 Over a week later, the MID reported daily Serb shootings at the Eastern enclaves. The 
intelligence services noted, ‘however, that such shootings are often provoked by the Bosnian forces 
shooting at the Serbs from population centres.’ According to the service, Bosnian-Serb aggression 
toward the enclaves was ‘a distinct possibility.’ In the view of the MID, the Serbs aimed to control the 
Safe Areas through hostage taking.5389

On 21 October Boutros-Ghali officially accepted the offer from the Dutch airmobile battalion 
for the Safe Areas, which was to be launched in early 1994.

 Therefore, some awareness must have existed that Srebrenica 
and its surroundings were not as peaceful as the term Safe Area might suggest. 

5390 In his response on 3 November, in 
which the government itemized the battalion provided, Kooijmans advocated launching the battalion in 
Central Bosnia near the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion.5391

                                                 

5382 NOS, TV Journaals, 13/03/93, 16/03/93, 17/03/93 and 19/03/93. See e.g. also H. Steenhuis, ‘Philippe Morillon’, 
HP/De Tijd, 21/05/93, pp. 20-24. 

 A parliamentary debate was scheduled 

5383 Cf. interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
5384 NOS, TV Journaals, 20/03/93, 21/02/93, 22/03/93 and 31/03/93. 
5385 See e.g. ABZ, DPV/ARA/01812, Wagenmakers to Kooijmans, No. 435, 27/05/93. 
5386 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie [Developments in the former Yugoslav 
Federation], 62/93, 02/11/93. 
5387 See e.g. MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie [Developments in the former Yugoslav 
Federation], 64/93, 10/11/93; 68/93, 07/12/93; 71/93, 21/12/93. 
5388 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of N.H. Biegman, 29/05/00, p. 189. 
5389 MID/CO. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie [Developments in the former Yugoslav 
Federation], 64/93, 10/11/93. Cf. 66/93, 24/11/93. 
5390 CRST. CSKL 1993, Dutch participation, Boutros-Ghali to UNPR, 21/10/93. 
5391 ABZ, DDI/DEU/05275 (HvhS) Kooijmans to New York PR, No. 403, 03/11/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 134. 
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for the evening of 16 November to discuss the situation in the former Yugoslavia and to inform 
Parliament about the deployment of the airmobile battalion.5392

With the parliamentary debate in mind, Minister Ter Beek decided to visit Bosnia from 9 to 11 
November. A team led by General Brinkman and comprising DAB staff member Princen, Vandewijer 
of the Defence Staff and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse preceded him. According to Van der Vlis, Ter 
Beek’s trip was the outcome of his White Paper of 8 October, in which he had advised the minister not 
to agree to station the battalion in Srebrenica. Ter Beek wanted to investigate ‘the opportunities and 
problems’ in Bosnia himself.

 

5393 Couzy did not believe such an open arrangement existed. He regarded 
the minister’s visit primarily as ‘window dressing.’5394 It was intended mainly to ‘suggest that everything 
was receiving careful consideration’5395 and was ‘a major theatrical production’ directed by the 
minister.5396 Prior to the journey, it was already known that Briquemont would be absent during the 
minister’s visit, as he would be on holiday.5397 Couzy was certain before the visit that Srebrenica would 
be the site of deployment. He believed that Minister Ter Beek must have known this as well. Since 
August, his staff had been telling him ‘practically every week’ that he should claim Central Bosnia to 
ensure that the Dutch battalion was not stationed in Srebrenica. ‘Of course the Minister and the Chief 
of Defence Staff must have known this.’5398

Brinkman’s team departed with the open mission of assessing B-H Command’s views on the 
area of deployment of the Dutch battalion.

 At least, this sentiment emerged from Van der Vlis’s White 
Paper of 8 October. 

5399 In Kiseljak they spoke with the G3, a Canadian colonel 
that Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse and Vermeulen had also spoken with in September, and with the British 
Brigadier Ramsey, Briquemont’s Chief of Staff and first deputy. They indicated two possible areas of 
deployment for the Dutch battalion: Central Bosnia or deployment in Srebrenica and Zepa. The 
Scandinavian countries were to be requested for the latter option, as they already had units stationed in 
Tuzla. Central Bosnia was considered interesting to the Dutch for the same reason: the Belgian-Dutch 
transport battalion was already stationed there.5400 Despite the shared preference, Brinkman contacted 
the headquarters of the Canadian battalion in Visoko. He spoke with a Canadian company commander 
who had just returned from Srebrenica and briefed Brinkman extensively about the problems that the 
Canadian troops encountered there with positioning their troops, getting supplies and aid to the 
population and guarding the status quo.5401

According to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, the Dutch did not get a clear impression of the 
intentions of UNPROFOR for the Dutch battalion from these conversations. The impression was that 
the battalion would be assigned a role in Central Bosnia, but whether it would be in Zenica or Kupres 
remained unclear. Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse reported that he and his travel companions received only 
one guarantee: deployment to Srebrenica would not happen. He vehemently denies the impression 
conveyed about this subject in Ter Beek’s book Manoeuvreren. Considering the allegations of other 
concerned individuals and the documents, as revealed below, Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse must be 
mistaken on this point.

 

5402

Upon arriving in Zagreb on 9 November, Minister Ter Beek and his entourage learned from 
Brinkman that Briquemont had yet to determine the location. According to Ter Beek, Brinkman said 

 

                                                 

5392 ABZ, DDI/DPV, memorandum from DPV and DAV to Kooijmans, DPV-2747/93, 05/11/93. 
5393 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 54. 
5394 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 62. 
5395 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 60. 
5396 Interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. See also NIOD, Coll. Kreemers. File 8c, Besluitvorming uitzending luchtmobiele 
brigade (Deciding about the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade), Interview H. Couzy, 21/04/95. 
5397 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III hearing of H. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 62. 
5398 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5399 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 
5400 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, II, J.-W. Brinkman to A.D. Bakker, 23/05/00, p. 43; interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 
5401 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 
5402 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
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that the UN commanders were considering two possibilities for the Dutch battalion: stationing it in 
Central Bosnia in the Zenica-Vares-Kladanj triangle, north of the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion, or 
stationing part of it in Central Bosnia and part of it in Srebrenica.5403 In the first case, the airmobile 
battalion would perform security tasks for humanitarian convoys. In the second case, part of the 
battalion would perform such tasks, while the other part would be stationed in Srebrenica. According 
to a White Paper that the advance party led by Brinkman faxed Ter Beek prior to the conversation, the 
Bosnia-Hercegovina Command preferred deploying the Dutch battalion in Central Bosnia.5404

According to Ter Beek, Couzy reprimanded Brinkman severely for remarking that the 
Netherlands could also handle this second option, since he had understood from the Canadian 
company commander that the mission was difficult but not impossible.

 Couzy 
was very reluctant about the Srebrenica option, considering the logistic problems anticipated. 

5405 Other participants in the 
meeting have a different recollection of the incident. In the first place Brinkman, though Kreemers had 
later tried to convince him that Ter Beek’s version was accurate.5406 According to Van Bouwdijk 
Bastiaanse, deployment to Srebrenica had not been an issue. Remarks on the subject therefore could 
not have been cause for calling Brinkman to order.5407 Barth maintained that Couzy had kept mum 
throughout Brinkman’s presentation. Afterwards, Barth told Couzy that Brinkman’s position had 
surprised him, as he (Barth) certainly preferred deployment to Zenica. Couzy was quoted by Barth as 
having said that he did not want to argue with Brinkman in the presence of the troop front.5408 
Brinkman also remembered Barth asking Couzy what the commander intended to do with Brinkman. 
Couzy was believed to have responded that he would speak to Brinkman later, although Brinkman said 
that Couzy never brought the subject up again.5409 Couzy later stated that he had sat there fuming at the 
superlatives hurled back and forth during Brinkman’s presentation.5410 Afterwards, he had remarked 
that Brinkman’s positive assessment of deployment to Srebrenica reflected insufficient consideration 
for the difficulties it entailed.5411 Princen supported this interpretation. He believed that Couzy 
considered Brinkman’s position foolhardy and reminded the commander of the problems with logistic 
and medical care. Couzy did not, however, reject deployment to Srebrenica.5412 While Couzy was 
unwilling to be more outspoken with the minister present, the commander felt that his views on the 
matter must have been clear to discerning listeners, since he ordinarily remained silent during 
briefings.5413 ‘When we returned to our hotel rooms,’ Couzy related, ‘the delegation proved to have 
noticed that the briefing had not been entirely objective. “Will you be putting Brinkman before the 
firing squad or simply discharging him,” a few members asked me.’5414 Couzy himself later said that as 
soon as he understood prior to the trip that the deployment decision had actually already been taken, 
the location ‘no longer mattered’ to him. He had never resisted Srebrenica as the area of 
deployment.5415

While Brinkman’s group returned to the Netherlands, Minister Ter Beek travelled to Kiseljak 
the next day for a meeting. Unlike Brinkman’s team, the minister and his entourage spoke not with 

 

                                                 

5403 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 102. 
5404 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memorandum from Brinkman, Princen, Vandeweijer and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse to MinDef 
plus UNPROFOR delegation visit, n.d. 
5405 Kreemers, ‘Balkan-expres’, p. 22; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 102; Ter Beek, 
Manoeuvreren, p. 198. 
5406 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 16/05/00. 
5407 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5408 Interview D.J. Barth, 08/10/99.  
5409 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 16/05/00. 
5410 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5411 Interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 
5412 Interview F. Princen, 08/01/98. 
5413 Interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 
5414 Couzy, Jaren, p. 142. 
5415 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 62. 
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Briquemont’s first but with his second deputy, the Spanish Brigadier General Luis Feliz Ortega, who 
knew nothing and hardly spoke English.5416 Ter Beek recommended that the Dutch battalion be 
deployed in the Vares-Kakanj-Zenica triangle, because it would not depend on Serb permission for 
supplies there, and the area was contiguous and adjacent to the Belgian-Dutch transport battalion.5417 In 
retrospect, Ter Beek wondered whether UNPROFOR had already decided to station the Dutch 
battalion in Srebrenica.5418 That was also the impression of Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, who made a third 
trip to Bosnia in November to get more information about the area of deployment. He believed that 
Srebrenica and Zepa were not explicitly mentioned as the sole location of deployment to the Dutch 
authorities, because this might very well have led the Dutch government to withdraw the offer of a 
battalion.5419 Ter Beek and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse appear to have been right. In the summer of 2000, 
Briquemont stated: ‘From September-October a Dutch battalion in Srebrenica and Zepa looked like 
the only solution to me. (…) So from September-October I said: “The Dutch battalion should go to 
Srebrenica.”’5420

On 10 November General Bastiaans, now head of the UN military observers in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, briefed Ter Beek in Busovaca about the options presented to the Dutch on the matter. 
Based on the reports from the Canadians, Bastiaans had formed an impression of the state of 
dependence of the UN military in Srebrenica. The VRS controlled the flow of supplies to the enclave 
and directed its fire to express its desires to the UN troops inside. If the political decision were taken to 
deploy Dutch troops in Srebrenica, Bastiaans believed it should be made clear that they would 
‘definitely not be calling the shots’ there.

 Only because the arrival of the Dutch battalion was constantly deferred, had he 
attempted to enhance the Nordic battalion in Srebrenica. His effort failed. 

5421 The next day Bastiaans had an extensive discussion with 
the British Brigadier General Ramsay in Kiseljak about the place where the Dutch battalion would be 
stationed. According to the entry in his diary, placement in Zenica – or at least partially in Zenica – was 
the main idea.5422

4. Government decision to deploy 

 

On the plane back from Zagreb to the Netherlands, Ter Beek and Couzy discussed the basic conditions 
for deployment. Couzy felt that deployment should not exceed two years. Moreover, the Dutch unit 
should operate in a contiguous area. The minister agreed to both conditions. 

After being summoned to the airport that afternoon, Van der Vlis met the minister upon his 
return to Naval Airfield Valkenburg on 11 November. The two spoke until 2am.5423 Couzy was present, 
but only listened. He felt that the minister had made up his mind.5424 Van der Vlis soon got the same 
impression.5425 ‘Like a Tibetan prayer mill,’ the Chief of Defence Staff reiterated all arguments against 
deployment and especially against being stationed in an enclave. Ter Beek, however, did not find his 
highest military advisor’s arguments politically convincing. Finally, Ter Beek asked Van der Vlis about 
the risks facing the troops to be deployed. Van der Vlis considered them acceptable, as he did not 
expect Mladic to assault the UN personnel.5426

                                                 

5416 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, p. 102; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 199. 

 Van der Vlis subsequently resigned himself to the 

5417 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 23/03/00, p. 32. 
5418 TCBU, conversation with A.L. ter Beek, 23/03/00, p. 32. 
5419 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5420 Interview F. Briquemont, 22/06/00. 
5421 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; NIOD, Coll. Bastiaans. Diary entry of G.J.M. Bastiaans, 10/11/93. 
5422 NIOD, Coll. Bastiaans. Diary entry of G.J.M. Bastiaans, 11/11/93. 
5423 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 23. 
5424 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 62; interview with A.K. van der Vlis, 13/02/98. 
5425 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 54. 
5426 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 54; interview with A.L. Ter Beek, 01/12/99; Couzy, 
Jaren, p. 143. 
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decision, although he questioned the duration of the deployment. Ter Beek then reduced its duration to 
eighteen months. 

The main question that puzzled Couzy and Van der Vlis in their respective objections to 
deployment of the airmobile battalion was: how far can a military advisor – especially the highest 
military advisor – to the minister go in criticizing the decision-making? The prevailing view on the 
matter is that military advisors may express dissent during the policy preparation stage and must loyally 
execute decisions once taken.5427

After returning from his holiday in late August 1993 to find the White Paper of 17 August and 
its approval by the Ministerial Council, Van der Vlis was under the impression that ‘the draft decision 
to deploy the airmobile battalion had effectively been taken.’

 If they still disagree with decisions and are unable to abide by them, 
they should accept the consequences and resign. 

5428 Nonetheless, he continued resisting 
deployment until 11 November, the day before its approval by the Ministerial Council. Only then did 
he face the decision between staying or resigning. Because this concerned operational deployment, he 
felt that loyalty among the forces should be beyond question. Nor did he consider such a moment 
opportune for a senior military officer to resign.5429 Couzy believed that the definitive decision, which 
he had to respect, had been taken earlier: the moment that Minister Ter Beek presented the battalion to 
the UN Secretary-General.5430

The question is whether the two generals abandoned their dissuasive efforts at the right time. 
The context for implementing the decision was highly dynamic. No information was available yet 
regarding important issues such as the area of deployment, even though Briquemont already knew. Was 
the Chief of Defence Staff not allowed to continue commenting on the subsequent developments, even 
publicly?

 

5431

‘All that mattered to me anymore was to prepare this difficult mission that lay 
ahead as quickly as possible and to ensure that everything was in order. At one 
of the morning briefings, I told my staff: ‘People, you know where I stand on 
this, but the discussion is over. We all have to stick together on this and make 
sure that everything goes smoothly.’

 The extended echoes of two incidents during the Den Uyl administration probably affected 
Dutch views about the informal relationships between members of the military and government 
ministers: the 1974 conflict of generals, when several high-ranking officers locked horns with Defence 
Minister Henk Vredeling and the flight of a few naval Neptunes over the government centre 
(Binnenhof) to protest cutbacks in 1976. Moreover, the consistent irritation in response to public 
statements from military officers, especially those of Couzy, attests to such over-sensitivity as well. 
Following the memorable nightly meeting at Valkenburg, Van der Vlis had made up his mind as well. 

5432

The Chief of Defence Staff advised Couzy to follow this line as well.

 

5433 This advice came a bit too late. 
Couzy had already spoken with NRC Handelsblad journalist Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, who reported in 
his newspaper the next day that Couzy objected to deployment of the Airmobile Brigade in Bosnia, 
because it allowed ‘insufficient leeway’ for the use of force.5434

                                                 

5427 See e.g. M. van den Doel in: ‘Een militair in de politiek’ (‘A soldier in the political world), Carré 18(1994)11, p. 30; ‘Storm 
in een glas water’ (‘Storm in a teacup’), Carré 20(1996)1, p. 24. 

 He had noticed at the discussions in 

5428 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, 22/05/00, p. 534. 
5429 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, p. 55-56. 
5430 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, II, Couzy to Bakker, 29/05/00, p. 47; interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98; Robijns, ‘Baas’, p. 
18. 
5431 Cavalry Major D.M. Brongers provided an affirmative answer to this question in ‘Luchtmobiele brigade: met beide 
benen op de grond?’, Carré 16(1993)12, p. 16. 
5432 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, p. 56. 
5433 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, p. 56. 
5434 Willibrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Nederlandse bevelheber: Luchtmobiele brigade nog niet inzetten’ (‘Dutch commander: Don’t 
deploy Airmobile Brigade yet’), NRC Handelsblad, 12/11/93. 
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Kiseljak that the officers there wanted to ‘keep the use of force to a minimum.’ They were expected to 
refrain from force where required for military purposes to avoid tainting the humanitarian nature of the 
UNPROFOR operation in Bosnia.5435 Couzy appears to have misunderstood when to stop issuing 
recommendations through the media. According to the Ministry of Defence, however, Couzy did not 
disagree with the minister on this point: ‘Couzy believes that the instructions about the use of force 
leave local soldiers few options.’5436 And Couzy stated following the publication in the NRC Handelsblad 
that he had ‘no objections to the decisions taken by the minister of Defence.’ He believed that broader 
instructions on the use of force would enable the crew of the armoured vehicles available to the 
airmobile battalion to use the machine gun mounted on them sooner.5437

On 12 November the Ministerial Council also approved the proposal to deploy the Airmobile 
Brigade for a year and a half. The two options reported to Minister Ter Beek during his visit to Bosnia 
the previous week were mentioned as possible areas of deployment; deployment to Central Bosnia or 
partial deployment to Central Bosnia and partial deployment to Srebrenica. The Ministerial Council 
preferred deploying the battalion in a contiguous area. Various ministers expressed doubts and concern 
about the operation. They therefore adopted a two-stage decision, which basically complied with 
Boutros-Ghali’s official request but deferred implementation pending disclosure of the area of 
deployment and information about the participation of allies of the Netherlands.

 

5438 On 3 December 
when the Ministerial Council saw Ter Beek’s letter about the area of deployment, which proved to be 
Srebrenica and Zepa, the council apparently saw no cause for additional debate. The document was 
duly noted.5439

On 12 November the Ministerial Council decided to restrict the duration of the Dutch 
deployment to a year and a half, as Minister Ter Beek had determined the previous evening.

 

5440 Only in 
June 1994, however, did Minister Ter Beek mention the time limit in a private conversation with 
Boutros-Ghali.5441 Brinkman, who became the B-H Command Chief of Staff in September 1994, noted 
as such that the B-H Command was still unaware of this condition stated by the Netherlands.5442

The Army probably felt little need initially to inform the minister of this shortcoming. Couzy 
did not view the duration of the deployment as ‘a big deal.’ Apparently, his view was that the matter 
was the concern of the ministry. He took ‘notice’ of the term.

 On 19 
October the officials at Foreign Affairs established in their coordination meeting about the former 
Yugoslavia that ‘a clear message’ would need to be sent to the UN in early 1995 regarding the limited 
duration of the contribution with a battalion for the Safe Areas, since the UN was still under the 
impression that the Dutch contribution was for an indefinite period. 

5443 According to General A.P.P.M. van 
Baal, the Army had understood ‘from the outset,’ upon the disclosure of Srebrenica as the location, that 
the term would probably not be enforceable. The Army knew that the Canadians had been expressing 
their desire to leave Srebrenica for ‘quite a while,’ but ‘that no country was willing to go there,’ except 
for the Netherlands. The Army was therefore pursuing a two-track policy. The first track concerned the 
political aspirations of Minister Ter Beek (‘a year and a half, and then somebody else will have a turn’). 
The second track entailed military consideration for the departure of the 42nd battalion of Limburg 
fighters for Srebrenica as Dutchbat IV.5444

                                                 

5435 ‘Couzy zegt begrip to hebben voor “haast” Ter Beek’, NRC Handelsblad, 12/11/93. 

 

5436 ‘Nederland stuurt 1100 militairen naar Bosnië’ (‘The Netherlands sends 1100 troops to Bosnia’), Algemeen Dagblad, 
13/11/93. 
5437 ‘Kabinet: troepen naar Bosnië’ (‘Cabinet: troops to Bosnia’), NRC Handelsblad, 13/11/93. 
5438 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 12/11/93. 
5439 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 03/12/93. 
5440 Objectivized version of the minutes of the Ministerial Council of 12/11/93. 
5441 DS. Memorandum from Kreemers to Verhoeve, no. V95021437, 14/11/95; interview R. van Veen, 16/08/00; 
Berghorst, News, p. 58; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, pp. 132-133. 
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5443 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 62. 
5444 TCBU, preliminary interview with A.P.P.M. van Baal, 15/03/00, p. 3. 
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5. Parliament decides 

‘Remarkable how much more spiritual freedom exists in professional 
environments outside Parliament.’5445

The Parliament continued to receive good general information from the government about the 
decisions concerning the former Yugoslavia.

 

5446

One exception to this generally adequate information supply may have been that the ministers 
directly involved at the time the logistic unit was offered in Copenhagen in June 1993 were probably 
aware that this was not feasible. Moreover, the reports from the ministers were sometimes confused, 
such as the explanation provided for the Rules of Engagement. 

 The government policy was set forth in letters to 
Parliament, which were discussed first within the government and subsequently submitted to 
Parliament. Some were presented even before the Ministerial Council had a chance to consider them. 

On the other hand, the MPs themselves were rarely military experts. In the debates about the 
former Yugoslavia, Blaauw was often the specialist in this respect and was often selected by the other 
MPs to ask the technical questions.5447 De Kok had been a naval officer for ten years. He informed the 
Bakker Committee, however, that the CDA comprised three or four former military officers (at a 
certain point three colonels – Frinking, De Boer, Couprie – and a captain – De Kok) who knew that 
deployment to Srebrenica was a mission impossible but had to go along with the ‘pathological dispatch 
urge’ within the faction.5448

Nearly all discussions between the government and the Parliament, including the definitive 
deployment debate on 16 November 1993, were committee meetings. Eisma, one of the spokespeople 
in the Yugoslavia file, later stated: 

 

‘I disapproved of this practice; far more should have been handled in a plenary 
format, with faction chairmen present. Such important decisions merited far 
more plenary consideration. In my day, [as an MP] the assembly was assumed 
to agree, if nobody placed the report of the oral consultation on the 
parliamentary agenda. As MPs, we understood all that and had few material 
concerns, but I think it was less obvious to the outside world. (…)’5449

Oral consultations tend to involve joint consideration of the problems by the government and MPs. 
The arrangement of the meeting room (the government and MPs sit around one table and chat over 
cups of coffee, as the Dutch enjoy doing) are conducive to this format. The rule is: no supervision 
without distance. The meeting is not intended for clear affirmative and negative responses. Rather, ‘yes, 
provided’ and ‘no, unless’ prevail. Reports of such meetings are general rather than literal and come 
available only weeks later. The opportunity for MPs to score points is therefore minimal, as is press 
coverage in most cases. The same held true for the preparations for these gatherings. At any rate, prior 
to deployment of the Airmobile Brigade, the PvdA prepared the debate for the oral consultation in the 
faction committee rather than as a plenary session.

 

5450

                                                 

5445 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 125. 

 Another reason for convening an oral 
consultation to discuss the Yugoslavia file was obviously that the respective positions of the 
government and the Parliament differed little in substantive respects. Moreover, the principle stands on 

5446 See e.g. also TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of E. van Middelkoop, 05/06/00, p. 293. 
5447 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of E. van Middelkoop, 05/06/00, p. 298. 
5448 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 122. 
5449 TCBU, conversation with D. Eisma, 06/04/00. 
5450 Interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. Nowadays, the gravity of the subject determines whether the entire PvdA faction or only a 
section is involved in the preparations. 
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foreign affairs tend to be fairly similar among the different parties.5451

Members of the Foreign Affairs parliamentary committee returned from recess for three 
consecutive summers. However, Parliament generally adopted a wait-and-see policy. The government 
convened the meetings by sending a letter. 

 The meeting hardly addressed 
general policy (i.e. deployment of units) and focused more on implementation, such as equipment. 

Some felt that the former Yugoslavia had hardly been covered in preliminary talks. De Hoop 
Scheffer maintained that contact with receptive ministers on the subject was infrequent: ‘I would state 
as a fact that no regular talks really took place. Preparatory measures really did not figure in this 
context.’5452 Nor did Lubbers recognize any of De Kok’s assertions about him on this issue and viewed 
them as retrospective self-justification.5453 Presumably, however, De Kok had an experience he was 
unlikely to forget in May 1992, when he advocated military intervention in the former Yugoslavia and 
was called to order by his faction. By the early 1990s, the CDA, which had been traumatized in the 
early 1980s by the dissident stand of a few loyalists within its own faction, carefully managed its own 
parliamentary faction. Moreover, the Christian Democratic MPs felt that the directives from Prime 
Minister Lubbers’ office of deliberations and the party leaders were restricting their freedom of 
movement. This was especially the case in the weekly Catshuis council of the party leaders chaired by 
Lubbers, where faction leader E. Brinkman provided little resistance.5454 Brinkman tried to project an 
image in the media of a counterweight to Lubbers but repeatedly instructed the faction to tone down or 
modify its stand.5455 He never expected any political consequences to arise from his decisive 
demeanour. ‘At the time, under the aegis of Lubbers and party chairman Van Velzen,’ deviant views 
among faction members would ‘have signified political suicide,’ according to a contemporary 
anonymous CDA MP.5456 The parliamentary press reported that the two CDA chiefs ran such a tight 
ship that even off-the-record criticism was rare under their leadership.5457 Van Velzen, who had become 
party chairman in 1987, attributed most of his control over the MPs to the selection procedures, 
performance reviews and quality assessments that he established for CDA representatives. Their deep 
imprint on the candidature gave rise to the term Christian technocracy.5458 In the autumn of 1990, CDA 
Senator Kaland had already reproached his fellow party MPs for voting in blocks.5459

‘...how powerless Parliament was. In the current political system, MPs have 
virtually no freedom. We were essentially an extension of the party leadership. 
We were not directly elected by the voters; we were basically appointed by the 
party leadership. Our position therefore depended greatly on them. MPs had 
virtually no spiritual freedom to perform their supervisory duties.’ 

 De Kok did not 
believe that this accusation applied to him. In 2000 he stated before the Bakker Committee that he had 
recently understood once again  

His duties as spokesman for peace operations entailed maintaining 
                                                 

5451 Van der List, Mensenrechten, p. 44. 
5452 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.G. de Hoop Scheffer, 29/05/00, p. 177. 
5453 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of Lubbers, 25/05/00, p. 134. 
5454 ‘Formatie. Biesheuvel: Lubbers hield CDA-fractie teveel aan leiband’ (‘Formation. Biesheuvel: Lubbers spoonfed CDA 
faction too much’), ANP, 05/05/94, 17:42. 
5455 Metze, Stranding, pp. 47-48. 
5456 Metze, Stranding, p. 43. 
5457 Ibid. 
5458 Metze, Stranding, p. 147. See also D.-J. Eppink, ‘De meesters van de macht’ (‘The power masters’), NRC Handelsblad, 
23/05/92; ibid., ‘Democratie heeft behoefte aan nieuw type Tweede-Kamerleden’ (‘Democracy needs a new breed of MPs’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 27/7/92; Jan Tromp, ‘Een rechtse bal, maar hij draait tenminste niet’ (‘A right-wing snob, but at least he 
doesn’t turn’), de Volkskrant, 30/05/92; ‘In Het Nieuws: Van Velzen, steile technocraat’ (‘In the News: Van Velzen, 
inflexible technocrat’), De Limburger, 08/03/94; ‘Veel CDA-Kamerleden keren niet terug’ (‘Many CDA MPs won’t be back’), 
ANP, 18/01/94, 14:35. 
5459 Metze, Stranding, pp. 183-184. 
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‘.....very intensive contact with the ministers. The information supply came 
through two channels; on the one hand through an ordinary, open letter and on 
the other hand through personal contact. We regularly had lunch or dinner with 
the ministers. That was where policy was elaborated. (…) None of us had the 
courage, the opportunity or the disposition to tell the minister of Foreign 
Affairs: now listen, we will not do that; we’re headed in the other direction. It 
never entered our mind. As I just explained, our political system does not 
operate that way. Those conversations served to exchange information, as well 
as to prepare debates thoroughly. The debates we conducted with the minister 
following such a discussion were staged. He knew what we knew and which 
concessions we would make and vice versa. So everything was rehearsed to 
avert any surprises during the debate.’5460

According to De Kok, the same situation existed within the PvdA as well: ‘My former colleagues, the 
late Messrs Van Traa and Vos, dealt with Minister of Defence Ter Beek in the same manner.’

‘ 

5461 
‘Everything was rehearsed, especially in a combination that included Van Traa,’ explained De Kok.5462 
Valk did not, however, ‘recognize’ himself in De Kok’s account, ‘as if the Parliament was only a voting 
block and had to follow the dictates of the party leadership.’ According to him, the Parliament had 
played an individual, active role.5463

De Kok believed that such private arrangements between the ministers and the MPs of the 
government parties put the opposition in a very difficult predicament. The opposition parties knew 
only what was stated in the letter and were therefore unable to respond adequately.

 Although such contacts between ministers and MPs are difficult to 
trace outside the Parliament, a few indications are available. One instance was when Van Traa and 
Frinking consulted with Minister Ter Beek on 10 March about providing a combat unit for deployment 
in the former Yugoslavia. Another was when Minister Ter Beek consulted Van Vlijmen and Vos 
outside Parliament in mid-August about securing the helicopters for the brigade upon deployment of a 
battalion of the Airmobile Brigade in Bosnia. 

5464 The faction 
members of D66 were on good terms with fellow party members among the officials at the ministries 
of Foreign Affairs and Defence. D66 spokesman Eisma thus ‘compensated’ for being part of the 
opposition and, unlike the faction members of the government parties, being unable to maintain ties 
with sympathetic ministers.5465 Eisma also derived tremendous benefit from his membership of the 
parliamentary assembly of the Council of Europe, which was far more involved with humanitarian 
security policy at the time. In this capacity he travelled to Sarajevo, which nobody from the Dutch 
Parliament had visited yet. The Council of Europe was also in a better position to dispatch fact-finding 
missions.5466 S. van Heemskerck Pillis-Duvekot derived information through her membership of the 
North Atlantic Assembly.5467

Another factor underlying the lack of parliamentary objections to the government policy 
appears to have been the fact that the Netherlands held the EC presidency during the second half of 
1991, when the war in Yugoslavia first broke out. During such a period, the Parliament ordinarily 
maintains a low profile with respect to the Minister of Foreign Affairs and considers that this minister 
speaks not only on behalf of the Netherlands but also on behalf of the Twelve. The idea was to avoid 
making things too difficult for the minister. Moreover, both the ministers and the MPs often used 

  

                                                 

5460 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 121. 
5461 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 122. 
5462 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 124. 
5463 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, p. 249. 
5464 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 122. 
5465 TCBU, conversation with D. Eisma, 06/04/00, p. 2. 
5466 TCBU, conversation with D. Eisma, 06/04/00, p. 2. 
5467 TCBU, conversation with S. van Heemskerck Pillis-Duvekot, 05/04/00, p. 2. 
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emotional terms to describe the conflict in the former Yugoslavia and how it needed to be resolved.5468 
‘We were extremely united about the former Yugoslavia in the Parliament,’ explained Sipkes. ‘In my 
view that remains the worst part of the decision-making process. (…) We all felt that something had to 
happen. No opposition came from Parliament.’ ‘We were far too united on this. Too concerned about 
everything happening there to figure out how to proceed without getting our fingers dirty.’5469

The consequence of the emotional urge to intervene in war-torn Bosnia became clear to various 
MPs when a delegation of the permanent committees for Defence and Foreign Affairs, comprising 
Blaauw, De Kok, Ramlal (CDA), Van Traa, Valk and Van Ojik (GroenLinks), visited Croatia and 
Bosnia from 1 to 5 October 1993. Repeated requests from Parliament for a visit were consistently 
rejected ‘on internal UN/UNPROFOR grounds.’

 

5470 The visit was ‘eventually’ scheduled for July but 
was postponed twice after that as well.5471 The delegation visited the UNPROFOR headquarters in 
Zagreb, Sarajevo and Kiseljak and the Dutch units in Busovaca and Santici.5472 Only then did the 
committee members start to realize how unsafe the Safe Areas really were. Following their return, Van 
Traa, one of the parties who submitted the motion to make the Airmobile Brigade more suitable for 
deployment to the former Yugoslavia, issued media statements questioning the wisdom of sending 
ground troops to Bosnia as part of a peace settlement. ‘I have always been a strong advocate of a peace 
settlement,’ explained Van Traa, ‘but I also have a duty to ask questions at this point.’5473 Perhaps, he 
admitted, the Parliament, including his own party, had been a bit too eager to prepare the Airmobile 
Brigade for a mission in that region.5474

‘We were aware of all the problems, but what could we do? Withdrawing would have been 
worse,’ explained De Kok.

 The transport battalion, which the MPs included in their visit, 
was experiencing problems at the time. Between 24 September and 9 November 1993, sixteen troops 
from this unit were injured.  

5475 Nevertheless, he rang the spokesperson for the Ministry of Defence L. 
Kreemers on 4 November to express his concerns following the disclosure of the official request from 
Boutros-Ghali for deployment of the airmobile battalion. ‘Protecting’ the Safe Areas was highly 
complicated, and the Dutch battalion would be of little use there. According to a note from Kreemers, 
De Kok said that ‘perhaps Parliament had been a bit too eager in requesting that the Airmobile Brigade 
be equipped with armoured vehicles.’5476

‘Given the background to the humanitarian emergency in Bosnia-Hercegovina,’ the government 
informed Parliament on 15 November 1993 that it had decided to deploy the first operational battalion 
of the Airmobile Brigade, reinforced by about fifty armoured vehicles and a logistic unit, for an initial 
period of a year and a half. Deployment had been approved primarily on humanitarian grounds. The 
idea that military presence might be conducive toward achieving a peace settlement was secondary.

 

5477 
Deployment of these 1,100 troops brought the total Dutch contribution in the former Yugoslavia to 
3,100. While the area of deployment had yet to be determined, the Dutch government preferred a 
contiguous area.5478

                                                 

5468 Cf. interview L.W. Veenendaal, 17/8/00. 

 Use of force was authorized as the ultimate measure in case of self-defence and if a 

5469 Interview L. Sipkes, 24/01/00. 
5470 DS. exh. 19/07/93 no. S93/061/2307, memorandum from Olivier to New York PR, attn milad, 15/07/93 no. 
V93020694. 
5471 DS. exh. 19/07/93 no. S93/061/2307, memorandum from Olivier to New York PR, attn milad, 15/07/93 no. 
V93020694; ABZ, DDI/DIE/2001/00023 Memorandum from deputy DEU to AP and others, 05/07/93 no. 191. 
5472 A report appears in TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 63. 
5473 ‘Twijfels bij Van Traa over deelname aan nieuwe vredesmacht’ (‘Van Traa has doubts about taking part in new 
peacekeeping force’), ANP, 05/10/93, 21:07. See also TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, p. 252; 
interview with G. Valk, 15/10/99; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 141. 
5474 Both, Indifference, pp. 205-206; Berghorst, News, p. 53. 
5475 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.C.H.M. de Kok, 25/05/00, p. 125. On the experiences of De Kok during the visit, 
see also T. de Kok, ‘Kamerleden sprokkelen feiten in “Joegoslavië”’ (‘MPs gather facts in “Yugoslavia”’), Vrij Nederland, 16/10/93. 
5476 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Memorandum from Kreemers to Ter Beek, 04/11/93. 
5477 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 64, p. 6. 
5478 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 64, p. 6. 
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UN unit was being prevented from carrying out its duties by force. The decision to resort to force 
rested with the UN commander concerned. Force would consistently be kept to a minimum.5479

In an AVRO/Nipo survey in August 1992, only 18 percent of those questioned believed that a 
simple parliamentary majority was sufficient for approving deployment. Thirty-nine percent wanted a 
two-thirds majority for such decisions, while 37 percent actually wanted unanimous parliamentary 
support for such a decision.

 

5480 Most of the MPs who participated in the general discussion about the 
government decision to deploy the battalion appear to have been convinced that the exchange of ideas 
with the government was intended to rally support. Valk later stated that ‘all of us, including the 
government, benefit from the greatest possible consensus in such decisions. Otherwise, we will lack 
popular support for participating in these kinds of operations.’5481

Opposition spokesperson Blaauw felt the same way.
  

5482 After the visit to Bosnia in October 
1993, however, Parliament no longer dared question the deployment of troops and unanimously voted 
in favour.5483 In the past the SGP had expressed tremendous reserve about deployment of Dutch 
troops for the UN. This party believed that ‘in a world riveted by sin, where war will prevail until the 
end of time,’ thinking ‘that world peace was accessible to mankind was unrealistic.’5484 Parliament 
therefore adopted the view that ‘any effort, however premature, to establish a world government with 
its own combat forces is to be discouraged.’5485 Now, however, the party was agreeing through Van den 
Berg. Despite his premonitions of fear, De Kok even complimented the government for ‘remaining at 
the vanguard in Europe in taking responsibility for and aiming to alleviate the atrocities in the former 
Yugoslavia.’5486

Still, doubts existed among the MPs, although most were concealed. VVD faction members 
questioned the Safe Areas concept but agreed following lengthy internal deliberations because of the air 
support that would appear in case of emergency. Moreover, the VVD did not wish to send out a 
battalion ‘from a divided house.’

 

5487

Valk was ridiculed by the other MPs, when he suggested making approval of the government 
decision contingent upon the location, which had not yet been disclosed.

 

5488 Nor did Ter Beek welcome 
the attitude of Valk, whose actions he believed to be instigated by Van Traa’s horror at what he saw on 
his visit to Bosnia.5489 In its faction meeting on 16 November, the PvdA had belaboured the 
deployment.5490 The faction committees of Foreign Affairs and Defence, however, echoed the doubts 
that Van Traa had expressed upon his return from a trip to Bosnia with a parliamentary delegation in 
early October as to whether deploying ground troops in Eastern Bosnia was wise. Some reserve was 
therefore adopted regarding the location. A preliminary meeting took place between Ter Beek, Van 
Traa, Valk and Euro MP Jan Marinus Wiersma on the eve of the parliamentary meeting of 16 
November.5491 Afterwards, Valk clearly recalled that they had agreed to conduct a final debate as soon 
as the location was disclosed. Valk also consulted De Kok in advance on this issue.5492

                                                 

5479 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 64, p. 7. 

 The next day, he 
felt as if one MP after another was bypassing him, and Ter Beek appeared to have forgotten the 

5480 Radio 2, AVRO, Radiojournaal, 09/08/92, 1.04 pm. 
5481 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, p. 257. 
5482 Interview J.D. Blaauw, 23/04/99. 
5483 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 66, p. 1 and 22181, no. 67. 
5484 F.W. den Boef, ‘Prioriteiten voor de krijgsmacht’ (‘Priorities for the Armed forces’), De Banier, 03/06/93, p. 7. 
5485 F.W. den Boef, ‘Nederlandse deelname aan vredesoperaties na Srebrenica: tussen cynicisme en idealisme’ (Dutch 
participation in peacekeeping operations after Srebrenica: between cynicism and idealism’), Zicht 23 (1997) 2, p. 12. 
5486 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 67, p. 1. 
5487 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.D. Blaauw, 31/05/00, p. 220. 
5488 Interview F. Princen, 08/01/98. 
5489 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99 and 13/01/00. 
5490 G. Valk to NIOD, 31/05/00. 
5491 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00 and G. Valk. 
5492 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, p. 252; interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. 
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agreement reached the previous evening. Then Valk realized that questions were apparently unwelcome 
during a deployment debate. Parliament was expected to stand behind the troops to be deployed. ‘It 
would have been inconceivable for one of the major factions to say: “no way, José.” Especially not 
following the preceding course of events.’5493

Van Middelkoop wanted to oppose the government position, because he felt the deployment 
was intended to provide peace of mind, because it seemed as if the Airborne Brigade had to prove 
itself, because the deployment lacked any long-term perspective, and because there was no guarantee 
that air support would materialize. In the faction deliberations, GPV faction leader Schutte informed 
him, however, that he could not be the only opposing force in a deployment debate. Van Middelkoop, 
who had already drafted his input for the debate, therefore transformed his negative conclusions into 
critical reservations by noting at the bottom of his pages of text that his faction supported the 
government despite the objections stated. He later recalled that the debate about deployment of the 
airmobile battalion had been the only moment in his political career in which he voted with the 
majority of the Parliament against his will.

 

5494 Nonetheless, he remained the most critical MP 
throughout the consultation. He asked what reasons the government had for approving deployment at 
that specific moment. He also questioned whether the government had enough operational data to 
reach a carefully considered decision, ‘to ensure an acceptable risk.’5495

Minister Kooijmans also felt that the Netherlands was at the vanguard of the efforts in the 
former Yugoslavia. He ‘believed that the other [EC] Member States [had] at least a moral obligation to 
investigate what else they could have done to enable the EC to honour the commitments made (…) 
The Netherlands would admonish the partners not to lapse into non-committal positions (…).’

 In addition, he wanted to know 
the likelihood that air support would be used to protect Safe Areas. 

5496

Ter Beek could not yet provide specific information about the duties of the Dutch battalion and 
merely listed the general UNPROFOR duties. Stationing the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica, Zepa and 
Gorazde was, according to the minister, ‘no longer an issue.’ A reinforced company might, however, be 
stationed in Srebrenica to replace the departing Canadian company. Ter Beek listed his objections to 
this scenario: extended connections, which would complicate supplies and medical aid. He emphasized, 
however, that he had not made deployment contingent on location. The rules of engagement were 
similar to those of other UN units in B-H. More resolute conduct on the part of the Dutch troops had 
nothing to do with the instructions regarding use of force but would be the outcome of the resources 
with which the battalion would be equipped. Ter Beek guaranteed that the Dutch troops deployed 
would have kevlar helmets, bullet-proof vests and the like. If necessary, the battalion would be able to 
use crypto devices as well. Ter Beek mentioned the procedures for deploying air combat forces: the 
UNPROFOR commander would request authorization from the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, who would then ‘undoubtedly’ consult the Security Council before taking a decision. ‘The 
minister did not have the impression that air strikes were receiving serious consideration.’

 

5497

The Socialist Party ‘squarely opposed’ the deployment, because military interventions would 
lead to extension and escalation of conflicts.

 Except for 
Valk, who emphasized that Parliament reserved the right to reconsider deployment, should 
circumstances change, none of the MPs shared any remarks in the second round. 

5498

                                                 

5493 Interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. This sentiment prevailed during other deployment debates in the 1990s as well, Megens, 
Vredesoperaties, pp. 78-79. 

 Party members disapproved of the effort ‘from 
GroenLinks (Green Left) to VVD on the right’ to have the Netherlands ‘participate’ in the war in the 

5494 Interview E. van Middelkoop, 08/10/99. 
5495 TK 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 67, p. 6. 
5496 TK 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 67, p. 7. 
5497 TK 1993-1994, 22 181, no. 67, p. 9. 
5498 T. Kox, ‘Luchtmobiele Brigade naar Bosnisch slagveld’ (‘Airmobile Brigade to Bosnian battleground’), Tribune, 
29(1993)12, p. 12. See e.g. also J. Marijnissen, ‘Nieuwe kruistochten? SP tegen militaire interventie in voormalig Joegoslavië’ 
(‘New crusades? Socialist Party against military intervention in former Yugoslavia’), Tribune 28(1992)17, pp. 14-15; T. Kox, 
‘Interventie zal de lijdensweg verlengen’ (‘Intervention will draw out the agony’), Tribune 29(1993)8, pp. 18-19. 
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former Yugoslavia. The Dutch troops would become caught between the different sides, of which none 
had a ‘reputation for moderation and compassion.’5499

The news about the deployment decision quickly became submerged in the press. On the 
evening of 16 November 1993, CDA faction leader Elco Brinkman once again flexed his political 
muscles. At a speech in Groningen, he demanded that Parliament discuss the current disability benefits 
before the May elections. This issue was particularly sensitive, since the CDA and PvdA government 
had nearly fallen because of this issue in early 1993. Brinkman’s unambiguous statements thwarted the 
strategy of Prime Minister Lubbers of securing approval for the proposals by the Buurmeijer 
Committee, which targeted a complete overhaul of the social security system in the long run. 
Brinkman’s stand ushered in the fall from grace of Lubbers’s crown prince, an electoral defeat for the 
CDA and an historic exile of the CDA to the opposition. Although this course of events had not been 
anticipated in the evening of 16 November 1993, the news was sufficiently explosive to sweep the 
deployment debate about the airmobile battalion under the carpet of parliamentary journalism. 

 But this party had not joined the parliamentary 
deliberations. 

 

                                                 

5499 ‘Interventie zal de lijdensweg verlengen’, Tribune 29(1993)8, p. 18. 



743 

 

Chapter 14 
Interim balance 

1. Wrong perceptions 

The declaration of independence by Croatia and Slovenia on 25 June 1991 did not come as a surprise in 
the West. However, Western Governments and media had no conception of the depth of the 
animosities brought about by a combination of nationalism whipped up by politicians and the media 
and the mixture of hate, greed, frustration and fear felt by the population of Yugoslavia. When the 
Yugoslav crisis erupted with the short-lived war in Slovenia, European leaders were able to proclaim in 
all naivety that ‘Europe’s hour had come’. Lack of knowledge of the country and the peoples of 
Yugoslavia would lead time and time again to incorrect assessments of the situation by Western 
Governments and organizations, so that the policy based on these assessments was inevitably also 
incorrect.  

The European Community, which took the lead in the international approach to the crisis, 
believed that it could do business with the Federal authorities in Yugoslavia at a time when the power 
of the Federal Presidium and the government of Yugoslavia was already reduced to a fiction. There was 
insufficient understanding of the fact that Croatia and Slovenia were not the only ones with a desire for 
independence, but that Milosevic had also long ago accepted the dissolution of Yugoslavia. He simply 
tried to camouflage this fact for as long as possible. As a result, the European Community could believe 
that the withdrawal of the Federal troops from Slovenia was a success for its own diplomatic efforts, 
while in reality Milosevic and his immediate entourage were already making preparations for the next 
war. Similarly, while the West greeted the end of the war in Croatia in late 1991 and early 1992 with 
enthusiasm, the authorities in Serbia and Tudjman’s government in Croatia were taking measures to 
prepare for the war in Bosnia. The West was always one step behind the conflicts breaking out in the 
former Yugoslavia.  

One of the reasons for this was the failure to understand what Milosevic’s real motives were. 
He was neither the convinced Communist some people saw in him, nor the fervent nationalist many 
others believed him to be. Personal power was his alpha and omega. The face of this power-crazy 
amoeba, who was known as the ‘Babyface Killer’, could turn in an instant into that of an angel of 
peace. It was not until the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina had been under way for some time that Western 
governments began to realize that opportunism was his trademark.  

Some Western governments also had inadequate insight into the behaviour of other major 
actors in the Yugoslav drama. Especially in Germany and the United States, people tended to see 
Tudjman through rose-coloured glasses, as a democratic alternative to Milosevic, while in fact he was a 
convinced nationalist. It was difficult for the West to understand that while at war with Serbia, he was 
capable of working together with Milosevic to dismantle Bosnia-Hercegovina. The image people had of 
the Bosnian President Izetbegovic was also often too positive. He was seen as a symbol of the victim 
status of the Muslims, or of the will to maintain a multi-ethnic society in Bosnia. Too little was known 
about his leadership of a Muslim nationalist party and his personal views about the role of Islam in the 
state to realize that it was far from self-evident that he would be an effective president over all ethnic 
groups in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

There was equally little understanding of the position of the JNA (the Federal Yugoslav army). 
Some saw it as the last group propping up the old Yugoslavia, while others were convinced that it was 
simply a tool of Milosevic right from the beginning of the conflict. Neither of these views was correct. 
The JNA was in fact riven by extreme differences of opinion about the choice between these two 
options. This uncertainty only served to make its behaviour in Croatia even bloodier. Izetbegovic was 
also plagued by continual doubts, due among other things to the existence of several partly overlapping 
fractions within his own party (the SDA, or Bosnian Muslin Party of Democratic Action). There were, 
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for example, differences between those who supported the idea of an integral Bosnia, of a Muslim state 
extending beyond the boundaries of Bosnia and of a mini-Muslim state within Bosnia. There were 
further tensions between a clerical religious faction and one with more sectarian views. Differences of 
opinion also existed within the SDA about the extent to which (continuation of) the war in order to 
achieve the party’s aims was acceptable. Hardly anything was known about all this in the West. It was in 
many respects not the efficiency of the various parties to the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia but 
precisely their inefficiency which made these conflicts last so long and involve so much more 
bloodshed than the West had initially expected. 

The Western governments, media and public turned to the past in an effort to explain all these 
puzzling and painful events. They pointed to the contradictions inherited from the Second World War, 
which certainly played a role in a Yugoslavia that had experienced the horrors of a civil war during the 
occupation by various Fascist powers, but also to what was called the age-old ethnic divisions, a ‘Balkan 
mentality’ or feudal patterns of power built up round local warlords. Many of these ideas had little 
connection with reality, because the orchestration of the violence from Belgrade was insufficiently 
recognized. Paramilitary groups were seen as isolated units, while they were in fact also tools of the 
Milosevic regime. As the notorious paramilitary leader Arkan put it, terror existed in order to make 
people aware of their (ethnic) identity. The manifestations might look old-fashioned to viewers who 
still had TV images of the Gulf War with its smart weapons imprinted on their retinas, but in reality it 
would be more accurate to characterize the violence encountered in the Balkan conflicts as modern 
rather than as ‘age-old’. 

The comparisons made between the JNA, the VRS, the paramilitary groups and the militias on 
the one hand and the Partisans and guerrilla fighters on the other also had little to do with reality. The 
morale of the regular troops was very low, with desertion figures running into tens of percents. The 
behaviour of the paramilitary and militia groups was characterized by disorder and drunkenness. They 
may have been efficient in the plundering and chasing away of defenceless civilians or other, poorly 
armed, militia groups, but they could not handle any serious resistance.  

Exaggerated ideas of the degree of resistance Western forces might encounter in the case of 
military intervention in the former Yugoslavia hindered such intervention in the period between the 
declarations of independence of Croatia and Slovenia and the start of the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 
when such action would have been relatively feasible. In fact, Western governments showed very little 
readiness for military intervention at that time because the conflict in the former Yugoslavia had little 
impact on their basic interests. Comparisons with previous conflicts in the Balkans with the potential of 
exploding into a European war, as in 1914, thus lacked any basis. The wars raging on the territory of 
the former Yugoslavia were not the result of Western machinations, but of a lack of interest on the part 
of governments. 

There was initially not much pressure for military intervention from public opinion either. The 
public often has little understanding of, or interest in, complex issues. Western journalists noticed this 
in the first few years of the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia. They complained continually about the 
lack of interest shown by readers and viewers in events and relationships which did not follow clearly 
recognizable patterns. The need for simple distinctions - communism versus democracy, nationalism 
versus multi-ethnicity, aggressor versus victim, villain versus hero – hindered the understanding of 
balanced reporting. Images were better than words in meeting this need for black-white contrasts: the 
pictures of the Trnopolje detention camp, rape victims telling their stories, UN Force Commander 
Phillipe Morillon guaranteeing protection for the population of Srebrenica. Despite the highly evocative 
nature of some of these images, they proved to have little effect on the governments of Western 
Europe and the United States. These governments could often simply wait until the media storm had 
calmed or take measures that did not contribute directly to the military intervention called for, such as 
setting up a war crimes tribunal or providing humanitarian aid. 
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2. Faulty set of instruments 

The failure of the West to intervene at an early stage in the former Yugoslavia was not just a question 
of lack of will, but also a question of incapacity. The period following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
November 1989 was one in which international security policy was being revamped. Wars and civil 
wars seldom come at a convenient time, but the conflict in Yugoslavia certainly came at a very 
inconvenient time for the international community. Various international organizations, and national 
governments, were undertaking a major reorientation of their structures and policies. The United 
Nations hoped to profit from the new post-Cold-War climate, in which it was hoped that the Security 
Council would less often be rendered impotent by vetoes. This led to ambitions for new types of 
peacekeeping operations, which were however hampered by the unwillingness of the member states to 
make the necessary resources available. This applied in the first place to the regular financial 
contributions, but above all to the supply of troops for operations in regions which were in effect still 
in a state of war. The UN headquarters was hardly equipped to provide leadership for such risky 
operations, and the impetus had to come from Security Council resolutions which were the fruit of 
compromises in New York, as a result of which they were not always adequate to deal with the 
situation on the ground in the former Yugoslavia. Moreover the UN was initially hesitant to act because 
of inability or indeed reluctance to interfere in the internal affairs of one of its member states. 

As a result, it was mainly the European Community that took the lead in dealing with the 
Yugoslav conflict. This community, which had twelve member states at the time, had the same need to 
act on the basis of compromise as the UN. On the way to a common foreign and security policy due to 
be agreed in December 1991 within the framework of the Maastricht Treaty, the chair of the EC in the 
second half of 1991 (the Netherlands) was keen to avoid voices of dissent from the various European 
capitals. The attempts of the Dutch Foreign Minister Van den Broek to keep the twelve European 
sheep neatly in the same fold elicited resistance in particular from the government in Bonn, that had 
gained a new self-confidence after the reunification of Germany and had its own views about the 
approach to be taken to the problems of Yugoslavia which differed markedly from those of the Dutch 
chair. Even after the ratification of the Maastricht treaty, it was found that a common foreign policy did 
not necessarily lead to more rational decision-making. The requirement that any decision should be 
based on consensus actually meant in practice that a government with a strong opinion could impose 
its will on the other member states. This proved to be the case in late 1991 and early 1992, when 
Germany was able to force through recognition of Croatia and Slovenia, while Greece was able to 
block that of Macedonia. 

The biggest handicap that the European Community suffered from was its lack of any ‘stick’ 
other than sanctions to enforce its decisions. The ineffectiveness of the ‘carrot’ approach, due to the 
endemic nationalism that had already established itself in Yugoslavia, had already become clear to the 
Community before the outbreak of the conflicts. The question was not only when sanctions could be 
applied, but above all what effect selective sanctions would have at a time when the Twelve still hoped 
that negotiations could bear fruit. This meant that it took a relatively long time before such sanctions 
were applied. Besides, sanctions could not be really effective if they were not backed up by UN 
approval. Finally, the EC had no way of enforcing sanctions by military means if that should prove 
necessary. This lack of its own armed force doomed EC diplomacy to impotence from the start. A 
further structural weakness of the EC was the lack of its own control and analysis centre. When joint 
analyses were needed, EC governments were forced in the first instance to call on the resources of the 
ministry of Foreign Affairs of the member state currently holding the chairmanship. In the case dealt 
with here, that was the Netherlands during the first half year of the Yugoslav crisis. It proved difficult 
not only for national governments to accept analyses coming from a resource centre in another 
country, but also for that resource centre to muster the personnel capacity needed to produce effective 
analyses. 

Milosevic’s only concern apart from sanctions was the possibility of American military action. 
He realized that he had little to fear from the European states in this respect. The government in 
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Washington had however decided that it was time for the European Community to show what it could 
do in the field of conflict management on its own continent. By the time that it became clear that the 
Community was so riven by internal disagreement that it was unable to solve the problem itself, the 
American administration was already operating in the shadow of the coming presidential elections. At 
that stage, President Bush and his government were not keen to expose American troops to risks in a 
terrain that was much less easy to oversee than the sandy plains of the Gulf War, in a conflict that was 
coming to look more and more like a civil war and where the political objectives on which any 
intervention would be based had not yet crystallized out.  

After the elections, the new government team under President Clinton lacked experience in the 
field of foreign policy. Moreover, the new President had stated clearly during the election campaign that 
he wanted to concentrate on domestic economic policy. Not only was the situation in Bosnia a 
disturbing factor when it came to putting this commitment into practice, but the President’s principal 
advisors were divided as to the correct approach to this situation while the President himself did not 
give any forceful leadership. As a result, it was not until late May 1993 that the contours of an 
American policy began to become visible. The non-interventionist attitude of the USA was a major 
element in the whole process. 

The above-mentioned stance adopted by two successive governments in Washington had major 
consequences for NATO, where the American government traditionally leaves a clear stamp on 
decision-making. Moreover, NATO’s scope for action was initially severely limited by the principle that 
the treaty organization could only undertake operations when the territory of one of its member states 
was threatened. This limitation was only removed in the course of 1992. Even then, NATO could only 
participate in operations involving the former Yugoslavia after consultation with the United Nations; 
the learning curve for this process proved to be quite steep. NATO was further hindered in taking any 
action by the fact that all its member states were busily cashing in the ‘peace dividends’ after the end of 
the Cold War. Reductions in troop levels were the order of the day, and a tendency to renationalization 
was initially more clearly visible than a readiness to undertake new international obligations. This 
became particularly clear in the course of 1993 when various peace plans requiring the formation of an 
implementation force were put forward. It proved extremely difficult to find Western European 
countries prepared to supply the necessary troops, especially since there were various reasons for not 
making use of the services of some member states such as Germany, Italy and Turkey. 

The fact that European governments were unable or unwilling to make a military commitment 
led to severe irritation in Washington at the few moments when the American Government did feel 
disposed to military involvement in the former Yugoslavia, e.g. in late June 1992 when the visit of the 
French President Mitterrand to Sarajevo thwarted American action, and in early August 1992 when the 
European members of NATO made air strikes conditional on UN approval. The Yugoslav question 
thus threatened to split NATO at a time when it was looking for new legitimation for its existence after 
the end of the Cold War.  

Another divisive factor in the equation was the fact that the French Government was initially 
mainly advocating action within a WEU framework. It was not until mid-1993 that the government in 
Paris accepted that the problems in the former Yugoslavia could not be dealt with without NATO 
involvement. While it is true that the WEU did participate in monitoring compliance with the embargo 
imposed on the new Yugoslavia and also played a part in military planning, its lack of a command 
structure like that of NATO made it largely ineffective. A few options for WEU involvement were 
discussed in the early days of the Yugoslav conflict, but they came to nothing largely because of 
opposition from the United Kingdom which was unable to commit itself to supplying appreciable 
military resources because of cuts in the overall manning levels in its armed forces and continuing 
commitments in Northern Ireland and Cyprus; besides, the UK’s experience in these two regions led it 
to write off any form of serious involvement in the former Yugoslavia.  

The CSCE had also had a certain level of involvement in the early days of the conflict. 
However, this organization – which was still at the start of its learning curve as far as conflict 
management was concerned – was hampered by its large size and its voting procedures. All decisions 
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initially had to be unanimous. Even though the less stringent condition of ‘unanimity minus 1’ was 
introduced in early 1992, this still left the organization (with its 52 member states after the accession of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina) not very efficient. 

3. Shifting objectives 

The question of what the West wanted to achieve in the former Yugoslavia raised its head fairly early in 
the conflict, when the Director-General for Political Affairs (Dutch abbreviation DGPZ) at the Dutch 
Foreign Ministry Peter Van Walsum sent a COREU message to the capitals of all EC member states 
suggesting that Yugoslavia’s internal boundaries should be open to discussion. This proposal met with a 
fairly massive ‘no’ from the other member states, however. The logical consequence was that the West 
would have to make efforts to protect the ethnic minorities within the existing boundaries. However, 
the Conference on Yugoslavia convened in early September 1991 under the auspices of the EC met 
with the problem when discussing this issue that Milosevic was not prepared to give the Kosovo 
Albanians the same rights in Serbia as those he demanded for the Serbs in Croatia; while Tudjman was 
quite happy to oppose what he saw as Serb occupation of Croatian territory, but still sent Croatian 
troops to Bosnia himself in order to reserve part of that terrain for the Croats. Milosevic’s attitude on 
this point effectively spelled the end of the conference.  

Because it was difficult to delay recognition of Croatia and Slovenia indefinitely, it was not 
strange that the other EC member states finally gave in to German pressure in favour of recognition at 
the end of 1991. What was strange was that Croatia was recognized despite clear evidence that no 
effective measures to protect minorities had been taken there. At the same time, the recognition of 
another republic – Macedonia – which was known to have taken such measures was delayed for a long 
time because of Greek sensitivities. The government of Bosnia-Hercegovina, which had also requested 
recognition, was told by the EC that a condition for this was that they should hold a referendum on 
independence the practical purpose of which was not at all clear. In fact, this referendum gave the 
nationalist parties in Bosnia-Hercegovina the opportunity to build up their stocks of weapons even 
further – a process which had been going on among Bosnian Muslims and Serbs since the spring of 
1991, i.e. even before Croatia and Slovenia had made their declarations of independence. 

By the end of 1991, the European Community was prepared to lay the hot potato of Yugoslavia 
in the lap of the UN. This was how the new Secretary-General of the UN from the start of 1992, 
Boutros-Ghali, interpreted these events too: the rich countries of Europe were saddling him with a 
question they could not handle themselves, as if there were not enough other conflicts in the world that 
required the attention of his organization. It was therefore with fresh reluctance that he implemented 
the Security Council resolution requiring the deployment of a peacekeeping force in Croatia. This force 
proved unable to achieve much. Ethnic cleansing, murder, rape, arson and the like were perpetrated 
literally under the eyes of the UN soldiers.  

The same reluctance to get involved was shown after the outbreak of war in Bosnia-
Hercegovina. From the time when the airfield of Sarajevo was opened, the Western approach to the 
war in Bosnia acquired a mainly humanitarian character. Intentions were good – or looked good – but 
were certainly open to question. They were, for example, questioned by the government and population 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina, who often complained that the citizens of their country were enabled to die 
with full stomachs. What is even worse is that the humanitarian supplies often fell into the hands of the 
military or militia, who demanded payment for the passage of the goods. In this way, the humanitarian 
aid was actually contributing to the continuation of the war. 

Within a few months after the start of the war, the Bosnian Serbs had managed with the aid of 
their Serbian brothers from the other side of the Drina to gain control of about 70 percent of the 
territory of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The process of ethnic cleansing associated with this had not only 
sowed a great deal of hatred – even among people who had originally believed in a multi-ethnic society 
– but had also led in many cases to the destruction of the houses people had been forced out of, or 
their occupation by others who in their turn had often been chased out of their own homes elsewhere. 
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That made the realization of a just peace which would involve reversal of the ethnic cleansing and 
conquest of terrain and a guarantee of the right of return for the refugees extremely difficult if the 
mediators (initially Owen and Vance on behalf of the EC and the UN respectively, and later Owen and 
Stoltenberg) lacked military back-up for their proposals. In fact, it looked very much as if the West 
would feel greatly embarrassed if the mediators really did manage to bring about a peace agreement, 
since that would have required a greater number of troops than was available for Bosnia at that 
moment. 

If the situation at the negotiating table was so difficult, it might seem that one alternative was to 
leave matters to be decided on the battlefield. The Serbs were indeed able to translate their military 
superiority into territorial gains at the beginning of the war. The Bosnian Government was keen to win 
the conquered terrain back, but has hampered in achieving this aim by the arms embargo on all parts of 
the former Yugoslavia that the UN had announced at the end of September 1991. This led to the 
schizophrenic situation that while the international community recognized Bosnia-Hercegovina in April 
1992, it did not give the government of the new state the opportunity to defend itself against 
encroachment on its territorial integrity. It is hardly surprising that the Bosnian Government and 
people felt little sympathy for the UN troops who prevented them from waging war and thus helped to 
maintain the status quo achieved by the Serbs. This must have made the proclamation of the principle of 
impartiality by UNPROFOR sound very false in the ears of the Bosnian Government and the Muslims. 

The Bosnian Government, which increasingly became a Muslim government in the course of 
1993, was not very keen on accepting a peace that consolidated the existing conditions in part or in 
whole. They tried to regain terrain with the aid of clandestine arms supplies and attacks on Serb arms 
caches. As long as they saw some prospects of success in this process, they did not actually want peace. 
It is more difficult to explain why the Bosnian Serb leaders were so reluctant to accept peace. They had 
already conquered more than the 64 percent of Bosnian territory to which they had laid claim at the 
start of the war. One would have thought that they would have been delighted to agree to peace terms 
backed up by the West that would have legitimized their territorial gains. Although the Vance-Owen 
plan (and subsequent peace plans) did involve their giving up some of their gains, the remainder would 
have been recognized. Acceptance of the plan would have obliged the West to implement a very 
difficult plan which would in practice have given the Bosnian Serbs much that they had not been able 
to achieve at the negotiating table. Their acceptance of the plan would have left Izetbegovic holding the 
baby. As things turned out, it was the latter who agreed with the full plan at the end of March 1993 in 
order to place the Bosnian Serbs in a bad light as viewed from the West. The Serbs were never very 
good at such double bluffs. 

The advantages the Serbs could gain from acceptance of a peace plan became clear when the 
Owen-Stoltenberg plan and the Invincible plan were laid on the table in the summer of 1993. The 
Western mediators and governments were getting so tired of their failures that they started to blame the 
victim by laying the responsibility for the continuation of the war on the Muslims. It was clear by this 
time that the West was more or less prepared to accept ethnic division of Bosnia-Hercegovina, in other 
words the suggestion that Van Walsum had made two summers ago and that had been roundly rejected 
at the time. All that remained were the Safe Areas, of which Van Walsum had already said in December 
1992 that while the Netherlands had wanted them, they represented an enormous risk as long as the 
international community was not prepared to protect them – by force of arms, if necessary. 

4. The Dutch approach to the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia  

In the summer of 1991, when Van Walsum made his proposal about the correction of Yugoslavia’s 
internal boundaries, the Netherlands coincidentally happened to take over the chairmanship of the EC 
at just about the same time as the outbreak of the Yugoslav conflict. This caused Dutch Foreign 
Minister Hans Van den Broek, and to a lesser extent Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers, to become directly 
involved in this conflict. Van den Broek was keen to make a success of the Dutch chairmanship, that 
was supposed to culminate in the ratification of the historic Maastricht Treaty, putting the seal on a 



749 

 

common foreign policy for the Twelve among other things. The Yugoslav question raised its head at an 
inopportune moment. Van den Broek put all his energies into looking for a solution, but owing among 
other things to a lack of insight into what was really happening in Yugoslavia, all his activity soon 
degenerated into the making of provisional fixes which only lasted a few days. Within little more than a 
month, the Minister himself became hopelessly frustrated while his image abroad suffered rapid 
damage.  

Not in the Netherlands, though. Dutch MPs were full of praise for a Foreign minister who 
seemed finally able to show the world that a small country was capable of great deeds. The European 
Community has sometimes been criticized for overhasty involvement in the crisis in the former 
Yugoslavia, ‘not because it had a solution or the necessary means, but because it hoped to acquire 
both’.5500

One of the main factors that led to the low effectiveness of the Dutch foreign minister as 
chairman of the EC in dealing with this question was the fact that, just a few days after the outbreak of 
the conflict in Yugoslavia, the German Government took a radically different course from that 
envisaged by the Dutch in their chairmanship of the EC. Moreover, the Paris-Bonn axis which had 
been damaged by this idiosyncratic German stance was back to its original state within a couple of 
months. This meant that Van den Broek was continually confronted by little plans cooked up jointly by 
the French and Germans which ran counter to his own intentions. Instead of accepting this fact and 
trying to bend it subtly to his advantage whenever possible, Van den Broek got annoyed. This certainly 
did not improve his relations with his German counterpart Genscher, who saw this as just one more 
reason to pay very little attention to the Netherlands as chair of the EC. The Dutch Parliament did 
nothing to correct Van den Broek’s attitude but rather praised the minister who was being given such a 
hard time by his German counterpart. 

 This statement, which referred mainly to the initial period of the Yugoslav conflict when the 
Netherlands chaired the European Community, is in fact quite a good description of practically the 
entire Dutch contribution to the debate on the former Yugoslavia from mid-1991 to the end of 1993. 
The relative insignificance of the Netherlands on the world stage and the low level of knowledge about 
the Balkans were actually seen as advantages by Dutch politicians and civil servants, since it meant that 
the Netherlands would not represent a threat to the various parties to the Yugoslav conflict. This 
attitude explains the marked tendency of Dutch decision-makers to transpose the harmony model, 
which worked so well in their own country, to Yugoslavia where a certain level of threat and possibly 
also of physical violence were almost inevitable in the initial phase of the conflict. 

In fact, Van den Broek had basically lost control of the situation by mid-August. Important 
decisions concerning the conference on Yugoslavia, such as the time at which it was due to start, the 
conditions for a ceasefire and the setting up of the Badinter Commission, were dictated by others. Van 
den Broek could only look on as Kohl and Genscher managed to arrange the recognition of Croatia 
and Slovenia by the EC without reference to him. 

The experience gained during the Dutch chairmanship of the EC was important for the 
subsequent period in two respects. In the first place, Foreign minister Van den Broek had got his teeth 
into the issue. As a result, once he was freed of the obligations of chairmanship he went on advocating 
a hard line on Serbia and forceful intervention in Bosnia. Secondly, the Dutch Parliament took the 
traditional approach of not making things too difficult for the Foreign minister during their country’s 
chairmanship of the EC. Dutch MPs knew that statements made by their Foreign minister were 
interpreted in other European capitals as the voice of the Twelve. Their attitude could be characterized 
as ‘Van den Broek belongs to Europe for the moment, but at the same time he is very much one of us’. 
This led to a gradual blunting of Parliament’s readiness to hold the government to account, which was 
accentuated by the fact that Parliament tended to discuss the policy with respect to (the former) 
Yugoslavia in a more informal manner, and hardly ever in a plenary debate. 

                                                 

5500 S.K. Pavlowitch, ‘Who is ‘Balkanizing’ Whom’’, p. 219. 



750 

 

It goes without saying that Dutch relinquishment of the EC chairman’s gavel at the end of 
1991, and the end of outright war in Croatia after implementation of the Vance Plan, took some wind 
out of the Dutch Government’s sails for a time. However, when war broke out in Bosnia and some 
information on the excesses occurring there leaked out, Van den Broek – now firmly supported by 
Prime Minister Lubbers – became an outspoken advocate of firm intervention. The Dutch 
Government put forward this standpoint repeatedly in the international debate on the Yugoslav 
problem, despite frequent warnings in the media that it was unwise to adopt such a far-reaching stance 
when the Netherlands was unable to make a substantial military contribution itself to the ending – or at 
least the damping down – of the conflict. 

While it is true that the Netherlands did contribute a signals battalion and a number of transport 
units, the very presence of the latter units underlined the need for deployment of a Dutch combat unit 
within the framework of the approach taken. When the Netherlands advocated more and harder action 
during the international debate in the summer of 1992, it was forced to go cap in hand to Paris and 
London to ask for protection for its transport units.  

The spotlight then fell on the Dutch Airmobile Brigade, which was the first unit consisting 
entirely of regular serviceman that came into consideration for deployment, thus avoiding the problems 
the government might be faced with in connection with the fact that conscripts could only be deployed 
on a voluntary basis. However, the first battalion of this brigade would not be available until the end of 
1993 or the beginning of 1994. 

The situation thus arose that the Dutch Government had difficulty formulating an offer for the 
Safe Areas of which they had been such a strong advocate long before they came into existence. When 
it came to the bit, in June 1993, all that the government could offer was a logistic unit – and it was clear 
that even that was not operational at the moment the offer was made. Shortly before that, in April 
1993, the government had not been able to commit itself to supplying a combat unit for the 
implementation of the Vance-Owen plan, though officials of the Dutch Foreign Ministry were stating 
off the record that it might be possible to make the Airmobile Brigade available in the long term. In 
early May, the government decided to do all it could to make the first battalion of this brigade ready for 
deployment as soon as possible. Once again, Parliament followed the government’s lead. The motion 
proposed by Van Vlijmen (CDA) and Van Traa (PvdA), requesting deployment of the brigade in the 
former Yugoslavia, was not so much the spark that ignited the government policy as the crown on this 
policy.  

Peter Kooijmans, who succeeded Van den Broek as Foreign Minister in early 1993, initially 
displayed a sense of reality about the likelihood of getting things moving internationally in the handling 
of the war in Bosnia, but after a couple of months he was following more and more in the footsteps of 
his predecessor. In March 1993, with the support of Parliament, he put pressure on Minister of 
Defence Ter Beek to realize a maximum commitment of units of the Royal Netherlands Army. This led 
Ter Beek, against the wishes of the Chief of Defence Staff, General A.K. Van der Vlis, to indicate the 
prospects of the Airmobile Brigade being available in the foreseeable future. Once Srebrenica had been 
declared a Safe Area, Kooijmans urged that other regions should be given the same status, and that the 
option of giving such enclaves protection from the air should be considered. 

The Dutch Government’s timing was not always optimal in the summer of 1993. For example, 
it stated in mid-June that it might be able to commit an airmobile battalion at some (unspecified) time 
in the future as part of the force required for implementation of a peace plan, in the hope of 
encouraging other countries to make similar commitments. This was, however, more than two months 
too late for the Vance-Owen plan. At about the same time as the Dutch Government was trying to use 
this promise of an airmobile battalion to catalyse the peace process, Milosevic and Tudjman announced 
suggestions for a new peace plan that conflicted strongly with the views of the Dutch Government 
because it involved ethnic partition of Bosnia. 

When as expected the Netherlands failed two months later to comply with the UN’s request to 
supply a logistic unit, the Dutch ministry of Defence did its best to cobble together a combined offer of 
an airmobile battalion with its own logistic component. Defence wanted to make this offer, which 
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would apply both to the Safe Areas and to the implementation of a peace plan, during a visit Ter Beek 
was paying to Boutros-Ghali. At practically the same time, Dutch Foreign Minister Kooijmans was 
explaining to the mediators Owen and Stoltenberg that it was by no means certain that the Netherlands 
would cooperate in the formation of such an implementation force in view of what he saw as the 
ethical shortcomings of the plan. 

This was typical of the lack of coordination between the Dutch ministries of Foreign Affairs 
and Defence. Defence was starting to come out from under the wings of Foreign Affairs in the field of 
security policy, partly as a result of the increased tempo of the peacekeeping operations. Personal 
disagreements between Foreign Minister Van den Broek and Defence Minister Ter Beek in the past 
contributed to this state of affairs. The Dutch constitution did not make full provisions for the Prime 
Minister to arbitrate in such differences. The ministry of General Affairs (roughly equivalent to the 
Cabinet Office in the UK) had developed the habit of not intervening in such matters unless the 
ministers in question indicated that there were problems. The relations between Van den Broek and 
Prime Minister Lubbers in the early nineties were not such as to make it likely that Van den Broek 
would be readily disposed to bring a problem to Lubbers’ attention. As a result of this attitude on the 
part of Van den Broek, the ministry of Foreign Affairs as a whole was more or less allergic to 
intervention from General Affairs. And Ter Beek was wary of involving the Prime Minister, because in 
his view Lubbers’ propensity to creative thinking in solving other people’s problems was more likely to 
make things worse than to improve them. 

In fact, the day after the Dutch Foreign Ministry had decided that the new offer of the 
airmobile battalion applied to the Safe Areas the whole objective went by the board. Spokespersons 
from Foreign Affairs now changed their tune, and claimed that the offer applied to the implementation 
of a peacekeeping force. The ministry had apparently dropped its objections to a peace treaty quite 
quickly when Foreign Minister Kooijmans, asked for an alternative for the Owen-Stoltenberg Plan, was 
at a loss for an answer. Both Defence and Foreign Affairs seemed to have assumed after the offer of 
the airmobile battalion had been made that Safe Areas were in any case the prelude to a peace treaty, 
and that it would not be long before the Safe Areas were incorporated into a wider arrangement aimed 
at implementation of an agreed peace plan. When all hopes of such an outcome faded quickly after the 
end of September, the Safe Areas were all that was left, and in the words of Foreign Minister 
Kooijmans they had become an anomaly.  

Anomaly or not, the Dutch Government had made an offer in connection with them. Initial 
reconnaissance seemed to indicate that if the Dutch battalion was to be stationed in a Safe Area, it was 
likely to be in Srebrenica. Chief of Defence Staff Van der Vlis and Commander in Chief of the Royal 
Netherlands Army Couzy were far from happy about this idea, as they foresaw great problems in 
keeping the enclave supplied in view of expected Serb opposition. Since however they did not believe 
that Dutch soldiers would run ‘unacceptable risks’ in such a situation, Defence Minister Ter Beek did 
not regard their reservations as of decisive importance. On 12 November, the government agreed in 
principle to the deployment of Dutchbat, though they reserved the option of making a new decision 
about the location. When the destination was announced at the beginning of December, however, the 
Dutch Government wasted few words on it. Parliament voted unanimously in favour of the decision, 
though this unanimity masked more doubt than might appear at first sight. Valk from the PvdA fraction 
wanted to delay his definitive support till the destination was known, but he was silenced by the scorn 
of his fellow MPs who felt that a debate on the deployment of Dutch troops was not a suitable 
occasion for giving expression to doubts. 

MPs were not the only ones to have doubts about the utility of and scope for deployment, and 
about the safety of the ‘blue helmets’, though it may be noted that the debate about intervention – at 
least that part of the debate that took the form of press articles and letters to the editor - was less lively 
after the summer of 1992. (It has to be noted though that the absolute number of people taking part in 
the debate was never very high.) The voices raised against intervention actually tended to predominate 
in the course of 1993, because of dissatisfaction with the objectives laid down in the peace plans and 
because it became clear that other countries were having trouble turning their promises to supply 
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troops into reality. There are even indications that unorganized public opinion, that had long been 
largely in favour of military intervention, showed a dip in the summer of 1993 – just when the 
government had committed itself to supply the airmobile battalion (the first Dutch combat unit to 
operate in the former Yugoslavia). 

In fact, in the period preceding this decision the general mood of the Dutch public had been 
hardly, if at all, more in favour of military intervention than in countries like Germany or France. There 
was however a tendency for domestic outrage among Dutch politicians about what was going on in the 
former Yugoslavia to translate itself into demands on other countries. One of the reasons for this was 
that the Dutch Government made no distinction between ideal and material national interests. The 
maintenance and promotion of the international rule of law could in their eyes also be regarded as a 
Dutch national interest. Apart from the criterion that conscripts should only be sent on active military 
service on a voluntary basis, there were no reasons in principle against sending Dutch troops to 
Yugoslavia. For a country like Germany, it could be - and was – argued that military involvement was 
not permitted by the constitution, while there were also good historical reasons for not sending 
German troops to Yugoslavia in view of the events of the Second World War. Even though the Italian 
Government stated in the summer of 1993 that it would be prepared to overlook the last-mentioned 
concern as far as their own troops were concerned, Boutros-Ghali felt that it was still relevant. A 
special element in the equation was further the fact that many people in the Netherlands – including 
Van den Broek and Lubbers – were very sensitive to the similarities between the events in Yugoslavia 
and memories of the Second World War. The idea that the vow ‘never again’ that was repeated annually 
in the Dutch national commemoration of the events of the Second World War should be dishonoured 
was unbearable. It seemed that the Dutch sense of guilt for not having done enough during that war 
was now translated into the determination to be prepared to do no less than other countries. 

It may be asked whether it might have been wiser for the Dutch Government to engage in ‘low 
politics’ rather than in ‘high politics’ in this connection. There was a tendency for both ministers and 
MPs not only to want to do more than other countries to manage and resolve the conflicts in the 
former Yugoslavia, but also to criticize the governments of those countries for not doing enough – or 
even to play on the sympathies of the populace there in order to exert indirect pressure on their 
governments. Naturally enough, this irritated the governments in question. Even if their representatives 
did not put this feeling into words, Dutch ministers and officials still felt the implicit pressure on the 
Netherlands to prove that its level of (military) commitment was sufficiently high. It was not pleasant 
to be confronted with the (implied) criticism, ‘the Netherlands promises a lot, but its performance is 
poor’. The willingness to do something went so far that the Dutch Government set no conditions on 
its offer to deploy the airmobile battalion, but committed itself fully on the basis of its own words and 
emotions. Doubts about the effectiveness of the Dutch contribution would come later. 

It might have been better if the energy that had gone into this military commitment had been 
invested in aid to refugees or maintaining contacts with democratic forces aimed at promoting a multi-
ethnic society or dialogue. Starting in the summer of 1992, there was a great discrepancy between the 
big words being spoken about intervention and the fact that thousands of Muslims and Croats were 
languishing in Serb prison camps because no country was prepared to accept them. Democratic forces 
in the former Yugoslavia felt abandoned because the West appeared to be only willing to talk to the 
nationalist leaders. Opportunistic or formal considerations long prevented the Dutch Government 
from subsidizing such pro-democracy groups. It looks very much as if the Dutch Government failed to 
realize that this was a field in which a small country could have made a big contribution. 

The need to make oneself heard in particular at high political level was not simply an expression 
of the desire of Dutch politicians, diplomats and senior military officers to be counted among the big 
boys. It was also derived from a tendency to idealism and solidarity with the poor and oppressed that 
has long characterized Dutch foreign policy. This attitude can however also lead to intellectual laziness. 
Representatives of the Netherlands had become accustomed to take the lead in international 
discussions, believing with a certain degree of arrogance that the others would automatically fall in line 
behind them, even if this took some time. And if they did not, the Dutch Parliament and public could 
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in any case be told that it was not the fault of the Netherlands that their advice had not been followed. 
As Piet Dankert, junior secretary for Foreign Affairs during the Lubbers-Kok coalition, put it, the 
Dutch had a tendency to behave as internationalists at an abstract level. They too often failed to realize 
that the Netherlands could not act in isolation from other countries: it might need them later. They 
were also sometimes unwilling or unable to put themselves in the other country’s shoes. The 
assumption was that the governments of those countries should really also think just like the Dutch 
Government. In addition, when it came to the deployment of troops, the Dutch had relatively little 
recent experience of the behaviour of their own troops abroad. It would have been wise to pay more 
attention to the suggestions from countries that did have more experience in this field that discretion 
was the better part of valour in the case of Yugoslavia. The behaviour of Dutch ministers abroad in 
connection with the Yugoslav question suggests, however, that the ability not to overestimate their own 
imporance was not their strongest point.  

In fact, Dutch ministers did not pay much attention to the words of warning from their own 
generals either. The channels of communication between the military and the politicians seem to have 
been quite severely clogged. When senior military figures tried to get their message across via the 
media, since the politicians were apparently not prepared to listen, the same politicians tended to over-
react. The Airmobile Brigade did however deserve a great deal of attention, not only because it was the 
first Dutch combat unit to be ready for deployment, but also because it was so expensive and was 
expected to show results as soon as it was (even partly) operational - if only because otherwise there 
might be a call for reconsideration of the choices that had been made during the reorganization of the 
Royal Netherlands Army (and which had led, among other things, to the creation of this new-style 
combat unit). A large part of the politicians, who were looking for an effective instrument, and the 
supporters of the Airmobile Brigade in the Army, who were looking for a worthwhile objective for 
their new unit, could at least reach agreement on this point. 

5. Two kinds of ethics 

‘Bosnia was my main concern during the second half of my period as 
Foreign Secretary … it actually consumed more intellectual and – let’s 
put it this way – ethical effort than any other subject running at the 
time.’5501

‘Morality is neither functional nor rational. If one risks one’s life by 
entering a burning house to save a neighbour’s child and comes back 
carrying the dead child in one’s arms, can we say that the action was 
worthless since it was unsuccessful? Morality is what gives value to this 
apparently useless sacrifice, to this attempt without success…’

 

5502

‘Pour moi, le premier commandement de la morale ou de l’éthique, 
quand on est à un poste de responsabilité, c’est précisément d’être 
responsable. De ne rien faire ni dire sans avoir pesé tous les termes de 
sa décision ou de sa déclaration, et être prêt à assumer toutes les 
conséquences qui pourront en découler. Est-ce anachronique? N’est-ce 
pas plutôt une exigence qu’il faudrait réhabiliter? … Nous ne sommes 
pas devant un choix schématique entre morale et réalisme, mais devant 
la nécessité de marier les deux, de façon à être le plus efficace possible 
dans chaque cas particulier. …Il n’y a pas aujourd’hui de tâche plus 

 

                                                 

5501 Douglas Hurd, cited in: Simms, Hour, p. 45. 
5502 Izetbegovic, Islam, p. 109. 
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exaltante en politique étrangère que de faire une synthèse dynamique 
des courants réaliste et idéaliste.’5503

Round the time of the Russo-Turkish war of 1875-1878, the outcome of which was of such great 
importance for Serbia and Bosnia-Hercegovina, the British statesmen Benjamin Disraeli and William 
Ewart Gladstone disagreed strongly. The latter was of the opinion that the politics of national interest 
and the balance of power should be set aside and that the British Government should operate on 
humanitarian grounds: ‘We have been involved in moral complicity with the basest and blackest 
outrages upon record within the present century, if not within the memory of man.’

 

5504 Disraeli took 
issue with such ‘shallow politicians … who have allowed their feelings of revolted humanity to make 
them forget the capital interest involved’. And the interests at stake were according to him ‘not affected 
by the question whether it was 10,000 or 20,000 persons who perished’.5505 In the same period, the 
German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck stated that the Balkans were not worth the healthy bones of a 
single Pomeranian musketeer.5506

These differing views – those of Gladstone on the one hand and of Disraeli and Bismarck on 
the other – provide an excellent illustration of the distinction between the ethics of conviction or 
intention and the ethics of responsibility drawn in the Introduction to this part of the report.  

 

It will be clear from the present report that the standpoint of Dutch politicians with respect to 
the crisis in the former Yugoslavia in the period 1991-1993 was largely based on considerations taken 
from the ethics of conviction. This appeared e.g. from the stance adopted by Prime Minister Lubbers 
on the eve of the EC summit in Edinburgh, when he told Parliament that he ‘couldn’t give a damn’ 
which organization led the operations in Bosnia as long as something was done. It was also clearly 
illustrated by the reactions of Foreign Minister Kooijmans and his officials to the peace plans of Owen 
and Stoltenberg. Peace and stability on their own were not enough. It was also important that the peace 
should be a just one. However, Kooijmans was unable to reply to the mediators when they asked him 
whether he was prepared to state that he accepted a prolongation of the war in Bosnia. The fact that 
such a stance ultimately placed an obligation on the Dutch Government to make additional efforts to 
supply combat troops was accepted without complaint, and was even welcomed by some. 

The ethics of conviction was not entirely absent in the debate about the former Yugoslavia that 
took place in countries like France and the UK, though the policy ultimately adopted was largely based 
on considerations of the consequences of the planned actions (and was thus more representative of the 
ethics of responsibility). For example, one analyst described the British policy as ‘predominantly 
determined by international and regional practicalities’.5507

The dilemma of the choice between the ethics of conviction and the ethics of responsibility 
came up repeatedly in the media in the period preceding the decision to send Dutchbat to (the former) 
Yugoslavia. In fact, this was the essence of the intervention debate. For example, the former defence 
attaché in Belgrade, Brigadier-General (retd.) De Vogel wrote at the end of 1992:  

 While the government in Paris was more 
generous than that in London as regards the deployment of troops, it still remained convinced up to 
the spring of 1995 that care had to be taken to ensure that Western military operations did not throw 
oil on the flames of the Yugoslav conflicts. 

‘Why would the Dutch Government actually want to intervene in the Yugoslav 
conflict? On the basis of the TV images appearing as if by magic on our screens 
every evening, this might seem to be a superfluous question. A little thought 
will show, however, that this question is not so superfluous: we do need a moral 

                                                 

5503 Védrine, Cartes, pp. 170-171. 
5504 Fouad Ajami, ‘In Europe’s Shadows’, in: Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, p. 44. 
5505 Niall Ferguson, ‘Europa Nervosa’, in: Mousavizadeh (ed.), Book, 128. 
5506 Ibid., p. 129. 
5507 James Gow, ‘British Perspectives’, in: Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. 88. 
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justification, based on logical arguments, for any intervention that may be 
undertaken. This logical basis is necessary not only to justify the policy that has 
been, or may be, arrived at but also in order to permit proper assessment of the 
level of risk one is prepared to run.’5508

A few years later, in 1999, during the Kosovo crisis, the Dutch Foreign Minister at the time, Jozias Van 
Aartsen, wrote an opinionated article about the ‘CNN factor’, which threatened to turn into ‘a virtual 
Pied Piper’:  

 

‘We are sometimes too easily bewitched by media reportage. Images of 
degrading conditions can whip up support for some cause or another among 
both the public and politicians within a matter of hours. Hard action is loudly 
called for. Good, effective foreign policy cannot however be based on primary 
emotions.’ 

In his opinion, thoroughly trained diplomats were better able ‘to pick out national or international 
interests from the tangled chaos of facts, and to get to the core of the problem’. And even that did not 
guarantee correct action, since ‘the scope for effective action in international relations is limited.’ The 
minister’s argument encapsulates in a nutshell the tension between the ethics of conviction – a call for 
hard action a few hours after the showing of images of degrading conditions – and a cautious approach 
with regard to the possible consequences of action. Van Aartsen did not leave it at that, however. He 
gave this tension a dialectic tail by asking whether it was right to acquiesce in such situations. In his 
view, the fifty-year-old Charter of the United Nations, with its stress on national sovereignty, put too 
many obstacles in the way of humanitarian intervention in the case of serious human rights violations. 
He therefore concluded his article with a call for courage to rethink the UN Charter and its place in 
international law.5509

Looking back on the policy of his predecessors and the rest of the Dutch Government in the 
period from 1991 to 1993, however, one can see little trace of such a synthesis of the ethics of 
conviction and the ethics of responsibility. Not only the Foreign ministers at the time but also MPs 
showed on the one hand disappointment about the position adopted by other countries, and on the 
other a certain gratification at the thought that the Netherlands was taking a lead with its military 
commitment in the former Yugoslavia.

 

5510 The chairman of the Dutch Association of (Armed Forces) 
Officers (Dutch abbreviation NOV) rightly characterized the policy of the Dutch Government towards 
the former Yugoslavia at the end of 1992 as one of ‘premature willingness to contribute (without 
counting the cost)’.5511 When Bert Bakker of the Bakker Committee asked Van den Broek in 2000 
whether the Netherlands had played a leading part in thinking about possible military involvement in 
the former Yugoslavia during the period when he was Foreign Minister, Van den Broek replied that he 
was not ashamed to admit that this had been the case.5512

                                                 

5508 Brigadier-General (retd.) J.C.A.C. de Vogel, ‘Ingrijpen in Joegoslavië?’ (‘Intervention in Yugoslavia?’), Carré 15(1992)12, 
p. 13. 

 According to Jaap de Hoop Scheffer (a 
prominent member of the CDA fraction in Parliament at the time), who also testified before the same 
committee, during the discussion about Safe Areas the Netherlands ‘rightly took a lead at that moment 
– and continued to do so – when it came to doing all that was possible to reduce the suffering of 

5509 J.J. van Aartsen, ‘Buitenlands beleid moet zich niet laten leiden door CNN’ (‘Foreign policy should not be led by CNN’), 
NRC Handelsblad, 09/09/99. 
5510 See e.g. TK, 1993-1994, 22181, No. 67, pp. 1 and 7. 
5511 Colonel N. Stuiver, Royal Netherlands Air Force (retd.), chairman of NOV, ‘De Nederlandse krijgsmacht op weg waar 
naar toe? Jaarrede 1992’ (Where are the Dutch armed forces going? Annual lecture 1992), Carré 15(1992)12, p. 9. 
5512 TCBU, Vertrekpunt (Starting point), III, deposition by H. van den Broek, 22/05/00, p. 24. 
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people in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Not only the Netherlands took an indisputable lead in this discussion; 
so did the Dutch Parliament, so did the CDA fraction, so did I.’5513

It should be noted, however, that as early as 1977 the head of DAV (the Directorate for 
Atlantic Cooperation and Security in the Dutch Foreign Ministry) at the time, and later Secretary-
General of the WEU, Willem Van Eekelen, had written that Parliament had a duty to guide public 
opinion and ‘to ensure that Gesinnung (citing the German sociologist Weber’s term for moral 
conviction) does not gain the upper hand over Verantwortung (responsibility)’.

 

5514

A third kind of morality also played a role in the West’s policy with regard to the former 
Yugoslavia. The Canadian author Michael Ignatieff called this ‘virtue by proxy’, an attitude in which 
conscience allows itself to be bribed into silence. He accuses e.g. the American Government of this 
because while they employed a great deal of rhetoric in their policy concerning Yugoslavia, they were 
quite happy to leave peacekeeping operations on the ground to other countries or to provide arms to 
the Bosnian Government so that the Bosnian people could do their own fighting.

 If this applied to 
Parliament, it applied even more strongly to the government in view of the latter’s administrative 
responsibilities. 

5515 According to 
Ignatieff, the attitude which allowed troops to be deployed in peacekeeping operations can also be 
called virtue by proxy: these troops were the ‘mercenaries of our conscience’.5516 Seen in this light, the 
deployment of Dutchbat was the sacrifice the Dutch Government brought on the altar of its own 
policy of conviction. Whether such a sacrifice is justified depends, according to Ignatieff, on the 
outcome of a form of moral bookkeeping. The sacrifice involved in the deployment, plus the number 
of dead and wounded among the troops deployed, on the debit side must be balanced by the credit 
entry of the reduction in suffering in the region where the peacekeepers were deployed.5517

 

 At the 
moment when the decision to deploy Dutchbat was taken by the Dutch Government and approved by 
the Parliament in The Hague, this balance appeared to be positive. Would this conclusion be confirmed 
in the long term? 

                                                 

5513 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, deposition by J.G. de Hoop Scheffer, 29/05/00, p. 175. 
5514 Van Eekelen, Parlement, p. 53. 
5515 Michael Ignatieff, ‘Introduction: Virtue by Proxy’, in Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, pp. ix-x and xv. 
5516 Michael Ignatieff, ‘Introduction: Virtue by Proxy’, in Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, p. ix. 
5517 Michael Ignatieff, ‘Introduction: Virtue by Proxy’, in Danchev & Halverson (eds.), Perspectives, pp. x-xi. 
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Chapter 15 
Problems with implementation 

 

‘The real moral of the story is that once an offer of that kind is on the 
table a whole lot has to happen before you withdraw it, even if the 
circumstances in which you envisaged deploying the battalion have 
changed completely.’5518

Once the Dutch Parliament had agreed to the government’s decision to send out the airmobile 
battalion which was to become known as Dutchbat, until Dutchbat was deployed in March 1994 there 
were still five problems that could in principle give rise to major concern at government level, viz. the 
area where it was to be deployed; how heavily it should be armed; the guarantees of air support; 
political and military complications in Bosnia that could affect the deployment of Dutchbat; and any 
uncertainties there might be as regards the battalion’s remit. To conclude Part I we shall consider these 
five aspects. 

 

1. The deployment area  

‘An honourable, not easy but certainly feasible, task’ 

By the end of November the Dutch government still did not know where Dutchbat would be 
deployed, although it did receive an indication on 24 November from the Deputy Chief of Operations 
and Command and Information Systems, Major General Kolsteren, who was visiting Bosnia at the 
time. He had talked to the Deputy Operations Officer that morning, who had told him that the night 
before General Briquemont had listed the options for the Dutch airmobile battalion in order of 
priority: 

‘1. The bat. in Srebrenica/Zepa (reason: in the event of a peace plan this area 
would form a large Muslim enclave which could be protected by one good 
battalion). 

2. The bat. in the Vares-Kladanj-Tuzla area, possibly alternating with NORBAT 
in supplying a company for Srebrenica. 

3. The Zenica-Kakanj-Vares option with a sub-unit in Srebrenica.’5519

All the options included the name of Srebrenica. On 29 November a reconnaissance party consisting of 
20 representatives of the Airmobile Brigade, the Support Command (the logistics component) and the 
Crisis Staff in The Hague set off for Split for a visit that was to last until 12 December.

 

5520

                                                 

5518 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.T. Hoekema, 24/05/00, p. 75. 

 The party 
was led by Colonel Lemmen, Chief of Staff of the Airmobile Brigade. The Commander of the first 
battalion of the Airmobile Brigade to be sent out, Lieutenant Colonel Vermeulen, led the tactical part 

5519 DCBC, 1651. Kolsteren to DCBC, 24/11/93, 2135A. 
5520 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from head of Section G3, W.J.T.M. Jeurissen, p.p. Cdr 1-Lk, to DOKL Crisis Staff et 
al., 16/11/93 No. G3 OPN002. 
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of the reconnaissance, and Lieutenant Colonel Van Dullemen, the intended Deputy Commander of 
Support Command, the logistical part. 

Despite the fact that the Deputy Military Adviser to the UN’s Permanent Representation, 
Koestal, had sent a fax to The Hague a week before the departure of the mission saying that Dutchbat 
would be deployed in Central Bosnia,5521 when the mission set off it was still assumed that there were 
two possible deployment areas, either the Zenica-Kakanj-Vares-Olovo area or Zenica, Kakanj and 
Srebrenica.5522 The deployment area would be clarified following talks between General Reitsma, 
Deputy Commander of Land Forces, with General Briquemont on 1 December in Kiseljak. Reitsma 
was accompanied by Vandeweijer of the Defence Staff and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse of the Dutch 
Army Crisis Staff. In the talks Reitsma was supposed to stress the Dutch preference for deployment in 
the Vares-Kakanj-Zenica triangle.5523 There were major objections to the other option – Zenica, Kakanj 
and Srebrenica –, in particular since it would be difficult to satisfy the requirements of rapid medical 
care, which was ‘unacceptable’ as far as Vermeulen was concerned.5524 Supplies would also be a 
problem, as the area in between was in Bosnian Serb hands. Hence the Deputy Commander of Support 
Command, Lieutenant Colonel Van Dullemen, considered that Briquemont had to be told that this 
option could not be supported logistically.5525

Shortly before leaving, Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse was handed a note indicating that General 
Bastiaans had dined with the Force Commander, General Cot, on the evening of 28 November and the 
deployment of the Dutch battalion had been discussed. Cot had said that the Scandinavian countries 
were willing to send one company to Srebrenica temporarily until Dutchbat arrived. After that ‘strong 
consideration’ was being given to deploying the main force of the Dutch battalion in Central Bosnia, 
with one company in Srebrenica.

 Once the deployment area had been decided, the party 
would reconnoitre it. 

5526

At that time UNPROFOR Commander Cot was seriously concerned about Srebrenica. As he 
said later, the enclave was indisputably the black sheep among the Safe Areas.

 

5527 A Canadian company 
had been deployed there on 18 April, but this cannot have been much to the Canadian government’s 
liking. Three weeks earlier the Dutch Defence Attaché in Ottawa had been told that ‘there was a 
growing feeling’ among the Canadian defence authorities ‘that the Canadians have done enough and it’s 
time for someone else to take over’.5528 Just two days after 143 Canadians arrived in Srebrenica, on 20 
April, the Canadian government began to be seriously concerned about the situation of its troops. 
Without adequate demilitarization the Serbs might feel they had the right to invade the enclave. It was 
far from certain whether they would allow themselves to be restrained by the presence of Canadian 
forces, the authorities in Ottawa gloomily surmised.5529 They were also concerned about the remote 
situation of Srebrenica, a long way from the rest of the area controlled by Bosnian government troops 
and close to Serbia. The Canadians were also not happy about the fact that their battalion had been 
split up between Visoko and Srebrenica.5530

                                                 

5521 CRST. Koestal to Defence Staff and Army Crisis Staff, 22/11/93, 1116. 

 Hence the Canadian Department of National Defence 
began working on plans for the withdrawal of the Canadian troops almost immediately after they had 

5522 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from DOKL, Operational Affairs Section, Deputy CS Army Crisis Staff to G3-1 Lk et 
al., 24/11/93, 1400; Van Bouwdijk B., Head Operational Affairs Section, no date. This latter document is also in the 
Ministry of Defence archives, 395 OZ, dated 26/11/93, No. OZ/7313. 
5523 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5524 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from 11 Infbat AIRMBL (APC) to Deputy BLS via Crisis Staff, 26/11/93. 
5525 DCBC, 1172. Reconnaissance Party I, Internal memorandum from Deputy Chief SPTCMD W. van Dullemen to 
Deputy CS Crisis Staff Van Bouwdijk B., 26/11/93. See also Jellema, First-in, p. 56. 
5526 CRST. Note from Deputy Chief Operations of Army Staff to DOKL c.c. CS Crisis Staff. 
5527 Interview J. Cot, 19/04/00. 
5528 ABZ, PVNAVO. De Vos van Steenwijk 35 to Kooijmans, 29/03/93. 
5529 Interview Aaron Hywarren and Col. Tim Sparling, 12/11/99. 
5530 Interview B. Fowler, 06/06/97. 



759 

 

arrived in the enclave.5531 The Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister, Barbara McDougall, at once tried to 
persuade the British and French governments to station their troops in Srebrenica alongside the 
Canadians, but neither government was interested.5532

Meanwhile a second Canadian company had been stationed in Srebrenica, but the two of them 
were replaced on 11 October 1993 by a single company, the Infantry Company of the 22nd Regiment, 
which was only able to man eight observation posts and had to abandon five existing posts. 

 

When UNPROFOR Commander Cot tried, at the end of September, to move part of the 
Nordbat 2 battalion, consisting of Swedish, Norwegian and Danish forces, from Tuzla to Srebrenica 
until the Dutch battalion arrived, the Swedish government refused point blank.5533 An attempt by 
Briquemont to get this unit to Srebrenica by issuing an order to the Swedish battalion commander was 
unsuccessful: the commander simply refused, saying he could not go there without permission from the 
Scandinavian governments.5534 In the first weekend of December UNPROFOR put in another request, 
this time to all three Scandinavian Foreign Ministers, for temporary placement of a company in 
Srebrenica to relieve the Canadian unit which was there awaiting the arrival of Dutchbat,5535 but the 
Scandinavian Ministers refused. They objected to the isolated location of Srebrenica, its situation in a 
valley and the large number of Displaced Persons in the enclave, and furthermore they insisted on 
being allowed to take tanks with them at the urging of the Danish Parliament.5536 Following this refusal 
Cot summoned the battalion commander to Zagreb to give him a personal order to direct his unit to 
Srebrenica. Upset at this, the Swedish Colonel, Ulf Hendrikson, told Cot, who took the matter 
seriously, that his government forbade him to do this as the parliaments of the participating countries 
had earmarked the battalion solely for Tuzla.5537 On 12 December the Swedish commander confirmed 
to the Dutch General Bastiaans, head of the UN observers, that he was not permitted to obey Cot’s 
order without consulting the Scandinavian governments.5538

When Reitsma, Vandeweijer and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse arrived in Zagreb on 1 December 
they found that direct talks with Briquemont could not take place. The UN contract with the pilots of 
the airline Sky Link, who had been contracted to provide transport for UNPROFOR between Zagreb 
and Sarajevo, had expired, and the pilots refused to take passengers from Zagreb to Sarajevo for the 
UN until they had been paid. Deep snowfall meant that Sarajevo could not be reached by road either, 
so Reitsma contacted Briquemont by telephone from the office of Bokhoven, the Commander of the 
Dutch Contingent. Before he did so, however, Bokhoven told him that it was certain as far as he was 
concerned that the Dutch battalion would be sent to Srebrenica.

 

5539 In the telephone conversation, 
according to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, Briquemont did not say ‘it’s to be Srebrenica’ in so many 
words,5540 he merely said that Dutchbat would not be stationed in Central Bosnia but in a Safe Area.5541 
According to Bokhoven Briquemont was being ‘shrewd’, but it was clear from the telephone 
conversation that Srebrenica and Zepa would be the deployment area.5542

                                                 

5531 Interview Aaron Hywarren and Col. Tim Sparling, 12/11/99. 

 Briquemont would not 
entertain a request by Reitsma to station the Dutch battalion in Central Bosnia, near the transport 

5532 Honig & Both, Srebrenica, pp. 155-156. 
5533 Eriksson, ‘Intelligence’, p. 17 n. 14; interview A.K. van der Vlis, 13/02/98. See also Briquemont, Something, pp. 213-214. 
5534 Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 63; interviews G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00, and F. Briquemont, 22/06/00; UN report, par. 104. 
5535 DOKL/OZ. Van der Vlis to Ter Beek and Frinking, 02/12/93, No. S93/061/3990. 
5536 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00; K. Hillingsø, 28/10/99; General K. Lyng, 29/10/99; B. Pelnäss, 03/11/99. 
5537 Interviews J. Cot, 19/04/00; G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00, and F. Briquemont, 22/06/00; Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 63. 
5538 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; journal note G.J.M. Bastiaans, 12/12/93. 
5539 Interview R. Reitsma, 04/10/99. 
5540 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5541 Interview R. Reitsma, 04/10/99. 
5542 Interview H. Bokhoven, 16/05/01; Van Kemenade, Omtrent Srebrenica, Part II, Appendix 4, interview Bokhoven, 
04/09/98, p. 7. 
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battalion.5543 In the conversation with Briquemont Reitsma did say that secure logistics and medical 
evacuation were ‘specific areas of concern’ for the Dutch government.5544

Briquemont subsequently stated that there was no government willing to send troops to 
Srebrenica, neither the British, the French, the Scandinavian nor the Spanish governments, and the 
Canadian government wanted to get its company out of the enclave as soon as possible. He was 
convinced himself that the Safe Areas were a bad idea and Srebrenica was too far to the east, but ‘I had 
to argue in favour of the deployment of the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica.’

 

5545

Following this telephone conversation Bokhoven arranged for Reitsma to visit Cot.
 

5546

‘I have only one priority, Srebrenica! There is only one task for the battalion. 
That’s how it came across to me. It was really ‘bang!’. Scarcely anything by way 
of introduction. Well, the three polite phrases, of course... He even used the 
word ‘évident’, I think. ‘C’est évident.’’

 Reitsma 
also went into this meeting ready to state the conditions that deployment had to be to a contiguous area 
and that the unit’s logistics and medical supplies had to be secure. While Briquemont could be said to 
have presented the deployment in Srebrenica and Zepa ‘shrewdly’ and not ‘in so many words’, Cot left 
no room for misunderstanding whatsoever. ‘He came straight to the point, bang!’, according to Van 
Bouwdijk Bastiaanse. 

5547

As a result of failure to reach a political solution and lack of troops the French general had been 
obliged to prioritize the implementation of Resolution 836 on Safe Areas and Freedom of Movement 
in order to secure humanitarian aid and supplies to the UN forces. Meanwhile the UNPROFOR 
Commander had found a solution for almost all the safe areas and Central Bosnia. Britbat would keep 
the principal supply route to Central Bosnia open. The Canadians would protect the central part of the 
Muslim area and act as back-up in the event of an emergency evacuation of Sarajevo. The Scandinavian 
battalion would concentrate on the area around Tuzla. Protection was provided for Bihac by the 
French battalion there. Sarajevo was adequately protected by Egyptian, Ukrainian and two French 
battalions. A Ukrainian unit would protect Gorazde. This only left Srebrenica, from which the 
Canadian company wanted to withdraw as soon as possible, and Zepa. General Cot indicated, probably 
in an attempt at reassurance, that there were plans for exchanging areas, including the three eastern 
enclaves. Bokhoven was able to confirm this, as he had been present in October when Cot had talked 
to Izetbegovic and Silajdzic about the subject.

 

5548

In response to Reitsma’s condition that Dutchbat should only operate in a contiguous area Cot 
said that he regarded the areas of Srebrenica and Zepa as a single entity. According to him the two 
areas were only 25 kilometres apart and a corridor between the two enclaves would be provided. 
Brinkman, Vandeweijer and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse were well aware that it was not as easy as Cot 
presented it. But it was clear that Cot had only one option for the Dutch force. Any cautious objection 
on the part of Reitsma would elicit a response from Cot along the lines of ‘You’re not telling me that a 
Dutch battalion can’t manage that?’.

 As Dutchbat would not be able to start deploying 
until the end of February/beginning of March, Cot had asked the Scandinavian battalion to take over 
Srebrenica temporarily. As was already clear, he did not have much success. 

5549

                                                 

5543 Van Kemenade, Omtrent Srebrenica, Part II, Appendix 4, interview Bokhoven, 04/07/98, p. 7; interview H. Bokhoven, 
16/05/01. 

 In effect Cot faced Reitsma’s team with a ‘take it or leave it’ 
offer. The Dutch battalion could come, but only to Srebrenica and Zepa. An airmobile battalion would 

5544 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from Deputy BLS to Lemmen, c.c. L.Col. Van Hoorn Alkema and Deputy 
Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Crisis Staff, 01/12/93, 2130. 
5545 Interview F. Briquemont, 22/06/00. 
5546 CRST. Fax from DOKL to CDS d.t.v. SCOCIS (Kolsteren), 02/12/93, 0040; interview H. Bokhoven, 16/05/01. 
5547 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5548Van Kemenade, Omtrent Srebrenica, II, deel 4, interview Bokhoven, 04/09/98, p. 7; interview H. Bokhoven, 16/05/01. 
5549 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
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thus have to be deployed in two enclaves, access to which was controlled by troops known for delaying 
convoys. A battalion whose strategic advantage derived from its air mobility and the limited 
predictability of its deployment area was being turned into a sitting duck which simply had to guess 
whether there would be enough supplies to ensure its operational and tactical mobility. 

There was nothing left for Reitsma other than to tell Cot that he would report to his 
minister.5550 If the Dutch Government had not been willing to send troops to Srebrenica, none would 
have gone there. As Minister Pronk said, ‘There was no alternative, unless no- one went there.’5551

‘Then the politicians would at last have had to review UNPROFOR’s 
operational strategy, and above all the blue helmets’UN peacekeepers’ mandate, 
if they wanted to retain the concept of safe zones.’

 
Briquemont considered with hindsight that the Dutch Government ought to have refused to deploy in 
Srebrenica: 

5552

If the Dutch Government had refused it would indeed have faced the UN with a dilemma. But was it 
conceivable, given the substantial political pressure to do something, to give the Dutch presence a 
higher profile and to protect the Safe Areas, and after the promises made in Copenhagen and New 
York, that the Netherlands would say ‘no’ and withdraw its offer of the battalion? That Reitsma, in 
other words, would advise the Dutch Government against this course of action? Not according to Van 
Bouwdijk Bastiaanse: 

 

‘We felt we were faced with a fait accompli... The battalion was ready to go. The 
battalion wanted to go. The political pressure in the Netherlands was extremely 
strong. The Netherlands had shouted from the rooftops ‘We are going to take 
part!’ Parliament, the government, the Foreign minister, the Defence minister. 
The whole caboodle: ‘We’re going to take part!’ The Dutch press was urging 
‘We must, we must!’ That pressure, of course, was paramount. Then there was 
the way Cot presented it. As a result we simply couldn’t go back.’5553

At Bokhoven’s office Reitsma, Vandeweijer and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse drew up messages for the 
commander of the reconnaissance party, Colonel Lemmen, and the Army Staff.

 

5554

Although Minister Ter Beek had not yet consented to this, the reconnaissance now had to be 
concerned solely with this deployment option. The exchange of information with the Canadian 
battalion in Srebrenica – ‘already partly done’ – and the Ukrainian battalion in Zepa had to be 
‘deepened’.

 At half-past nine in 
the evening Reitsma notified Lemmen by fax that his discussions that day had revealed that Dutchbat’s 
job would be to secure the Safe Areas of Srebrenica and Zepa. 

5555

At two minutes past midnight on the night of 1-2 December Reitsma sent a fax to the Army 
Staff

 

5556

                                                 

5550 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 

 indicating that he had taken good note of the preference expressed by Parliament on 16 
November for deployment in a contiguous area in Central Bosnia. He also reported that he had raised 
the need for proper logistical support and medical care with Cot. From the conversations with both 
Cot and Briquemont it was clear, however, that there was only one deployment option, Srebrenica and 

5551 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
5552 Briquemont, Something, p. 225. See also Van Meteren, ‘Oud-VN-General: drama Srebrenica was onnodig’ (Ex-UN 
General says Srebrenica drama was unnecessary), ANP, 09/01/97, 21:37. 
5553 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. Similar communication in interview H. Bokhoven, 16/05/01 
5554 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5555 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from Deputy BLS to Col. Lemmen, c.c. Lt. Col. Van Hoorn Alkema and Deputy 
Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Crisis Staff, 01/12/93, 2130. 
5556 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from DOKL to CDS d.t.v. SCOCIS (Brigadier General Kolsteren), 02/12/93, 0040. 
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Zepa. Reitsma said that according to Cot the Dutch battalion’s task in the Safe Areas would not be 
‘more dangerous or more difficult’ than that of the other battalions in Bosnia. Because of the 
international pressure on Serbia, Reitsma continued in his fax, the Bosnian Serbs were not expected to 
attack the enclaves. ‘On the contrary, there is more likelihood of negotiation than of confrontation.’ He 
also noted that Cot did not exclude the possibility of an exchange of the eastern Safe Areas for areas 
around Sarajevo at some time in the future. Supplies ought not to be a problem either, according to 
Cot, as the combatants had signed an agreement on 29 November guaranteeing freedom of movement 
of convoys along three central routes in Bosnia. 

Reitsma did not hide the fact that the assignment would be ‘no easy task’, pointing out the 
difficult terrain and the question of where to locate Support Command. Reitsma’s fax followed Cot’s 
assertion that Srebrenica and Zepa were a contiguous area, thus meeting Parliament’s desires. On the 
same lines he maintained that the problem of adequate medical care could be solved by providing 
surgical facilities in one of the two enclaves. 

Reitsma’s conclusion was that the Netherlands, by deploying in the two enclaves, would make a 
valuable contribution to implementing Resolution 836: ‘The Srebrenica and Zepa option is an 
honourable, not easy but feasible, task for the Dutch Army and fits in with the requirements of the 
government and Parliament’s wishes.’ He recommended that the locations that had been assigned be 
accepted quickly, for one thing to avoid speculation by the press and personnel.5557

Reitsma enclosed with his fax the declaration by the combatants on guarantees of freedom of 
movement for convoys along the routes Ploce-Metkovic-Mostar-Sarajevo-Tuzla, Belgrado-Sarajevo via 
Zvornik, and Zagreb-Sarajevo via Banja Luka. The signatories, who included Delic and Karadzic but 
not Mladic, acknowledged ‘that should elements within their area of responsibility inhibit the inflow of 
humanitarian assistance and logistic supply, they acknowledge that UNPROFOR will use all available 
means including force to establish unimpeded flow.’ 

 

Just over half an hour after receiving Reitsma’s fax the Army Staff sent it on to Van der Vlis.5558 
Couzy substantively agreed with Reitsma.5559 He knew that there was no other country willing to send 
troops to Srebrenica. Asked in 2000 why he had not opposed this he opined that a country like the 
Netherlands could not refuse out of loyalty to the UN. Furthermore, ‘If it was a question of gauging 
the risks to Dutch UN servicemen, Bihac and Sarajevo were more dangerous locations than Srebrenica 
and Zepa.’5560 And the mission was feasible in military terms.5561

                                                 

5557 With his subsequently much quoted words Reitsma, without realizing it, was probably referring to the ‘honourable and 
difficult task’ referred to almost eighty years earlier when a Dutch peace mission in another part of the Balkans, Albania, was 
completed and a Dutch Lieutenant Colonel, Lodewijk Thomson, died there. The journalist Doe Hans, quoted in Marcel 
Broersma, ‘De held van Durazzo’ (The Hero of Durazzo), Historisch Nieuwsblad, September 2000, p. 45. 

 

5558 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from DOKL to CDS d.t.v. SCOCIS (Kolsteren), 02/12/93, 0040. 
5559 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, pp. 63-64. 
5560 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 63. 
5561 Ibid., p. 64. 
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Reitsma’s fax and the reactions of the Dutch military suggest that Srebrenica was relatively safe 
compared with the other option that had been on the cards for some considerable time, namely Zenica, 
and tactically that was indeed the case. At that time there was violent conflict taking place in Central 
Bosnia, not in Srebrenica. Operationally, however, Srebrenica was less safe because the Bosnian Serbs 
controlled the supply lines, so they could stop supplies and changeover of forces at any time they 
pleased. 

‘Somehow or other’ Reitsma’s fax never reached Van der Vlis, but it went straight to the 
minister, after which the Chief of Defence Staff was told that the minister wanted a rapid reaction from 
him.5562 That same day, 2 December, Van der Vlis informed Minister Ter Beek that both he and Couzy 
stood by the description of stationing Dutchbat in Srebrenica and Zepa as ‘an honourable, not easy but 
feasible, task’. Van der Vlis was able to add that it had been ‘relatively peaceful for some time now’ in 
Srebrenica and Zepa.5563

On or around 2 December Brigadier General Bastiaans objected to the deployment of 
Dutchbat in Srebrenica in a telephone conversation with the Deputy Chief of Operations or the Head 
of the Crisis Staff because of the difficulties the Canadian battalion had met with there.

 

5564 This 
message did not reach Minister Ter Beek. At that time he heard no reservations ‘from anyone’ 
regarding the mission to Srebrenica. Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse too, on his return to the Netherlands, 
said he had not heard of any criticism of the choice of location. There was a lot of talk, he said, about 
the problem of the supply lines, but otherwise everyone proceeded to the order of the day, as there was 
not much time to prepare for the mission.5565 The Army’s Head of Intelligence and Security, General 
Bosch, remembered that he and his staff were shown maps of the area and ‘we agreed that these were 
difficult areas. But that’s not unusual in itself, as there aren’t any easy areas in Yugoslavia.’5566

                                                 

5562 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.K. van der Vlis, p. 56. 

 

5563 DOKL/OZ. Van der Vlis to Ter Beek and Frinking, 02/12/93, No. S93/061/3990. 
5564 Interview G.L.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00; Bastiaans to NIOD, 12/12/00. 
5565 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5566 Interview J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99. 
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On 2 December Ter Beek telephoned Lubbers, Kok and Kooijmans about the deployment in 
Srebrenica and Zepa, and they gave their approval.5567 After the Ministerial Council had also agreed,5568 
on 3 December Parliament was notified of the deployment area in a letter in which the government 
stated that the Scandinavian battalion was originally to have been stationed partly in Tuzla, partly in 
Srebrenica, but a lot of importance was attached to reopening Tuzla airport. The international 
community had for some considerable time been pressing for the reopening of the airport to enable 
goods to be flown in, as otherwise there would be a ‘humanitarian disaster’ in Tuzla and the three 
eastern enclaves.5569 The Bosnian Serbs refused to permit its reopening, however, as they feared that 
Tuzla would be used for arms supplies to the Muslims.5570 On top of this, Briquemont wanted to have 
the Safe Areas of Srebrenica and Gorazde secured by the same battalion. It was against this background 
that the plan of stationing the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica and Zepa had been hatched. Logistical and 
medical support for the Dutch UN forces in the Srebrenica and Zepa enclaves would require good 
preparation, said the government: ‘use can in fact be made of the knowledge and experience already 
gained on the spot by Canadian and Ukrainian forces’.5571 It is said that a passage that mentioned the 
presence of Bosnian Serb heavy arms around Srebrenica was scrapped from the draft on the orders of 
Van Eenennaam.5572

The reconnaissance 

 The announcement of the locations Srebrenica and Zepa did not in fact attract 
much attention in the Netherlands and certainly did not produce any criticism. 

Once it was known that Srebrenica and Zepa would be the deployment area, on 3 December in Visoko 
some of the Dutch reconnaissance party were given a ‘well-organized briefing’ by the commander of 
the Canadian battalion about the situation in Srebrenica, which answered ‘almost all our main 
questions’: about the combatants and their weaponry, the ceasefire violations (150 to 400 a day), the 
observation posts, the UN military observers and civilian UN police in the area, the demilitarization, 
the – disputed – boundaries of the enclave and the problems with supplies.5573 The Dutch 
reconnaissance team were told that the Canadian battalion commander had only once been given 
permission by the Bosnian Serbs to visit his company in Srebrenica.5574 The Dutch were also able to 
contact the company in Srebrenica briefly through the Operations Room. According to Reitsma there 
was even ‘constant interchange with the Canadians about the actual situation in Srebrenica’.5575

However, no trace has been found of any contact between the Dutch and Canadian authorities 
in Ottawa about the deployment area prior to the deployment of Dutchbat,

 

5576

                                                 

5567 Interview R.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 

 and according to the 
Canadian authorities no such contact ever took place: neither at diplomatic nor at military level did the 

5568 Objectivized summary of the Ministrial Council meetings of 03/12/93, prepared for the purposes of the present NIOD 
study; BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, fax from CSKL to LO DB G3 Plans BH Command Kiseljak, Soesbergen, 04/12/93, 
2045. 
5569 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen (Yugoslavia. The political situation and parties), Part VII, 
May 1993 to March 1994. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (Developments in the former 
Yugoslav federation), 70/93, 15/12/93; 71/93, 21/12/93. 
5570 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part VII, May 1993 to March 1994. MID, Ontwikkelingen 
in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 71/93, 21/12/93; DCBC, 2128, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische 
federatie, 03/94, 14/01/94; 2127, 04/94, 18/01/94; 2125, 06/94, 31/01/94; 2123, 08/94, 09/02/94; 2121, 10/94, 
15/02/94; 2118, 13/94, 25/02/94; 2117, 14/94, 17/03/94. 
5571 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 66, p. 2. 
5572 Interview J.T. Hoekema, 05/03/98. 
5573 Jellema, First-in, pp. 69-70; interview F.J.A. Pollé, 08/03/00. 
5574 Interview C. Vermeulen, 09/06/00 
5575 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 47. See also BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, Fax from C.H.P. 
Vermeulen, C-DB, Lt.Col. of Grenadiers, 11 INFBAT AIRMBL GG (APC)/DUTCHBAT, to BLS Attn. Crisis Staff, 
‘Verkenningsrapport Srebrenica en Zepa’, 001, 12/12/93, incl. Appendix: Situation Report Srebrenica. 
5576 Interview T. Quiggin, 26/03/99. 
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Dutch Government consult the authorities in Ottawa or the Canadian Embassy in The Hague.5577 The 
absence of any contact with the Canadians about the deployment in Srebrenica is also remarkable in 
that the Canadian Government had in the past regularly supplied the Dutch Government at diplomatic 
level with information on the Canadian view of both the developments associated with UNPROFOR 
in Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina in general and the Canadian deployment. This took place either 
from the Canadian Department of National Defence to the Dutch Military Attaché in Ottawa or from 
the Canadian Embassy in The Hague to officials at the Dutch Foreign Ministry.5578 The lack of attempts 
to inquire about the Canadians’ experience is illustrated by the fact that when the Canadian Prime 
Minister, Chrétien, buttonholed Lubbers on the fringe of the NATO summit in Brussels on 10 January 
1994 and asked him whether the Dutch airmobile battalion was going to Srebrenica or Zepa, Lubbers 
and his Council Adviser Merckelbacht did not know and had to check with The Hague.5579 In any event 
it became clear to Lubbers that the Canadian Prime Minister was relieved that the weary Canadian 
troops would soon be able to leave Srebrenica thanks, as he understood, to their replacement by the 
Dutch forces. Veenendaal, the Permanent Representative to NATO, gained the same impression from 
his Canadian counterpart.5580 No wonder, since at the time the Secretary-General of the Canadian 
defence ministry, Bob Fowler, was having nightmares that the Bosnian Serbs would overrun the 
enclave.5581 The Canadians’ experiences in the enclave were otherwise not discussed by Chrétien and 
Lubbers, however. The Dutch Prime Minister did not consider there was any reason to inquire into 
such matters. On the contrary, he was very pleased with the robust stand taken by NATO, which had 
again confirmed the decisions of 2 and 9 August 1993 on the possibility of air strikes to protect the Safe 
Areas, explicitly referring to the relief of the Canadian battalion by Dutch forces, which the Bosnian 
Serbs were still obstructing.5582 At the same time the Dutch Military Adviser to the Permanent 
Representation in New York, Colonel Van Veen, noted his Canadian counterpart’s relief regarding their 
departure from Srebrenica. However, the relief on the part of the Canadians should not necessarily 
have given rise to unrest on the part of the Dutch, in Van Veen’s opinion: the Canadians had only had 
a company in Srebrenica, whereas the Dutch were arriving with a full battalion. ‘That, of course, was 
certainly somewhat more realistic (…) than what they had there. That was just nonsensical.’5583

Nor did Dutch Intelligence make inquiries of its Canadian counterpart about conditions in and 
around Srebrenica.

 

5584 According to Minister Ter Beek, Intelligence in fact played ‘no explicit role’ in 
the decision about the specific location.5585 Once the deployment area was known, the Army’s 
Intelligence and Security Department did gather information on the terrain and the combatants, which 
was passed on to the Crisis Staff.5586 The department’s advice on both the deployment area and the 
weaponry would have been unfavourable.5587

The need among the military to make inquiries in Ottawa was slight because the most important 
parameters for stationing in the Srebrenica enclave were known: it was a relatively quiet area, the supply 
routes to which were controlled by the Serbs, who could resort to chicanery.

 

5588

                                                 

5577 Interview Aaron Hywarren and Col. Tim Sparling, 12/11/99. 

 The deployment of 

5578 See e.g. ABZ, PVNY. Van den Broek 395 to PR New York, 28/11/91; 00142; ABZ, DPV/ARA/00155. Van den Broek 
44 to Embassy Ottawa, 22/10/92; ABZ, DPV/ARA/00142. Walkate 155 to Van den Broek, 22/10/92; ABZ, 999.241, 
Joegoslavië, NO FLY Zone, Part II. Memorandum from DAV to Deputy DAV, 23/02/93 No. DAV/MS-93/034; ABZ, 
PVNAVO. De Vos van Steenwijk 35 to Kooijmans, 29/03/93. 
5579 Interview J.P.M.H. Merckelbach, 25/02/00. 
5580 Interview L.W. Veenendaal, 17/08/00. 
5581 Interview N. Biegman, 03/07/00. 
5582 Interview R.F.M. Lubbers, 13/10/99. 
5583 Interview R. van Veen, 16/08/00. 
5584 MID to NIOD, 01/98, File: RIOD:Doc, re RIOD investigation into Srebrenica, questionnaire to MID, Strictly 
Confidential; interview J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99. 
5585 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. Identical information in interview H.J. Vandeweijer, 19/01/98. 
5586 Interview J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99. 
5587 Confidential interview (36).  
5588 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
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Dutchbat there was based more on political than on military considerations. There were large sections 
of the Army, moreover, who thought that the Dutch with a battalion ought easily to be able to do what 
the Canadians had done with a company.5589 According to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, once it was known 
that Srebrenica would be the deployment area the Dutch authorities were sent the Canadian situation 
reports from Srebrenica by the Dutch Major Peersman, who was in Bosnia-Hercegovina Command.5590

Scarcely was the deployment area known than a number of problems became apparent. On 6 
December Lieutenant Colonel Van Hoorn Alkema reported to the Army from the headquarters of 
Bosnia-Hercegovina Command that the almost constant refusal of the Serbs to allow supply convoys 
through was causing great concern at HQ. He pointed out that this was probably what the future held 
in store for Dutchbat.

 
No traces of them have been found in the Dutch archives, however. 

5591 Major Madern, who took part in the logistics side of the reconnaissance party 
under Lemmen, reported in mid-December that the only possible supply route to Srebrenica from Split 
ran north through Serb terrain. He pointed out that this made logistics support to the units in 
Srebrenica and Zepa ‘extremely vulnerable’, ‘if not impossible’, if the Bosnian Serbs refused to 
cooperate.5592

Srebrenica and Zepa, it furthermore transpired, were by no means the contiguous area Cot had 
talked about. As the crow flies the two areas were not far apart, but transports had to cover 210 
kilometres of road.

 

5593 A subsequent reconnaissance party took eight-and-a-half hours to reach Zepa by 
this route (via Zvornik, Vlasenica and Han Pijesak) on 29 January 1994. Nor could rapid evacuation of 
the wounded be guaranteed.5594

As if not to leave the reconnaissance party in any doubt as to the difficulties Dutchbat would 
face, the Bosnian Serbs refused to allow the party through.

 

5595 This was a sign that the situation as 
regards freedom of movement was manifestly not as good as the agreement of 29 November had led to 
suppose.5596 The refusal of the Bosnian Serbs, according to Bokhoven, was due to irritation at the fact 
that the Bosnian Serb army had not been informed of the proposed stationing of the Dutch battalion in 
the two enclaves and its functions there.5597 According to a member of the Bosnian Serb Government 
the VRS feared that the Canadian battalion, on changeover, would leave its weapons in the enclave and 
that they would fall into the hands of the Muslim fighters.5598

                                                 

5589 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99, and J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99; NIOD, Coll. Kreemers . Interview H.A. Couzy, 
21/04/95; Ter Beek, Manoeuvreren, p. 212. 

 As there seemed no point in waiting any 
longer the party decided to return to the Netherlands and had reached Gornji Vakuf when it was 
ordered by the Crisis Staff in The Hague to go back and continue to exert pressure. Some of the party, 
including the Commander, Colonel Lemmen, however, returned to the Netherlands on 10 December. 

5590 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5591 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from HQ BH Command Kiseljak NLSNO (Van Hoorn Alkema) to Sitcen Army, 
06/12/93, 1000. 
5592 BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, ‘Verslag dienstreis verkenning in Bosnië Herzegovina t.b.v. Dutchbat’ (Report of trip to 
reconnoitre Bosnia-Hercegovina for Dutchbat) by P. Madern, G4-Implementation, Army Crisis Staff Ochtendblad, no date. 
5593 BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, Fax from C.H.P. Vermeulen, C-DB, Lt.Col. of Grenadiers, 11 INFBAT AIRMBL GG 
(APC)/DUTCHBAT, to BLS Attn. Crisis Staff, ‘Verkenningsrapport Srebrenica en Zepa’ (Report of Srebrenica and Zepa 
Reconnaissance), 001, 12-12-93, Appendix: Situation Report Zepa. 
5594 BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, Fax from C.H.P. Vermeulen, C-DB, Lt.Col. of Grenadiers, 11 INFBAT AIRMBL GG 
(APC)/DUTCHBAT, to BLS Attn. Crisis Staff, ‘Verkenningsrapport Srebrenica en Zepa’, 001, 12-12-93, Appendix: 
Situation Report Srebrenica. 
5595 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, fax from Bouwdijk Bastiaanse (CS Army) to G3 Plans/LO Dutchbat (Major Soesbergen) 
c.c. Commander Dutch contingent, 07/12/93, 1030; Fax from Major Soesbergen to Lt.Col. Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 
07/12/93, 2230; Kolsteren to Briquemont, Appendix to fax from Major Govaarts (DCBC) to Col. Bokhoven, 09/12/93, 
1855; Ministry of Defence archives, Def 2581, Reconnaissance Party II, ‘Verslag dienstreis verkenning in Bosnië Herzegovina t.b.v. 
Dutchbat’ by Major P. Madern, G4-Implementation, Army Crisis Staff Ochtendblad, no date. 
5596 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from Bokhoven to Major Soesbergen, 07/12/93, 1051. 
5597 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Fax from Milovanovic to UNPROFOR Command Kiseljak, 8-12-93; Reconnaissance 
Party II, Fax from C.H.P. Vermeulen, C-DB, Lt.Col. of Grenadiers, 11 INFBAT AIRMBL GG. 
5598 Interview M. Toholj, 14/12/99. 
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On 16 December the remainder of the party were ordered to return home without having seen 
Srebrenica or Zepa. 

Knowledge of Srebrenica 
As we saw in Chapter 13, Srebrenica was not unfamiliar to attentive television viewers and 

newspaper readers in the Netherlands. But what did the Defence Staff and the Army know about it 
specifically? Not very much. Almost five months after the outbreak of hostilities in Bosnia, the Army’s 
Intelligence and Security Department knew little about the conflict area. On 26 August 1992 Dutch UN 
observer Gerard van Wondergem in Sarajevo received a fax saying: 

‘(…) the position of the Royal Netherlands Army as regards information is very 
mediocre: to date there has been scarcely any contact with UNPROFOR. This 
was a nuisance in the period when the Intelligence and Security Department 
was holding informative briefings etc. in preparation for posting, but in the new 
situation, where the decision-making processes are taking place, it is highly 
unsatisfactory.’5599

The Netherlands Officers' Association, following a visit to the Signals Battalion by a delegation from 
the Central Consultative Committee (Centraal Georganiseerd Overleg) for the Armed Services, had in 
the autumn already laid down as a condition for loyal implementation of a posting decision that the 
Crisis Staff and the Parliamentary Permanent Committee on Defence must have situation reports from 
the military observers on the spot.

 

5600 The Netherlands made no use of the experience of Dutch 
military observers, including in Srebrenica and Zepa. At the time it was not standard practice to debrief 
military observers supplied to the UN by the Netherlands. The Army did not even have a data file on 
the stationing of the Dutch United Nations Military Observers.5601 Not until after October 1992, when 
thirty students from the Peace Research Centre (Centrum voor Vredesvraagstukken), which provided 
courses for UN observers, invited a returnee observer to talk about his experiences, did such visits 
become a regular feature of the Centre’s curriculum.5602 One of the students at the time, Captain Harold 
Jacobs, wrote a handout based on his experience in the former Yugoslavia in spring 1993, which was 
issued to prospective UNMOs.5603 Gerard van Wondergem, who had been a UN observer in Sarajevo 
and Croatia in the second half of 1992, was appointed to the Army’s Crisis Staff on 1 March 1993 in 
order to help with the future training of observers and other personnel sent out on an individual basis. 
UNMO Marechaussee Colonel Van Dijk, who was involved in finalizing the ceasefire agreement 
around Zepa at the time, was to warn against deployment in the eastern enclaves in a briefing at the 
Defence Ministry at the end of 1993.5604

                                                 

5599 Van Wondergem, ‘Je komt’ (You come), p. 114; Paul Ruigrok, ‘Den Haag wist van niets, maar de onderofficieren 
móésten terug’ (The Hague knew nothing but the NCOs had to return), Vrij Nederland, 30/10/93, pp. 10-12. Neither the fax 
itself nor any copy of it could be found at MID. 

 Van Dijk, who was also vice-chairman of the Netherlands 
Officers' Association, had previously reported in the Association’s journal Carré on his experience of 
Zepa, a conglomeration of a few villages in a valley with a total area of about a hundred square 
kilometres, which was not so well known to the Dutch public as Srebrenica. He had described the 
devastation caused by Serb artillery fire shortly before his visit in May 1993 and the deplorable hygienic 
conditions in which the population were living, for the most part camping in the woods in caves and 
huts made of branches and sods. On the other hand, he had noted that in Zepa, thanks to the 
American food drops, there was no malnutrition and the Muslim troops were well-disciplined and 

5600 ‘Belangenverenigingen bezoeken UNPROFOR’ (Pressure groups visit UNPROFOR), Carré 15(1992)12, p. 30. 
5601 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01; W.A.M. van Dijk, ‘Nogmaals: Karremans en Dutchbat’ (Karremans and Dutchbat 
again), Carré 18(1995)11, p. 20. See also the complaint by returnee UN observer Air Force Major J. Brinkhof in Eric Vrijsen, 
‘Een massale invasie is onbegonnen werk’ (A massive invasion is a hopeless task), Elsevier, 09/01/93. 
5602 Interview J. Zoutendijk, 06/04/01. 
5603 See LL. Operations BLS, hand-out for UN observers. 
5604 Both, Indifference, p. 185. 
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respected human rights. When the Ukrainian battalion, which arrived soon after Van Dijk, had been 
there a week some of the population returned to their homes, which they had made habitable again as 
best they could. Van Dijk had also described at length how nothing had come of the demilitarization of 
the area, partly because constant Serb sniping and the odd shell continued to make the Muslims feel 
unsafe.5605

Major Dekker, who had been responsible for Operations at Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, 
also said at a briefing to the Intelligence Section of the Airmobile Brigade on 15 November that 
deployment of the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica and Zepa would be ‘not so desirable’. The big 
drawback with the enclaves was that they were difficult to reach. There was still a confrontation line in 
Srebrenica.

 

5606

In its regular overviews of developments in the former Yugoslavia, the Military Intelligence 
Service made no special mention of potential deployment areas, not even when it had been decided that 
Srebrenica and Zepa would be the deployment area. Information on these areas did crop up 
sporadically, along with and mixed in with all sorts of other information. A report of 7 December, for 
instance, said that Intelligence considered a military attack on Srebrenica by the Serbs unlikely because 
of its designation as a ‘protected area’ by the UN. The Bosnian Serbs would therefore be willing to 
exchange it for part of Sarajevo. Intelligence did not expect Izetbegovic to accept the offer, however, 
‘not least because the “protected areas” guaranteed international (military) involvement in the conflict 
in Bosnia-Hercegovina’.

 

5607 He could even hope to provoke foreign military intervention by exploiting 
the ongoing siege of Srebrenica and Zepa for propaganda purposes, said Intelligence, and furthermore 
Izetbegovic would not be prepared to relinquish access to the Drina.5608

There was no separate risk analysis of Srebrenica and Zepa as a deployment area carried out by 
the Military Intelligence Service. As Minister Ter Beek said, ‘There was no independent report. Never 
an independent report from Intelligence. As I said, there were these mini-reports

 

5609.’5610 Conversely, 
Intelligence was never asked for a risk analysis.5611

‘On the basis of the information available, in particular weighing up the military 
power balance on the spot, it was possible to describe the security environment, 
from which it could be concluded that the enclave was indefensible from a 
military point of view.’

 Asked whether it had drawn up a risk analysis before 
Dutchbat was sent out, Intelligence itself told the NIOD: 

5612

There is no indication that the higher echelons were informed of this conclusion. 

 

On 14 December Minister Kooijmans visited Sarajevo. Firstly, he wanted to persuade the 
Bosnian Government to make do with less terrain in the peace talks: this was part of an agreement he 
had made with his German counterpart Kinkel to help bring about a peace agreement.5613 Secondly, 
Kooijmans wanted to get information direct from President Izetbegovic and Prime Minister Silajdzic 
on the chances of reaching an agreement5614

                                                 

5605 W.A.M. van Dijk, ‘UNMO-actie naar Zepa’ (UNMO campaign to Zepa), Carré 16(1993)7/8, pp. 20-25. 

. The Bosnians were pessimistic about the chances of peace 
in view of the unwillingness of the Bosnian Serbs to make the territorial concessions demanded by 

5606 BLS. Airmobile Brigade, Section 2 of 11th Airmobile Brigade, Notes of conversation with Major Dekker, 15/11/93. 
5607 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie (Developments in the former Yugoslav 
Federation), 68/93, 07/12/93. 
5608 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 03/94, 14/01/94. 
5609 The intelligence summaries or ‘intsums’. 
5610 Interview A.L. Ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5611 Interview P. Kok, 07/06/00. 
5612 MID to NIOD, 01/98, File: RIOD:Doc, re RIOD investigation into Srebrenica, the questionnaire to MID, Strictly 
Confidential. 
5613 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
5614 For the report of Kooijmans’ trip see 19 1993-94, 22 181, No. 68. 
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Sarajevo. Also, the Bosnian Muslims wanted a route connecting the three eastern enclaves and Sarajevo, 
or one connecting Zepa and Srebrenica with Tuzla. Kooijmans did not manage to extract much more 
information from them, as there was to be a meeting in Brussels the next week, so the Bosnian 
Government were keeping their cards close to their chest. According to Kooijmans the stationing of 
Dutchbat in Srebrenica was scarcely mentioned during this visit.5615 Following his talks with Silajdzic 
there was a small press conference in the lobby of the government building, at which Silajdzic 
commented that if there was one country that did not have to be ashamed after the end of the Bosnian 
war it was the Netherlands.5616

Concern regarding lack of access to the enclaves 

 

At Kooijmans’ Ministry, meanwhile, concern had arisen that the Dutch reconnaissance party had not 
gained access to Srebrenica and Zepa. The Ministry had realized that a unit in an enclave would be 
dependent on the good will of the Bosnian Serbs, but nevertheless this first foretaste of what lay in 
store for Dutchbat came as a shock to them.5617 The day after Kooijmans spoke to Izetbegovic and 
Silajdzic he sent a telegram to Biegman, the Permanent Representative to the UN, informing him of the 
Bosnian Serbs’ refusal to allow the reconnaissance party through. Without reconnaissance, wrote the 
Minister, the proposed deployment in January 1994 could not take place according to plan. On 7 
December, according to Kooijmans’ telegram, the Chief of Staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, 
Brigadier General Hayes, had talked to the Chief of Staff of the Bosnian Serbs, Milovanovic, and 
permission had been promised, but the promise was not kept. Talks between Briquemont and Mladic at 
which this topic was also to be raised had meanwhile been cancelled several times by the Bosnian Serb 
army chief. Milovanovic, for his part, cited higher political authorities. As the Bosnian Serbs had 
nothing to gain from a strong UN presence, it could take a long time for the party to be allowed 
through, according to Kooijmans, ‘if the reconnaissance unit ever is allowed through’. Meanwhile Van 
der Vlis, according to Kooijmans, had on 7 December informed Briquemont of the concern about the 
situation that had arisen. Kooijmans also asked Biegman to inform the UN secretariat of the Dutch 
Government’s concern. The Minister reminded Biegman that the Netherlands would prefer 
deployment in Central Bosnia and noted that there were now two options: either the UN could stick 
with the deployment of Dutchbat in Srebrenica and Zepa, which could involve considerable delay, or 
the Dutch battalion could be assigned a new area, possibly moving to the Safe Areas later on. Biegman 
was asked to raise this matter at the UN secretariat.5618 With this move the Dutch Government cannot 
have made a good impression on the UN secretariat: they were trying to get away from the area 
assigned to them at the first sign of difficulty. Nonetheless Annan promised to put the question to the 
Security Council.5619 He went back on this at Stoltenberg’s request, however, as the latter was scared 
that involving the Security Council in the deployment issue would interfere with discussions on a 
Christmas ceasefire. Annan said that in the meantime it was assumed that Dutchbat would deploy in 
Central Bosnia for the time being, pending deployment in the Safe Areas.5620

On 21 December Junior Minister Frinking, in verbal consultations with the Parliamentary 
Permanent Committees on Foreign Affairs and Defence, said that he was allowing for the possibility of 
deploying Dutchbat at an alternative location.

 

5621

                                                 

5615 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 

 On this occasion Van Traa expressed doubts as to 
whether the deployment of Dutchbat in Srebrenica and Zepa ‘will turn out to be effective’. He could 
not a priori accept still stationing the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica and Zepa if this were to take on a 

5616 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
5617 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5618 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Kooijmans 540 to PR NY, 15/12/93. 
5619 DDI/DEU/05275. Biegman 1656 to Kooijmans, 17/12/93. 
5620 DDI/ARA/02016. Biegman 1665 to Kooijmans, 21/12/93; TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 148. 
5621 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 73, p. 7. 
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different substance as a result of a peace agreement. He also wanted clarification of a newspaper report 
which suggested that UNPROFOR was not willing to defend the Safe Areas of Srebrenica and Zepa 
against the Serbs.5622 Blaauw was mainly interested in logistical communications with Zepa and 
Srebrenica.5623 According to reporters present at the consultations, Frinking even said that posting to 
Eastern Bosnia was off. According to the media, Cot, following a two-day visit to Belgrade, where he 
had talked to the authorities inter alia about the stationing of the Dutch forces, had said in a statement 
that the airmobile battalion was a ‘welcome reinforcement’ for Central Bosnia. The newspaper Het 
Parool added that the previous days had seen the heaviest fighting of the past few months in that area, 
with dozens of fatalities.5624 Briquemont, however, let it be known at the end of December that, despite 
the attitude of the Bosnian Serb authorities, the only place where Dutchbat could be deployed was 
Srebrenica and Zepa. He intended to contact Karadzic about this and on 12 January 1994 the 
commanders of the Bosnian Serbs (VRS) and the Bosnian Muslims (ABiH).5625

At the beginning of January the stationing of Dutchbat in Srebrenica and Zepa was postponed 
for two or three weeks. In principle, said the UN, there was a possibility of stationing Dutchbat in 
Central Bosnia, after which it might be stationed in the enclaves, but for the time being they would 
stick with the assignment to the Eastern Bosnian enclaves.

 

5626 The problem had also come to the notice 
of Queen Beatrix: at the New Year Reception in the Palace in Amsterdam she asked General 
Brinkman, Commander of the Airmobile Brigade, referring to his men, ‘Haven’t you gone yet?’.5627

Under the threat of NATO air strikes if the changeover between the Canadians and the Dutch 
was not allowed to take place, Akashi gained the consent of Milosevic, Karadzic and Mladic, on 10, 13 
and 19 January respectively, for the deployment of Dutchbat in Srebrenica. The UN now wanted a 
rapid departure by the reconnaissance party as a ‘demonstrative gesture’ to the Bosnian Serb authorities 
to make it clear that UNPROFOR was serious about deploying Dutchbat.

 

5628 A second reconnaissance 
party set off on 21 January 1994 under the command of Major Peek (S3-Infbat). The party reached 
Srebrenica in four days and visited Zepa two weeks later.5629

2. The strength of the weaponry: .50 or 25 mm? 

 

‘To be respected, we must be strong.’5630

‘Toujours est-il que cet angélisme pervers – oubliant les principes 
élémentaires qui appellent à montrer sa force pur ne pas avoir à s’en 
servir – régnait non seulement à New York mais chez la plupart des 
exécutants.’

 

5631

                                                 

5622 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 73, p. 2. 

 

5623 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 73, p. 2. 
5624 ‘Nederlandse troepen toch naar Bosnië’ (Dutch troops to go to Bosnia after all), Het Parool, 23/12/93. See also ‘Brigade 
gaat niet naar Oost-Bosnië’ (Brigade not going to Eastern Bosnia), NRC Handelsblad, 21/11/93; ‘Frinking bevestigt uitstel 
van VN-missie’ (Frinking confirms postponement of UN mission), NRC Handelsblad, 22/12/93; ‘Locatie en vertrek van 
Luchtmobiele Brigade naar Bosnië onzeker’ (Location and departure of Airmobile Brigade uncertain), ANP, 21/12/93, 
18:22; ‘UNPROFOR-commandant: luchtmobiele brigade hard nodig in Bosnië’ (UNPROFOR Commander says airmobile 
brigade badly needed in Bosnia), ANP, 22/12/93, 1624. 
5625 ABZ, DDI/DEU/05275, Kooijmans to PR NY, 31/12/93, celer 553; BLS. Foreign Affairs (ed.: Van Stegeren 
according to DGPZ) to PR NY, 31/12/93. See also TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 148. 
5626 ABZ, DIE/2001/00023. Memorandum from Acting DEU to AP et al., 07/01/94, No. 012/94, conclusions of the 
Foreign Affairs coordination consultations, 05/01/94. 
5627 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 
5628 BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, D’Ansembourg 044 (PR NY) to Foreign Affairs, 17/01/94. 
5629 See also Part II, Chapter 5 
5630 Philippe Morillon, ‘The military aspects of field operations’, Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p. 84. 
5631 Morillon, Credo, p. 137. 
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The decision about the posting also involved the issue of how heavily the forces should be armed. 
The battalion was sent out as a light infantry unit with a few additional resources. It was to be 

equipped with some heavy weaponry, e.g. nine TOW anti-tank weapons on carriages with a range of 
about three kilometres, 27 Dragon anti-tank weapons with a range of about a thousand metres, and 
nine 81 mm mortars with a range of about 3,500 metres. The additional resources included 49 
armoured infantry vehicles with caterpillar tracks, type YPR 765, as the Airmobile Brigade did not have 
standard-issue protective equipment in the form of vehicles. The YPRs were to serve as protective 
means of transport or battlefield taxis, i.e. they were there to protect personnel against snipers and 
mines. They were not intended for tactical purposes. 

The question was what weaponry to equip the YPRs with. The Army had different versions of 
YPR, e.g. with a TOW anti-tank system, with a 25 mm KBA automatic Oerlikon gun and with a .50 
machine gun. The 25 mm gun was the standard weapon for vehicles used on armoured infantry duties. 
The YPRs equipped with .50 machine guns were from the former mobilizable 101st Infantry Brigade. 

The 25 mm gun could knock out unarmoured or lightly armoured vehicles and troops under 
cover up to 1,500 metres. For this purpose the standard-issue YPR had three hundred armour-piercing 
cartridges on board. The weapon, which could fire up to six hundred rounds a minute, was vulnerable, 
however. Parts would have to be replaced regularly, as they tended to break. If supplies were to become 
a problem, these weapons would be unusable. 

The .50 Browning machine guns, which had been in use in the Dutch Armed forces since 1950, 
had a maximum effective range against ground targets of a thousand metres and used half-inch 
(approx. 14.5 mm) ammunition. The piercing strength of the .50 ammunition was much less than that 
of the 25 mm gun: it could not penetrate tanks or armoured vehicles and was really only suitable for use 
against infantry advancing in the open. When using tracer ammunition it was easy to guide the weapon 
to the target. Also, unlike the other gun, the machine gun rarely if ever displayed defects. A big 
drawback of the .50 machine guns, on the other hand, was that the gunner was virtually exposed, 
whereas the gun, which was part of a turret system, could be operated while protected by armoury. To 
protect .50 gunners a special armoured turret had been developed which was rotated with difficulty 
using manpower, whereas the turret of the 25 mm version rotated electrically.5632 This was a system that 
Colonel Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse had seen used by the Danes on his visit in September. He had taken 
photographs of it, and on returning to the Netherlands he urged that the Dutch YPRs be fitted with 
turrets of this kind.5633

The decision on how heavily to arm Dutchbat was taken at a very early stage, when it was 
certainly not clear that Dutchbat would be deployed in Srebrenica

 

5634. The decision was never 
subsequently changed. When it was still assumed that Dutchbat would be deployed in Central Bosnia 
on territorial duties Van der Vlis, Couzy and the Commander of the First Army Corps, General 
Schouten, tackled the point at a meeting.5635 As to why Dutchbat was sent out with .50 machine guns 
instead of 25 mm guns, there are various explanations. Firstly, there was a training argument. Secondly, 
the UN aide-mémoire supposedly laid down that weapons such as the 25 mm gun could not be 
deployed. Thirdly, the Bosnian Serb Army would object.5636

According to Couzy and Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, training and the interchangeability of 
gunners were the decisive arguments. Training a gunner to use a 25 mm gun took five to ten days. 

 

                                                 

5632 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Internal memorandum DOKL/Project Bureau Air Mobile action from H-PBLO/DOKL 
to C-11 LMB, 25/08/93; A.H.H. Geeraerts, ‘De taxi van Ter Beek’ (Ter Beek’s taxi), Armex, 78(1994)3, pp. 25-26; A. Sebes to 
NIOD, 20/06/01. 
5633 Interviews F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00; C. Vermeulen, 09/06/99. 
5634 See also e.g. CRST. Note on Deployment of first airmobile battalion from HOZ to PCDS, no date, with Appendix ‘Safe 
Lion’ Planning Assignment, 24/08/93. 
5635 Interviews F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00, and H. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 
5636 Cf. interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
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Anyone could be trained to use a .50 within one day.5637 Another point that concerned Couzy was that 
the 25 mm guns required a lot of maintenance: if there were supply problems there might not be 
enough spare parts.5638 The independent defence journal Armex cast doubt on the training argument, 
saying that training a gunner to operate the 25 mm gun did not take that much more time than training 
someone to operate the .50 machine gun.5639 Lieutenant Colonel Groeneveld, who was on the Defence 
Staff at the time, was not convinced by the training argument either: if drivers could be trained 
separately, he saw no reason why gunners could not be trained specially to use the 25 mm guns.5640

Then there is the argument that the weaponry had to be light when operating in a UN 
context.

 

5641 This can be countered by the fact that the Security Council in the case of UNPROFOR I 
had permitted UNPROFOR personnel to be more heavily protected than was customary in UN 
peacekeeping operations, as a result of the Croatian offensive in parts of the United Nations Protected 
Areas (UNPAs) in January 1993 and the Serb response. On 19 February 1993 the Council adopted 
Resolution 807, which invited the Secretary-General to take ‘all appropriate measures to strengthen the 
security of UNPROFOR, in particular by providing it with the necessary defensive means’. Purely for 
that purpose the Resolution cited Chapter VII. Resolution 815 of 30 March 1993, which extended 
UNPROFOR’s mandate in Croatia, used almost the same phraseology: ‘Determined to ensure the 
security of UNPROFOR and its freedom of movement for all its missions, and to these ends acting 
under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations…’ Against this background Boutros-Ghali 
wrote in February 1993 that countries who had asked to be allowed to arm their units more heavily 
were permitted to do so providing it was possible to explain to the combatants that the heavier 
weaponry was intended for self-protection.5642

The troop-supplying nations did not in fact take UN guidelines particularly seriously in Bosnia 
from the outset. The UN originally said, for instance, that the number of armoured vehicles per unit 
should be limited for budgetary reasons. The troop-supplying countries, however, considered this 
undesirable with a view to the safety of their personnel and sent more than were permitted.

 

5643 
MacKenzie, the Commander in Sarajevo nota bene, ensured that the Canadian battalion was supplied 
with projectiles for the TOW anti-tank system in spite of a UN ban.5644 As governments sending troops 
realized the dangers in the region, the more heavily they armed their units.5645 French units in Bosnia 
had 20 mm guns and even a few 90 mm guns. The British used Warriors with 25 mm guns and the 
Spanish 20 mm guns. Besides the Dutch, only the Canadians and Danes used .50 machine guns.5646

The UN, meanwhile, simply accepted the inevitable fact that troop-supplying countries were 
sending heavier weaponry. Briquemont considered that it should be clear to everyone in November 
1993 that he in fact wanted countries to send more heavily-Armed forces, even though Mladic was 
constantly reminding him that anything heavier than a 12.5 mm machine gun was not permitted under 
the UN rules. He considered it ‘regrettable’ that he had not been able to convince the Dutch 
authorities. The choice of weaponry was a purely Dutch matter in his eyes.

 
Denmark also sent a tank company in September 1993 equipped with Leopards for deployment near 
Tuzla, but by the beginning of December it had been held by the Serbs in Pancevo, the logistics base in 
Serbia, for ninety days. 

5647

                                                 

5637 Interviews F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00, and H. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 

 Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse 
agreed. The UN argument did not pull any weight: ‘There was an awful lot of leeway there. If you’re 

5638 Interviews H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98 and 04/10/01. 
5639 A.H.H. Geeraerts, ‘De taxi van Ter Beek’, Armex, 78(1994)3, p. 26. 
5640 Interview J.C. Groeneveld, 17/02/98. 
5641 Interview M.C.J. Felix, 06/04/00. 
5642 UN, S/25264, Report of the Secretary-General on the Situation in the Former Yugoslavia, 10/02/93. 
5643 See e.g. MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 201. 
5644 MacKenzie, Peacekeeper, p. 205 and 281. 
5645 Hillen, Helmets, p. 151. 
5646 CDPO/GNKD. Chief Army Crisis Staff to Junior Commanders and Directors of Army Staff, 11/02/94, OZ/7806. 
5647 Interview F. Briquemont, 22/06/00. 
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talking about strength of weaponry you have to look at it purely from the Dutch point of view.’5648 
Various other people who were closely involved are also certain that the choice of .50 machine guns 
was not due to the UN placing restrictions on the strength of weaponry.5649 The military adviser to the 
Permanent Representation in New York, Colonel Van Veen, himself a member of the armoured 
infantry, was even badly disappointed when he heard that the 25 mm guns were going to be left at 
home: ‘.50 is not really a serious weapon’.5650

According to Ter Beek, one of the arguments put forward by Van der Vlis for light weaponry 
was that the Serbs should not be provoked. It had to be clear to them that the weaponry was merely for 
self-protection, ‘not for military defence of the enclave’.

 

5651 Briquemont told Bastiaans that the Bosnian 
Serb authorities had resisted allowing Swedish armoured vehicles with 20 mm guns into Srebrenica.5652 
Karadzic and the Parliament of the Republika Srpska said that they would not agree to the Canadian 
unit in Srebrenica being relieved by Dutchbat if the Dutch forces were more heavily armed than their 
Canadian counterparts.5653 But these pronouncements were made on 17 December 1993 and mid-
January 1994,5654 long after the decision had been made in the Netherlands to send out the YPRs with 
.50s. According to the Army Staff Deputy Chief of Operations, Brigadier General Pollé, however, the 
Serbs’ objection was ‘known fairly soon. It was actually a factor when we were making plans.’5655 The 
Ministry of Defence’s Directorate of Information, on the other hand, emphatically denied to Armex 
that the troops were not armed with 25 mm guns because the weapon would have had a provocative 
effect.5656 Speaking to the NIOD, Couzy also denied that the argument that the Serbs would not have 
been willing to allow in 25 mm guns played any role in opting for .50 machine guns.5657

If there are doubts about the reasons often given for deploying .50 machine guns instead of 25 
mm guns, was there perhaps some other reason for opting for .50s? The reason was that the airmobile 
battalion must not resemble an armoured infantry battalion.

 

5658 In fact the debate on this was implicitly 
initiated in spring 1993 in Carré, the journal of the Netherlands Officers' Association, when there was 
talk of possibly deploying a Dutch combat unit under the Vance-Owen Plan. The journal pointed out 
that only an armoured infantry battalion was heavily enough armed to operate in Bosnia; the airmobile 
infantry would be too lightly armed.5659 If the battalions of the Airmobile Brigade were to be heavily 
armed, there could be questions again about this Army showpiece and those who had argued in favour 
of more emphasis on armoured infantry battalions in the structure of the new army would be proved 
right. This, according to Reitsma, was why Couzy opted to equip the battalion as a light infantry unit 
with a few additional resources.5660

‘If we suddenly decide to transform a unit being set up for a particular 
purpose

 This argument also obtained for his deputy, Reitsma: 

5661

                                                 

5648 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 

 into another unit while it is in the process of being set up, making it 

5649 Interviews E.A.W. Koestal, 24/05/00; H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5650 Interview R. van Veen, 16/08/00. 
5651 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5652 NIOD, Coll. Bastiaans. Journal note G.J.M. Bastiaans, 17/12/93; interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5653 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 04/94, 18/01/94; Interview A.P.P.M. van Baal, 
27/05/98. 
5654 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 04/94, 18/01/94; Interview A.P.P.M. van Baal, 
27/05/98. 
5655 Interview F.J.A. Pollé, 08/03/00. 
5656 A.H.H. Geeraerts, ‘De taxi van Ter Beek’, Armex, 78(1994)3, p. 26. 
5657 Interview H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98. 
5658 Interviews M.C.J. Felix, 06/04/00; J.C. Groeneveld, 17/02/98. 
5659 ‘Nota zonder prioriteiten’ (Memorandum without priorities), Carré 16(1993)4, pp. 5-6. See also J. Schaberg, ‘Het blijft 
nog behelpen met luchtmobiele brigade’ (Still make do and mend with airmobile brigade), Algemeen Dagblad, 27/04/93. 
5660 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 43. 
5661 I.e. the first battalions of the Airmobile Brigade. 
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look suspiciously like units the Dutch Army already has, what is the added value 
of such a unit?’5662

Then all sorts of matters would be raised yet again, e.g. the acquisition of helicopters, the further 
development of the airmobile concept and the relationship with the air force.

 

5663 If the helicopters were 
dropped, after having played such a major role in the commercials for the Airmobile Brigade, the unit 
would lose something of its prestige. According to Reitsma this was a factor in Van der Vlis’s decision 
to arm the unit lightly, as Van der Vlis was seriously concerned about whether enough people could be 
recruited for a professional army.5664 The Army Crisis Staff Operations Officer, Lieutenant Colonel 
Felix, also said that the strength of the weaponry was due to concern that the debate about the 
Airmobile Brigade’s raison d'être could flare up again.5665 This argument was indeed a factor for Van der 
Vlis. At a meeting of the Committee of the Chief of Defence Staff and Commanders on 24 May Van 
der Vlis said that ‘if it were to be decided to deploy an airmobile battalion in the former Yugoslavia this 
battalion would certainly not be trained and deployed as an armoured infantry battalion’.5666 Couzy 
subsequently ruled that ‘only YPR vehicles with .50s’ were ‘suitable’ where airmobile battalions were 
being deployed.5667

So just as the provision by the Dutch Government of an airmobile battalion was influenced by 
interdepartmental politics, this was also the case with regard to the strength of the weaponry: the 
airmobile battalion must not be allowed to resemble an armoured infantry battalion. 

 

Colonel Stuiver (retired), Chairman of the Netherlands Officers' Association, set the cat among 
the pigeons on 24 November 1993 with an address to the Association’s general meeting in which he 
exposed the battalion’s inadequate weaponry and protection. This won him enthusiastic applause and 
the resignation from the Association of Brinkman, Reitsma and Schouten.5668

The Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs also criticized the choice of 
weaponry, pointing to the British units that had deployed Warriors. The Directorate considered that an 
armoured infantry unit should have been sent to Srebrenica and took the view that the defects of the 
White Paper on Defence Priorities which was less than a year old, were now coming to light. The 
criticism of the strength of the weaponry gave the Directorate a chance to underline yet again how 
justified its criticism had been of the emphasis on lightly-armed troops, which the MoD had opted for 
in the white paper at the expense of mechanized and armoured units.

 

5669 Minister Kooijmans also 
warned against the dangers of being lightly or too lightly armed. The Foreign Ministry asked the MoD 
to send 25mm guns instead of .50 machine guns. The MoD refused, arguing that this could have an 
escalating effect and the Bosnian Serbs would have to agree to it.5670

                                                 

5662 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitsma, 22/05/00, p. 44. 

 The MoD further said that heavier 

5663 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitma, 22/05/00, p. 44. 
5664 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of R. Reitma, 22/05/00, p. 44. 
5665 Interview M.C.J. Felix, 06/04/00. According to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse there had been a fear that an airmobile 
battalion would resemble an armoured infantry battalion, but in his view this had not been as important as the arguments 
about training and interchangeability, interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5666 CRST. Report of the 21st meeting of the Committee of the Chief of Defence Staff/Commanders, 24/05/93, 
S93/007/1945. 
5667 CRST. Decision sheet of Deputy Commander in Chief of the Royal Netherlands Army Crisis Staff to DOKL, 
23/07/93. 
5668 Kreemers, ‘Aan de achterkant van de maan’, p. 25; interview J.T. Bruurmijn, 07/04/99. 
5669 Interviews R. in den Bosch, 19/04/00; B.J. van Eenennaam, 22/08/00; and K.J.R. Klompenhouwer, 13/12/99; NIOD, 
Coll. Kreemers. Interview B.J. van Eenennaam, 12/05/95. 
5670 ABZ, 999.241/DAV/MS/Yugoslavia/NATO/Coordination, 1995-96. Memorandum from DAV to S, 16/10/95, DAV 
95/1123; ABZ, Cabinet archive Strictly Confidential Secret Codes. Secure fax from Klompenhouwer to Foreign Affairs, 
15/11/95, BRN/668. 
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weaponry might in fact provoke aggression5671 and pointed to the training aspect and the problems that 
the Bosnian Serbs would put in the way of allowing in heavily armed units.5672

Blaauw and the VVD (Liberal Party) considered that a YPR with a .50 did not accord with the 
possibility of robust action that the Dutch Government had talked about at the beginning of 
November,

 

5673 but he thought it was ‘going too far to table a motion for a gun’.5674 Blaauw did however 
ask Junior Minister Frinking at the verbal consultations on December 21 whether it was true that the 
conversion of the turrets on the YPRs meant that gunners’ heads were now left unprotected.5675 De 
Hoop Scheffer also raised this point, but from a different angle: he described it as ‘demotivating’ for 
the servicemen being sent out that the Netherlands Officers' Association had started a debate on the 
matter ‘at the last minute’. Members of the Airmobile Brigade who had visited the CDA (Christian 
Democrat Party) had said that the Association’s criticism did not hold water.5676 Frinking agreed entirely 
with the comments on demotivation, which were based on ‘inaccurate information and suppositions’ 
and had been made by ‘people who may be assumed to know it all’. A pointed letter from Minister Ter 
Beek to the Association on 24 November had evidently not been able to convince them, whereas the 
Commander of UNPROFOR, the Dutch Chief of Defence Staff, the Army Commander and the 
brigade commander concerned were convinced.5677

During verbal consultations on 1 February 1994 Van Traa returned to the question of 
weaponry. He wanted to know whether the equipping of the YPR armoured vehicles with .50 machine 
guns had been forced upon the Dutch by the Serbs. And would it not be possible for a few YPRs with 
25 mm guns to be sent out as well? Blaauw wanted to know what the French, British and Spanish 
armoured cars in the former Yugoslavia were equipped with, and he asked the Minister to investigate 
alarming reports about the condition of the ordnance being sent.

 

5678

De Kok was fed up with debates on the security aspects. These had already been discussed at 
length, and a visit to Bosnia had made it clear to him that a good deal of attention was being devoted to 
such issues. Any further debate on this subject would only increase the unease among the servicemen 
involved and their families.

 

5679

Minister Ter Beek ‘emphatically’ denied that the light arming of the YPRs had been dictated by 
Serb conditions. The choice of the .50 machine gun was dictated by the fact that it was easier to operate 
and its use could therefore be taught to large numbers of soldiers more quickly, he said, backed up by 
the Chief of Defence Staff, Van der Vlis, who was present. There was no question of ‘converting’ 
armoured vehicles, as the Army had YPRs with both 25 mm guns and .50 machine guns. Given the 
remit, the threat, the other weapons there and the terrain, Van der Vlis considered that equipping the 
Dutch YPRs with .50 machine guns was ‘entirely adequate’.

 

5680

                                                 

5671 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 

 Parliament did not in fact ask whether 
the weaponry was adequate to defend the enclave; it was only interested in whether the Dutch 
servicemen could defend themselves and in evacuation plans. 

5672 Interview R. in den Bosch, 19/04/00. 
5673 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.D. Blaauw, 31/05/00, p. 220. 
5674 Interview J.-D. Blaauw, 23/04/99. 
5675 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 73. 
5676 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 73, p. 3. 
5677 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Ter Beek to Stuiver, 24/11/93; ibid., NOV to members of the Parliamentary Permanent 
Committees on Foreign Affairs and Defence, 06/12/93; TK, 1993-1994, 22 181 No. 73, p. 7. 
5678 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181 No. 74, p. 2. 
5679 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181 No. 74, p. 2. 
5680 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 74, p. 6. 
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3. The expectations regarding air support  

High expectations 

In his report of 14 June 1993 implementing Resolution 836, Boutros-Ghali stated that the light option 
for the Safe Areas, which required a military force of 7,500, could not in itself completely guarantee the 
security of these areas, but was based on the threat of air strikes against the combatants.5681 The 
responsible members of the Dutch Government such as Minister Kooijmans have also persisted in 
maintaining, since the fall of Srebrenica, that the resources with which Dutchbat was sent out were 
inadequate to defend the enclave, but that they had counted on air support appearing on the horizon if 
push came to shove.5682

‘We always knew that if a full-scale attack were to take place they (Dutchbat) 
would not be able to do anything. Unless there was Close Air Support, which 
would take over the deterrence function. But you’re not going to succeed even 
with Close Air Support if they decide to overrun the whole shooting match.’ 

 In a conversation with the NIOD, Kooijmans, who as the Foreign Minister in 
spring 1993 had argued that the security of the Safe Areas could be enhanced by air protection, was 
however of a different opinion: 

Prime Minister Lubbers visited Srebrenica in May 1994 and noted that the enclave was scarcely 
defensible: ‘It’s almost threatening, seeing the mountains around you and you’re in the middle of them.’ 
After that, however, he went on to Villafranca, where he was confirmed in his conviction that air 
support at the right time would provide protection. None of the military personnel he spoke to during 
his visit to Srebrenica warned him about the situation Dutchbat found itself in, despite the fact that he 
made himself, in his own words, ‘very accessible’. The Dutch Prime Minister said that the trip had 
instilled in him a good deal of confidence.5683

For Dutch MPs too it was an established fact that air support would provide the solution in an 
emergency.

 

5684 As Liberal MP Blaauw said to the Bakker Commission: ‘Air support, deployed at the 
right time, ought to have been enough, even with a lesser force in a safe haven.’5685 De Hoop Scheffer 
likewise told the Commission he had counted on air support. That was also why he had not consulted 
the government any further on the locations Srebrenica and Zepa.5686 Nor did the civil servants think 
any differently.5687 On this point there seems to have been no disagreement between the politicians and 
the military, as Couzy told the Bakker Commission that at the time he had even thought that the 
problems he foresaw with supplies to Srebrenica could be solved with the aid of air support. ‘Everyone 
thought that air power could be an effective tool.’5688

A NATO report published in 1994 again confirmed the expectations on the use of air support: 
 

‘The deployments which UNPROFOR is compelled to adopt in order to carry 
out its peacekeeping duties make it very vulnerable to attack or interdiction. 
The particularly hazardous nature of the operation is only acceptable from the 

                                                 

5681 ABZ, DEU/ARA/05274. S/25939. 
5682 See e.g. interview W. Kok, 08/05/00; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of W. Kok, 08/06/00, p. 390; M. Meijer, 
‘Kooijmans: Verenigde Naties moeten bij vredesoperaties eigen grenzen kennen’ (Kooijmans says United Nations must 
know its limits in peace-keeping operations), CD/Actueel, 28/10/95, p. 13.  
5683 Interview R.F.M. Lubbers, 13/10/00. 
5684 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of G. Valk, 31/05/00, pp. 250-251 and 253; interviews L. Sipkes, 24/01/00, and G. 
Valk, 15/10/99. 
5685 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.D. Blaauw, 31/05/00, p. 219. 
5686 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.G. de Hoop Scheffer, 29/05/00, p. 178. 
5687 See e.g. interview B. Hiensch, 13/07/00. 
5688 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of H.A. Couzy, 22/05/00, p. 63. 
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soldier’s point of view because he knows that in extremis, NATO air power is 
available to protect him.’5689

The same report did however warn that there was a limit to the extent of the air power that could be 
used without endangering acceptance of the peacekeeping operation by all parties. 

 

Low expectations 

It was precisely for this reason that Couzy had not been as optimistic about air support in November 
1993 as he was in his statements to the Bakker Commission a few years later. In the interview he gave 
to NRC Handelsblad journalist Willebrord Nieuwenhuis in November 1993 on the flight to the 
Netherlands, following his visit to Kiseljak with Minister Ter Beek, he said that the use of force, 
including deploying NATO air power from Italy, which included Dutch F16s, was an ‘empty promise’, 
as the UNPROFOR commanders – as he had experienced during his visit to Kiseljak – would avoid 
using force so as not to jeopardize the humanitarian operation.5690 Speaking to the NIOD, Couzy stated 
that his low expectations of air support were based on the fact that the UN did not want to deploy air 
power until there was a ‘smoking gun’, and because of the long chain involved in handling requests: 
‘Before you’ve got through the whole chain the weapon has long returned to a camouflaged 
emplacement so you can never find it again. (...) Plus the fact that they could easily take hostages, which 
makes your weapon very blunt.’5691

Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse said that that was his sentiment at the time as well. He based his 
expectations on UN action, or rather the lack of it, on the experiences of roadblocks. In his view UN 
forces were very limited in what they did and the Bosnian Serbs knew precisely how far they could go 
without the UN taking action: ‘They knew perfectly well that they were in charge. They not only 
thought that, they really were in charge.’

 

5692 He was also aware that there was often ground mist, which 
made Close Air Support impossible, since this always required good visibility. Nor was air power 
effective against infantry on the march. ‘Or you would have to carpet-bomb’, but that would have been 
difficult to square with a peacekeeping operation.5693 Looking back, Bastiaans described Couzy’s 
pronouncements of November 1993 as ‘honest’. Bastiaans also could not see ‘how in heaven’s name 
you can incorporate the use of air support with the consent of the parties while upholding the mandate. 
In peacekeeping in the traditional sense – which is what it was then – the use of air power is roughly 
comparable to the threat of a nuclear strike. Once you deployed it you would almost be on the losing 
side. (...) A strike, in the sense of a number of air attacks, would mean quite simply that you were taking 
sides, as any lay person would understand. That would spell the end of the mission for 
UNPROFOR.’5694 This was also the opinion of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command in autumn 1993. Air 
strikes were incompatible, in the opinion of HQ, with the character of peacekeeping operations. Hitting 
a tank in the course of self-defence was acceptable, in the view of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, in a 
peacekeeping operation, but it regarded shooting at infrastructure, command posts and logistics as 
war.5695

General Brinkman too told the NIOD that he had been aware of the problems with air support 
at the time. He saw three preconditions for air support, all of which were problematic in Bosnia. Firstly, 
weather conditions had to be good, which was often not the case in those parts. Secondly, there had to 
be enough aircraft with enough fuel. That was also often not the case, given the flying distance between 

 

                                                 

5689 Confidential informatie (165).. 
5690 ‘Couzy zegt begrip te hebben voor ‘haast’ Ter Beek’ (Couzy says he understands Ter Beek’s ‘haste’), NRC Handelsblad, 
12/11/93. 
5691 Interview H.A. Couzy, 04/10/01. 
5692 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5693 Interview F. van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse, 28/08/00. 
5694 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. Cf. Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 87. 
5695 Quoted in Hillen, Helmets, p. 143. 
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Italy and Bosnia. Thirdly, the aircraft had to be talked in to their targets, which often did not succeed. 
Furthermore, aircraft were not permitted to fly lower than five thousand feet for their own safety. 
Brinkman did say that he had not felt so strongly about these reservations because he had regarded the 
Safe Areas as a political, not a military, concept.5696

According to Van Bouwdijk Bastiaanse the Army made these objections to air support 
sufficiently clear to the politicians.

 

5697 Certainly the pronouncements of Couzy published in NRC 
Handelsblad on 12 November, four days before the parliamentary debate on the mission, could have 
been seen as a clear signal. MoD spokesman Kreemers was in fact astonished that Couzy expressed his 
reservations in the press but not in the appropriate quarters,5698

Anyone who tried to picture air support over Bosnia could have been warned by the Turkish 
word ‘Balkan’, which literally means ‘wooded mountains’. The concepts of the territorial and national 
defence of the former Yugoslavia had accordingly been based on the fact that hostile air supremacy 
would not mean very much. The Yugoslav fighters on the ground would take advantage of the 
mountains, ravines, dense woodland and caves, especially in Bosnia.

 yet another proof of the lack of 
communication between the Army top brass and the upper echelons at the Defence Ministry. 

5699 This led the top brass of the 
American Armed forces to go so far as General Powell’s pronouncement ‘We do deserts, we don’t do 
mountains’.5700 On top of this there was indeed the ground mist that often hung in the valleys of 
Bosnia, which was one reason why the Yugoslav Armed forces, which had their ground forces 
concentrated in Bosnia, sited their military airbases mainly along the Adriatic coast. The Dutch Armed 
forces were well aware of the ground mist problem, which had repeatedly cropped up in trying to get 
supplies to Sarajevo, in which the Netherlands had been involved with an F27.5701

Ex-Commander of the Army and former Chief of Defence Staff General De Jager had noticed 
in summer 1992 that air strikes over Bosnia were not a realistic option as they could endanger the UN 
forces on the ground. Both the terrain and the attitude of the Serb forces meant that little effect could 
be expected of an air strike: ‘When you fly over, all you see is one big cauliflower. The men lie down at 
the side of the road until the noise has gone. Then they just carry on.’

 

5702 The Directorate for Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs realized in December 1992, based on the enforcement of the no-fly 
zone, that the deployment of air power was ‘not sufficient in itself’ to control the situation on the 
ground, especially in mountainous terrain.5703 It had been noted elsewhere that it was very difficult in 
Bosnia to detect artillery from the air, especially in the summer, because of the dense leaf cover.5704 
Other people had publicly pointed out the difficult terrain and climatic conditions in the former 
Yugoslavia: it had been pointed out, for instance, that it was difficult to use lasers to guide bombs 
towards their targets there because of the mountains and forests.5705 At the end of 1992, when 
considering the possibility of flying in supplies over Bosnia by air, Van Walsum wrote that the weather 
conditions over Bosnia were ‘far from ideal’ for aircraft movements.5706

                                                 

5696 Interview J.-W. Brinkman, 11/10/99. 

 When the American 
administration started supplying the Muslim enclaves in Eastern Bosnia by air, in February 1993, the 
newspaper Trouw warned: ‘The weather conditions in the former Yugoslav Republic – treacherous 
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5701 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 72/92, 05/10/92. 
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winds, frequent mist and low cloud – make low flying difficult if not impossible.’ Aircraft flying at any 
height would also be vulnerable to Serb air defences.5707

The argument that lightly-armed ground forces could fall victim to air strikes had been put 
forward on numerous occasions, too.

 

5708 On 29 December 1992 Couzy had indicated that if Ter Beek’s 
proposal to deploy F16s to enforce the no-fly zone were to be implemented the Dutch ground forces 
would have to be withdrawn (see Chapter 8). Wahlgren and the French and British Governments 
warned from the beginning of 1993 against armed enforcement of the no-fly zone over Bosnia, as they 
considered that shooting down Serb or Croatian aircraft could easily result in reprisals against the UN 
peacekeepers on the ground: consequently, as a leading article in Trouw put it, ‘it is becoming 
increasingly clear that the United Nations cannot take military action in Bosnia because they have 
forces there.’5709 Public opinion in France was sharply divided as to the wisdom of using air power. A 
poll conducted on 9 January 1994 showed that 51 per cent of the French were against ‘tough military 
action, for example air strikes, knowing what the risks to our soldiers on the ground are’, as against 44 
per cent in favour.5710 The reason why the no-fly zone over Bosnia had not been enforced for months 
was indeed the risk of Serb reprisals against UNPROFOR forces.5711 At the last minute UNPROFOR 
Commander Wahlgren advised against passing the Security Council Resolution on enforcing the no-fly 
zone.5712 According to Dutch Intelligence, the possibility of Bosnian Muslim Armed forces taking 
action against Western aircraft to provoke Western intervention could also not be ruled out.5713 In April 
1993, when Belgrade and Pale feared Western air strikes as a means of putting a stop to the Serb attacks 
in Eastern Bosnia, the Yugoslav Defence Minister Bulatovic threatened reprisals against the 
perpetrators’ ‘vital targets’.5714 ‘There can be no doubt that UN forces will be the target of 
counterattacks as soon as a Western combat aircraft shoots down one of the combatants’ aircraft or 
bombs military installations. They will then be caught like rats in a trap’, as the former UN Commander 
in Sarajevo, MacKenzie, put it in De Volkskrant at the beginning of February 1993. The Canadian 
general added that this nightmare scenario had haunted him throughout his entire period as 
Commander.5715 In early 1993, when a Resolution on enforcing the no-fly zone was in the pipeline, the 
governments involved agreed that there had to be a period between the passing of the Resolution and 
its actual implementation to enable the UN troops on the ground to prepare themselves for 
reprisals.5716

Air strikes, then, could result in the UN units scattered throughout Bosnia being taken hostage, 
or worse, but even without going that far the government in Pale was not particularly worried about 
NATO air power. In December 1992 the magazine De Groene Amsterdammer published an interview with 
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Karadzic in which the President of the Republika Srpska said he was not at all impressed by air power: 
unlike artillery, he said, aircraft always had to turn back within a few hours.5717

Although Dutch politicians had great confidence in the protection that could be provided from 
the air if push came to shove in the Safe Areas, among the military the expectations were much lower. 
Their reservations related to the terrain, the ground mist, the height at which aircraft had to fly, the 
limited time aircraft could operate over Bosnia, the risk of ground forces being taken hostage, the 
unwillingness to deploy air power because it could mean the end of the humanitarian operations, and 
the long lines of command any request for air support had to negotiate. If the military did not inform 
the politicians of these objections, many of them could be found in newspapers and magazines. 

 

The role of Akashi 

The government’s attention was focused mainly on the question of lines of command and competences 
as regards air support. Only days after NATO Secretary-General Wörner sent a detailed plan for Close 
Air Support to the UN, on 6 July 1993, and reported on 22 July that NATO aircraft in Italy were ready 
to provide it, informal consultations took place in New York between the countries involved in 
drawing up the Joint Action Plan. After the meeting the Deputy Military Adviser to the Dutch 
Permanent Representation, Koestal, was told that in the event of an initial incident General Cot could 
ask Boutros-Ghali for air support and that the latter could agree without consulting the Security 
Council.5718

Another few days later NATO decided that air strikes could be undertaken in consultation with 
the UN. There was not much support for air strikes, strategic bombing for political ends, either at the 
UN or in NATO. Besides the United States,

 

5719 and at times France, the Netherlands was the only 
country with forces in Bosnia-Hercegovina that supported such air strikes in international forums. 
‘Other NATO Member States doubt the value of air strikes against Serb positions, presumably for fear 
of Serb reprisals against UNPROFOR personnel’, said the Military Intelligence Service in a report dated 
11 January 1994.5720

Early in January, Lubbers and Kooijmans visited President Clinton. The Americans saw the visit 
mainly as being in preparation for the NATO summit on the Partnership for Peace which was to be 
held on 10-11 January. The two Dutch Ministers, however, hoped above all to elicit pronouncements 
on the situation in Bosnia from the President. During the visit to the White House, Clinton, in 
Lubbers’ opinion, gave a guarantee that air support would be provided to protect UN forces. 
Kooijmans thought he also remembered that the possibility of deploying American ground forces was 
raised but that Clinton’s reaction was negative. As far as Lubbers recalled, Clinton promised air strikes 
if push came to shove in the Safe Areas. Kooijmans attached less importance to the undertaking than 
Lubbers; he considered that a guarantee of this kind already existed in the NATO decisions of 2 and 9 
August.

 

5721

At the NATO summit in Brussels on 10-11 January 1994 the main items on the agenda were 
the Partnership for Peace, i.e. cooperation with the former Warsaw Pact countries, and the 
development of a European security and defence identity. On 11 January 1994, after the summit, 
NATO issued a statement in which the NATO Member States reaffirmed their willingness ‘to carry out 
air strikes in order to prevent the strangulation of Sarajevo, the Safe Areas and other threatened areas in 
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Bosnia and Hercegovina.’5722 It explicitly referred to the reopening of Tuzla airport and the relieving of 
the Canadian company in Srebrenica by the Dutch UN forces. The Bosnian Serb top brass 
subsequently announced that air strikes would result in direct reprisals against UN personnel.5723 
Whether the Canadian Prime Minister, Chrétien, was startled by NATO’s resolute language or the 
Bosnian Serb military leadership is unclear; in any event he declared soon after the meeting that Canada 
would say ‘no’ to air strikes if it was consulted: after all, the soldiers in Srebrenica were Canadian.5724

If Prime Minister Lubbers, after the NATO summit, was impressed by what he regarded as a 
robust stand on the part of the alliance, a few days later fresh doubts arose as to how strongly air power 
would be used, following statements by the Japanese official Yasushi Akashi. At the end of 1993 
Boutros-Ghali appointed Akashi his Special Representative for the UNPROFOR operation in the 
former Yugoslavia, replacing Stoltenberg. Stoltenberg had resigned from the post of Special 
Representative (but not from that of negotiator) following criticism from both Cot and the Bosnian 
Government. Cot’s criticism was that Stoltenberg was constantly involved in the negotiations on a 
peace plan, which took place mainly in Geneva, as a result of which he was not really in touch with 
UNPROFOR and the situation on the ground in Bosnia and Croatia, and there were frequent quarrels 
between him and Cot.

 

5725 The Bosnian Minister for contacts with the UN, Hasan Muratovic, even 
refused point blank to communicate with Stoltenberg because he was supposedly pro-Serb (see Chapter 
11), effectively making Stoltenberg’s situation unworkable.5726

The purpose of the post of UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative had been to separate 
the political level of UN decision-making, i.e. the Secretary-General and the Security Council, from 
strategic decision-making. The Special Representative was the link between the two levels. He was also 
expected to coordinate all UN activities in the former Yugoslavia, which mainly boiled down to 
coordinating the political, diplomatic and humanitarian efforts with the military activities. Akashi’s 
arrival was urgently needed after the UN had repeatedly failed to act in a unified manner in the former 
Yugoslavia in the preceding 22 months of the UNPROFOR operation. His arrival was particularly 
necessary, however, with a view to the contact the UN needed to maintain with NATO on the 
deployment of air support. Because Akashi, as the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, had to 
coordinate the military activities with political, diplomatic and humanitarian efforts, his very 
appointment involved the risk that a military desire to deploy air support had less chance of being 
granted because the other interests were judged more important. 

 

This became clear within a few weeks of Akashi’s appointment. In a report dated 18 January 
1994 Dutch Military Intelligence noted reports in the press that Akashi had argued against NATO 
attacks on Bosnian Serb targets in a confidential report because of the danger of reprisals against UN 
personnel and the risk of the Bosnian Serb Armed forces making it impossible for UNPROFOR to use 
Sarajevo airport.5727 Two weeks later Intelligence pointed out again that when deciding on requests for 
air support Boutros-Ghali would be heavily influenced by Akashi, who in recent weeks had stressed he 
saw ‘little point in air strikes’.5728

With the appointment of Yasushi Akashi as Boutros-Ghali’s Special Representative, UN policy 
on Bosnia-Hercegovina to a large extent fell under two Japanese, Sadako Ogata, head of UNHCR, and 
Akashi. The actions of Akashi, who was to remain at his post in Zagreb until autumn 1995, were 
determined by a number of factors. Having risen in the UN bureaucracy since 1957 he, perhaps more 
than others, had adopted the philosophy predominant in the New York offices that the organization 

 

                                                 

5722 UN, S/1994/50, 18/01/94. 
5723 MID. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 03/94, 14/01/94. 
5724 Jos Klaassen, ‘Canada weigert nu luchtaanvallen op stellingen Serviërs’ (Canada now refuses air strikes on Serb 
positions), de Volkskrant, 12/01/94. Cf. interview R.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 
5725 Interviews B. Pellnäss, 03/11/99, and F. Briquemont, 22/06/00. 
5726 Interview H. Muratovic, 30/01/98. 
5727 DCBC, 2127. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 04/94, 18/01/94. 
5728 DCBC, 2125. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 06/94, 31/01/94. 
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that had been founded in 1945 to maintain peace and security hardly if ever had the right to use force 
in the course of a peacekeeping operation.5729

A short time previously, Akashi, again as Boutros-Ghali’s senior envoy, had gained experience 
of the new type of UN peacekeeping operation in Cambodia. That operation differed from the one in 
the former Yugoslavia in various respects. The UN operation in Cambodia, UNTAC, was not a 
traditional peacekeeping operation but a form of peacemaking that had been made possible once the 
Paris agreement had been signed by the parties, King Sihanouk, the supporters of the Hang Sen, which 
had been put in power by Vietnam, and Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge. The purpose of UNTAC was to bring 
about a democratic society, inter alia by organizing elections. A major difference from the situation in 
the former Yugoslavia was that there was a peace agreement in the Asian state whereas there was ‘no 
peace to keep’ in the Balkan country. Another big difference was that the international community was 
not really divided about action in Cambodia, whereas it was divided about action in the former 
Yugoslavia. The UN mandate in Yugoslavia was also much more limited than that in Cambodia. 
Despite these relatively favourable conditions there was criticism of Akashi’s actions as Boutros-Ghali’s 
Special Representative in Cambodia: it was said that he had not managed the whole operation properly, 
for one thing in that he had not coordinated the various parts of it.

 

5730 Akashi himself, on the other 
hand, saw his work as a success. He considered that the main objectives in Cambodia had been 
achieved: free and fair elections, assisting Cambodia with the transition to a democracy and social 
reconstruction.5731

‘On the ground, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General had almost 
unlimited authority over national institutions. However, due to his political 
judgement, he exercised his power in a limited and cautious manner, in order to 
place before the parties their full responsibilities for the final outcome of the 
peace process. In this way, he promoted a spirit of dialogue and compromise 
among the Cambodian leaders.’

 His own role, as he saw it, had been as follows: 

5732

He himself stressed that he had benefited considerably from the fact that the international community 
was broadly in agreement on Cambodia.

 

5733 Asked about the secret of his success, however, he cited 
‘the Asian approach of seeking peace’, which he admitted was time-consuming.5734

Akashi himself said that after his ‘success’ in Cambodia he set off for the former Yugoslavia 
with few illusions. He had realized when studying the documents in New York that the UN was 
adopting a very cautious stance in the conflict.

 

5735 He subsequently had great difficulty adjusting to the 
attitude of the negotiators in Yugoslavia, which was so different from that in Cambodia.5736 Despite this 
he did not lose his tendency to think that everyone sitting across the table from him automatically 
became a diplomat.5737 Also, he had grown up with the Japanese peace constitution, which denied the 
country the right to wage war or have an army. Akashi found it hard to distance himself from that 
notion, as he admitted himself.5738 He had grave misgivings about the use of force.5739

                                                 

5729 Interviews G.F. Collins, 08/06/00, and P. Galbraith, 23/06/99; Van de Roer, Frontdiplomaten, pp. 149 and 151. 

 Furthermore, 
from his arrival in Zagreb on 3 January 1994 he regarded the conflict in Bosnia as a civil war in which 

5730 See e.g. Bais, Mijnenveld, p. 41; the final report by Brigadier General Robert Rideau to the Chief of Staff of the French 
Armed forces, quoted in Philippe Morillon, ‘The military aspects of field operations’, Brigitte Stern (ed.), Operations, p. 84. 
5731 Akashi, ‘Limits’, p. 88. 
5732 Akashi, ‘Limits’, p. 89. 
5733 Akashi, ‘Limits’, pp. 89-90. 
5734 ‘Akashi leaves Bosnia job with mission incomplete’, Asahi News service, 12/10/95. 
5735 Interview Y. Akahi, 25/11/99. 
5736 Interview E. Shitaka, 11/05/00. 
5737 Interview G.F. Collins, 08/06/00. 
5738 Interviews Y. Akashi, 25/11/99; G.F. Collins, 08/06/00; Van de Roer, Frontdiplomaten, p. 151. 
5739 Interviews T. Banbury, 05/06/00; G.F. Collins, 08/06/00. 
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he had to adopt a neutral stance towards the three parties, for one thing because the use of force would 
stand in the way of the UN negotiations.5740 Many Western observers considered that his impartial 
attitude effectively made him a supporter of the Serbs and nicknamed him the ‘Mitsubishi Chetnik’ or 
the ‘Senior Serb Liaison Officer’.5741

Boutros-Ghali’s visit 

 With his – non-violent – heart in Japan and his – bureaucratic – 
head in New York, the question was what attitude Akashi would take to the use of air power in 
Yugoslavia now that the decision had been delegated to him. 

Besides Akashi there was the Russian factor. On 18 January Boutros-Ghali sent a letter to the 
Chairman of the Security Council from which it emerged that, following the NATO declaration of 11 
January on the use of air strikes, the Russian Government had informed him that ‘any use of force’ in 
Bosnia would first have to be discussed by the UN Secretary-General with the members of the Security 
Council. Only then could a decision be made and only then could NATO be contacted.5742 The letter 
from the Secretary-General raised a number of questions with Cornelia Minderhoud, who worked at 
the Dutch Permanent Representation in New York. In a memorandum dated 19 January she 
questioned whether Akashi and Ogata could be expected to agree to the deployment of air support if 
UN forces were threatened. She considered that the UN and a few troop-supplying countries would 
not be keen to embark upon any military operation as there was always the threat of a Russian veto on 
the use of air power.5743 She also had serious doubts as to the willingness of France and the United 
Kingdom to provide air support. The discussion about the difference between Close Air Support and 
air strikes, she said, was thus ‘very vague’.5744

On 18 January Boutros-Ghali began a visit to the Netherlands which was to last a few days. On 
the evening of 19 January, at a dinner at the Catshuis (the Dutch Prime Minister’s official residence), 
Ministers Lubbers, Kok, Kooijmans and Ter Beek asked him about his views on air support. The 
discussion resulted in a good deal of confusion, particularly because Boutros-Ghali did not distinguish 
between Close Air Support and air strikes but used the collective term ‘air power’. At the time of this 
discussion the Foreign Ministry took the view, as before, that air support had to be granted without 
hesitation and was therefore keen to keep the Security Council out of the decision-making and to elicit 
a statement from the Secretary-General that he would take responsibility for air support. According to 
Kooijmans, Boutros-Ghali had a ‘gadget’ with him at the dinner on which he calculated that a request 
from a commander in the field could be answered within two hours from UN headquarters in New 
York. Kooijmans argued to Boutros-Ghali that the power to authorize air strikes could be delegated to 
his representative in the field. Kooijmans was in favour of the dual key, however, as he was 
apprehensive that NATO might go it alone and endanger UNPROFOR forces.

 

5745

Caution as regards air strikes was in Minister Ter Beek’s interest, in view of the imminent 
deployment of Dutchbat personnel in Srebrenica and – as was expected at that time - Zepa. He was not 
in favour of air strikes because they had an element of peace-enforcing which was incompatible with 
the nature of peacekeeping for humanitarian purposes which still dominated the UN operation in 
Bosnia. As regards Close Air Support (CAS) specifically to support Dutch troops, on the other hand, 
Ter Beek considered that the procedures must not be too complicated and must not take too long. Ter 
Beek took Boutros-Ghali’s Indian adviser, Chinmaya Gharekhan, whom he knew, to one side several 

 

                                                 

5740 ‘Akashi leaves Bosnia job with mission incomplete’, Asahi News service, 12/10/95; Kenichi Miyata, ‘Akashi’s tricky 
balancing act in Bosnia’, Asahi News Service, 23/10/95. 
5741 Mentioned in Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 166, whom Akashi himself described as ‘a two-faced apologist for the Serbs’, ibid., 
p. 167. 
5742 UN, S/1994/50, 18/01/94. 
5743 ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from Minderhoud to temporary chargé d’affaires, 19/01/94. 
5744 Interview C. Minderhoud, 02/06/00. 
5745 Interview P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
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times to communicate his views to the Secretary-General.5746 The Defence Minister, who was not in 
favour of over-hasty deployment of air power, with a view to the safety of the Dutch troops in Bosnia, 
had his mind put at rest by Boutros-Ghali’s repeated explanation of the dual key principle. Ter Beek, 
like Kooijmans, was content that NATO was not likely to go it alone.5747

After the meeting, however, the opinions of the ministers present differed as to precisely what 
Boutros-Ghali had said. Ter Beek had gained the impression during his discussion with the Secretary-
General that Lubbers and Kooijmans ‘were not entirely clear as to what the difference was between 
Close Air Support and air strikes’.

 

5748 Lubbers admitted that this was true as far as he was concerned 
but said that Kooijmans had explained the difference to him that night. Anyway the distinction was 
scarcely made in the discussion, according to Lubbers.5749

Deputy Prime Minister Kok thought that Boutros-Ghali had been ‘fairly vague’ on the night of 
19 January.

 The annoying thing about the meeting as far 
as Kooijmans was concerned was that Boutros-Ghali was not at all au fait with the subject of air 
support: he had been amazed when Kooijmans explained to him that CAS was included in the mandate 
of Resolution 836. 

5750 Kooijmans regarded his answers to the Dutch questions as ‘unsatisfactory’.5751 And 
Lubbers went home that night with the feeling ‘Is this watertight and clear enough?’5752 At the Foreign 
Ministry, the Directorate for Atlantic Cooperation and Security Affairs in particular had difficulty with 
the caution that Ter Beek had urged and Boutros-Ghali had confirmed would be exercised.5753

The next day Vos discussed the matter again with Boutros-Ghali’s Special Adviser, Gharekhan. 
Vos rejected the idea that had come up during the dinner with Boutros-Ghali of the Dutch 
Government sending Boutros-Ghali a letter about delegating the power to authorize CAS. He 
considered that the domestic political support for sending Dutchbat was so substantial that there was 
no need to send any such letter: ‘the deployment will go ahead as planned’. In Boutros-Ghali’s camp, 
on reflection, they were also not so keen on the idea of a letter: he would have to consult the Security 
Council before replying. The position of the Russians on this point was well-known, so the answer 
might be unsatisfactory. Gharekan assured Vos that if push came to shove the Secretary-General would 
decide on ‘the deployment of air power’ within one to one-and-a-half hours, ‘whatever the Russians 
say’. If necessary he would even not inform the Security Council until after making his decision. As a 
result of this clarification there was no need, according to Vos, for a letter from the Dutch Government 
to Boutros-Ghali.

 

5754

As a result of the conversation between Vos and Gharekhan the Secretary-General made a 
clearer pronouncement on air support, in the view of the Dutch Government, at a press conference on 
21 January.

 

5755

‘If we receive a request, I will certainly give the green light after a consultation 
with the Security Council. (…) In my interpretation consultation means that I 
will inform the Security Council concerning the first time one uses air force. 
(…) Furthermore I have no objection to mandate my special representative, 
Akashi, to give the green light for using air forces in any operation in Bosnia. 

 On that occasion Boutros-Ghali declared that he was personally in favour of the use of 
‘air power’: 

                                                 

5746 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 24/05/00, pp. 104-105. 
5747 Both, Indifference, pp. 213-214; interview A.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of A.L. ter Beek, 
24/05/00, pp. 104-105; Ter Beek, Manoevreren, p. 205; interview K.J.R. Klompenhouwer, 13/12/99. 
5748 TCBU, conversation with A.L. ter Beek, 23/03/00, p. 33. The same opinion in interview B. Kreemers, 18/03/99. 
5749 Interviews R.F.M. Lubbers, 13/10/99. 
5750 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of W. Kok, 08/06/00, p. 389. See also interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
5751 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of P. Kooijmans, 25/05/00, p. 115. 
5752 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of Lubbers, 25/05/00, p. 136. 
5753 Both, Indifference, p. 215. 
5754 ABZ, PVNY. Memorandum from DGPZ to Kooijmans, 20/01/94, No. 14/92. 
5755 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of W. Kok, 08/06/00, p. 389; hearing of Kooijmans, 25/05/00, p. 115. 
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Again after consultation with the Security Council. (…) I will inform the 
Security Council. I will say: I have done this. After the use of the power, the 
next day the Security Council may decide to stop the mandate they gave me.’5756

On top of this he recorded his standpoint, which satisfied the Dutch Government, in a letter to the 
Security Council on 28 January. That made a ‘considerable difference’ according to Deputy Prime 
Minister Kok.

 

5757 In the letter Boutros-Ghali distinguished between CAS, the use of air power for the 
purpose of self-defence, and air strikes, the use of air support ‘for pre-emptive or punitive purposes’. 
And yet Boutros-Ghali’s letter still left a lot of questions unanswered. He wrote, for instance, that ‘air 
power would be used, if necessary, in self-defence against a deliberate attack upon UNPROFOR by any 
party’. And he would not hesitate to give authorization for Close Air Support. But these statements 
only related to the changeover in Srebrenica and the reopening of Tuzla airport. Similarly, the power to 
grant a request for CAS from the Force Commander would only be delegated ‘in the specific 
circumstances of these operations relating to Srebrenica and Tuzla’.5758 The Dutch ministers were 
satisfied after reading Boutros-Ghali’s letter. Hoekema, who took minutes at the meeting at the 
Catshuis, told the Bakker Commission:5759

‘We thought it had to work because we all wanted it to. At a meeting of that 
kind you don’t immediately envisage a worst case scenario. As I said, we 
assumed that the presence of the (UN) forces would deter the Serbs and, if 
push did come to shove, the threat of air power alone would be enough to 
deter the Serbs.’

 

5760

Minister Pronk told the NIOD: ‘We thought we had guarantees. They were not given. What is a 
guarantee? You can’t go any higher than the Secretary-General of the UN.’

 

5761 Looking back, Pronk 
considered that at the time the Dutch Government had been too eager to seek a solution to the risks ‘in 
procedures rather than in protecting ourselves’.5762

At the Dutch Permanent Representation in New York there was a conviction right after 
Boutros-Ghali’s visit to the Netherlands that what the Dutch Government regarded as undertakings 
and guarantees from the Secretary-General was of little value. According to Biegman, who was also at 
the dinner, at that time the UN did not really distinguish between air strikes and Close Air Support,

 

5763 
nor did Boutros-Ghali at the dinner at the Catshuis. As far as he recalled, the UN chief thought that he 
needed the consent of the Security Council, i.e. of the Russians, for any use of air power, ‘especially if 
it’s the first time’.5764

According to Minderhoud air support was an issue that was decided on ‘the spur of the 
moment’. Everything depended on how indignant Mitterrand – and subsequently Chirac – was about 
specific events in Bosnia. As things changed from moment to moment, the main actors in the Security 
Council had no need of clear phraseology. Resolutions had to provide maximum room for manoeuvre. 
With hindsight Minderhoud was convinced that the dual key had been a ‘disguised British joke’ right 

 Minderhoud too subsequently considered that Boutros-Ghali could not do 
anything in regard to air support without the Security Council, even if Resolutions gave him the power: 
any Secretary-General who acted differently would be out on his ear the next day, she thought. 

                                                 

5756 TCBU, Vertrekpunt I, p. 153. See also Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished, p. 143. 
5757 Interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
5758 ABZ, PR NY. Boutros-Ghali to K. Kovanda, 28/01/94, enc. with fax from PR New York to DPV/PZ, DAV and 
DEU, 28/01/94, nyv-1145. 
5759 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.T. Hoekema, 24/05/00, p. 77. 
5760 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.T. Hoekema, 24/05/00, p. 77. 
5761 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
5762 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
5763 Interview N. Biegman, 03/07/00. 
5764 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of N.H. Biegman, 29/05/00, p. 188. 
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from the start. The British Government, in her opinion, was dead against a major military responsibility 
without American participation. The dual representation of the United Kingdom and France, on both 
the Security Council and NATO, made it possible for London and Paris to manipulate the dual key.5765 
When the American Permanent Representative, Albright, asked the United Nations Secretary-General 
some time after Boutros-Ghali’s visit to the Netherlands why he was always so cautious about air 
support, he answered that he had no choice, as the UNPROFOR commanders took their orders from 
London and Paris.5766

On 27 January, on the occasion of the departure of 114 Dutchbat quartermasters from 
Schaarsbergen, Couzy described ‘the discussions about air strikes’ as ‘completely crazy’. According to 
him this was an idea going around Dutch conference rooms and offices that bore no relation at all to 
the reality in Bosnia.

 

5767 The MoD had to draw up a statement in haste for the commander to issue the 
next day ‘to clarify his pronouncements’. The statement stressed the distinction between CAS and air 
strikes. The former was an additional guarantee of safety for the peacekeeping soldiers. The latter was a 
form of taking sides which could jeopardize the safety of the UN peacekeepers on the ground.5768 The 
statement ignored the fact that on 2 and 9 August 1993 the Netherlands had agreed to air strikes on 
condition that other countries with troops on the ground would be willing to take part in such action. 
Couzy, moreover, in spite of the clarification, continued to have reservations about any form of air 
support, as became clear from a telephone conversation he had with MoD spokesman Kreemers.5769

In a letter to Parliament on 26 January 1994 Ter Beek, also on behalf of Minister Kooijmans, 
stated that the government attached ‘great importance’ to Boutros-Ghali’s statement during his visit to 
the Netherlands that he would certainly give the ‘green light’ if air support were requested by the 
UNPROFOR commander: ‘We regard this possibility as an important additional guarantee of the safety 
of the Dutch UN forces, should it be necessary.’

 

5770

The Foreign Affairs and Defence Permanent Committees discussed this letter on 1 February. 
Van Traa said he still agreed to the mission, albeit he considered with hindsight that it might have been 
better to hold the debate in a plenary session, as combat forces were being sent to the former 
Yugoslavia for the first time. He was also aware that in sending Dutchbat the Netherlands was rowing 
against the international stream, but he hoped that this would give a signal to France and the United 
Kingdom not to withdraw their forces unilaterally. He considered the security risks to be ‘acceptable’. 
Should there be casualties among the members of the battalion this ought not to be a reason to review 
the decision to send them.

 

5771

Except for De Kok, all the spokesmen mentioned the uncertainty regarding air support. Van 
Traa noted that there was confusion about the terms ‘air support’ and ‘air strikes’. To speculate about 
this would be pointless, in his view. The military would have to decide on the nature of air support 
operations. Also there was ‘in general not much point in politicians constantly speculating about things 
that are not likely to happen’.

 

5772

                                                 

5765 Interview C. Minderhoud, 02/06/00. Similar opinion given in interview P.M. Kurpershoek, 22/06/00. Cf. also interview 
P.C. Feith, 24/08/00, for the suspicion with which the British/French attitude in NATO was regarded in the Netherlands. 

 However, now that the Netherlands was to provide the Chief of Staff 
of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command of UNPROFOR from 1 March (Major General Van Baal), 

5766 Ed Vulliamy, ‘Bosnia – The Secret War: Tragic Cost of Allies’ Hidden Hostility’, The Guardian, 21/05/96. 
5767 ‘Bevelhebber landmacht ziet niets in luchtaanvallen’ (Army Commander sees no point in air strikes), ANP, 27/01/94, 
23:46; ‘Couzy ziet niets in luchtsteun voor VN’ers’ (Couzy sees no point in air support for UN personnel), Trouw, 28/01/93; 
Kreemers, ‘Brigade’, June 1994, p. 35; Van Gils, ‘Tweede Kamer steunt uitzending bataljon’ (Parliament supports posting of 
battalion), ANP, 31/01/94, 14:56. 
5768 ‘Couzy verduidelijkt uitspraken over luchtaanvallen’ (Couzy clarifies statements on air strikes), ANP28/01/94, 1327; 
Kreemers, ‘Brigade’, June 1994, pp. 35-36. 
5769 NIOD, Coll. Ter Beek. Note from Kreemers to Ter Beek, 31/01/94. 
5770 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 70, pp. 1-2. 
5771 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 74, p. 1. 
5772 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 74, p. 1. 
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consideration needed to be given to shorter lines of command and better coordination between the 
local planners and those in Brussels and New York, in case the troops needed air support. 

Blaauw asked the minister how air support could be requested and whether this could also be 
done to protect Safe Areas.5773 Evidently he had not known this when he agreed to Dutchbat being 
sent. This shows his comment later on to the Bakker Commission, suggesting that if he had had doubts 
about air support his party would not have agreed to the deployment of Dutchbat in Srebrenica,5774

In his reply Minister Ter Beek mentioned Boutros-Ghali’s letter of 28 January to the Chairman 
of the Security Council. To shorten the lines of command the UN Secretary-General had decided to 
delegate this power to his Special Representative in the former Yugoslavia, Akashi, said Ter Beek. 

 in a 
strange light. For Sipkes too the question was whether the UN would be prepared to grant air support. 
If this was the case, would the Dutch Government be involved in authorizing it? 

For eighteen months, in various debates, MPs had pointed out the risks air strikes entailed for 
UNPROFOR ground forces and the possibility of UN personnel in the former Yugoslavia being taken 
hostage.5775

Blaauw subsequently stated that for him this was not just: 

 The government’s letter about Boutros-Ghali’s statement, however, suddenly seemed to 
remove all the reservations and hesitations. 

‘....about Boutros-Ghali. I was mainly dealing with the ministers, with the 
government, who gave the clear impression that air support was a very 
important element for them and that you could trust that. (…) (Then) you must 
have that trust. Otherwise consultations with the government are very difficult. 
Unless of course you yourself have information to the effect that you cannot 
trust the United Nations’ undertaking that air support would be granted, but I 
did not.’5776

Van Middelkoop similarly stated: 

 

‘What other choice do you have? ... The government states in a letter that the 
UN Secretary-General had promised the government that air support would be 
granted if requested. There comes a point where you just have to accept 
that.’5777

He admitted that he may have been too hasty in his acceptance.

 

5778 Valk considered that Boutros-
Ghali’s statement was ‘a good guarantee’.5779

Thus the government accepted what Boutros-Ghali had stated, after having had some pressure 
exerted on him, and Parliament went along with this. The UN Secretary-General was taken at his word. 
It was not sufficiently realized that the UN was no more than the sum of its members and that among 
them the five permanent members played a dominant role. The diplomat Wijnaendts, asked by 
journalists from De Volkskrant in early February 1994 whether the Dutch Government, given the 
British and French Governments’ opposition to air support, was not displaying ‘just a little too much 

 

                                                 

5773 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 74, p. 3. 
5774 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.D. Blaauw, 31/05/00, p. 221. 
5775 See e.g. TK, 1992-1993, 22 181, No. 27, p. 4 (Van Middelkoop); No. 28, p. 7 (Ter Veer); No. 28, p. 8 (Sipkes); 
Proceedings, p. 13-806 (Sipkes, 22/10/92); Proceedings, p. 13-808/809 (Van Middelkoop, 22/10/92). 
5776 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of J.D. Blaauw, 31/05/00, p. 221. 
5777 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of E. van Middelkoop, 05/06/00, p. 293. Similar information in interview E. van 
Middelkoop, 08.10/99 
5778 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of E. van Middelkoop, 05/06/00, p. 294. 
5779 Interview G. Valk, 15/10/99. 
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heroism’ with the Srebrenica move, replied that the Netherlands was simply ‘somewhat more principled 
than the others’.5780

The instructions to spokesmen on the posting of Dutchbat I distinguished between air strikes 
and Close Air Support. They said that in the event of air strikes the UN would be taking sides in the 
conflict, which would have repercussions for UNPROFOR ground forces and the humanitarian aid in 
Bosnia. Deploying this weapon would therefore require the consent of the North Atlantic Council ‘(i.e. 
the sixteen NATO countries)’ and the Security Council. Close Air Support could also lead to 
repercussions, but if asked about this the spokesman should answer ‘... as you know we are trained and 
equipped to deal with all options as regards force’.

 

5781

The attack on Sarajevo 

 

On Saturday 5 February 1994, just after noon, a shell exploded in Markale market in Sarajevo, near the 
cathedral. As a result of the attack 68 people died and about two hundred were wounded. It was the 
worst attack on the city since the start of the war. The market was strewn with blood and severed 
limbs. Western television companies did not broadcast a lot of the pictures that were available because 
they were too gruesome. 

The incident came just when the major Western countries were revising their policies and some 
new protagonists had stepped onto the Bosnian stage. It was already noticeable at the NATO summit 
on 9-10 January that the American administration was reconsidering its standpoint on Bosnia. William 
Perry, who had succeeded Aspin as Secretary of Defense, and General John Shalikashvili, who had 
taken over from Powell, were more inclined to deploy air power than their two predecessors. From the 
beginning of January the French Government had been urging American ‘intervention’ in Bosnia-
Hercegovina.5782 During a visit to Paris by Warren Christopher on 24 January Juppé exerted strong 
pressure in favour of more American involvement in the crisis in Yugoslavia.5783 A week later, on 1 
February, Hurd spoke to Christopher in Washington in similar terms. In a letter Minister Kooijmans 
also called upon his American counterpart to play a more active role with a view to the negotiations on 
Bosnia.5784 On 4 February Christopher told Lake that he was ‘acutely uncomfortable’ with his 
government’s passive attitude and that it was time for a fresh initiative.5785 What happened at the 
market in Sarajevo on 5 February substantially facilitated the change of heart by the American 
administration.5786

This was also the case with Mitterrand, who told Juppé following the incident that it was 
impossible for France to conduct a policy guided by emotion. On the other hand the French President 
realized that the population of his country would not put up with Realpolitik in this case. He said he 
found choosing between the two types of policy extremely difficult after the incident.
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5780 Paul Brill & Martin Sommer, ‘Diplomatie op drijfzand’ (Diplomacy in the quicksand), de Volkskrant, 05/02/94. 

 At the same 
time he was glad that the American administration was willing, following the attack, to embark on the 

5781 CDPO/GNKD. Chief of Army Crisis Staff to Junior Commanders BLS and Directors of Army Staff, 11/02/94, 
OZ/7806. 
5782 ‘Frankrijk wil Amerikaanse interventie in Bosnië’ (France wants American intervention in Bosnia), ANP, 04/01/94, 
22:02; Van Gils, ‘Kamer roept regering op Frans plan voor Bosnië te steunen’ (Parliament urges government to support 
French plan for Bosnia), ANP, 07/01/94. 
5783 Riddersma, ‘VS wijzen Franse oproep af voor ingrijpen in Bosnië’ (US rejects French call for intervention in Bosnia), 
ANP, 24/01/94, 22:04. 
5784 Van Gils, ‘Nederland vraagt om actieve rol in vredesoverleg Bosnië’ (The Netherlands asks for active role in Bosnia 
peace talks), ANP, 03/02/94, 13:15. 
5785 Danner, ‘Point’, p. 38 ; Daalder, Dayton, pp. 24-25. 
5786 Danner, ‘Point’, p. 38; Cf. TK, 1993-1994, Proceedings, p. 3895 (Kooijmans, 16/02/94); Carruthers, Media, p. 216; 
Drew, Edge, pp. 410-411; Schoemaker, ‘Oorlog’, p. 30; Burg & Shoup, War, p. 164; Strobel, Policy, p. 155. 
5787 Adler, Année, p. 83. 
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Bosnian adventure. This had always been a precondition for stronger French action as far as he was 
concerned.5788

Serbs and Muslims accused each other of being responsible for the attack.
 

5789 At the end of July 
1992 Bosnian Serb forces had destroyed a radar detection unit of a Ukrainian UN battalion near 
Sarajevo.5790 The unit had not subsequently been replaced, so UNPROFOR could never determine with 
absolute certainty which party had been shooting. Some commentators have suggested that this 
handicap was borne cheerfully by the UN,5791 as it enabled them to remain ‘impartial’ in the conflict. 
After the attack on 5 February 1994, however, the Under-Secretary-General for peacekeeping 
operations, Annan, asked the Governments of France, Great Britain and the Netherlands to supply 
radar systems of this kind,5792 but the Dutch Government refused to supply one of the seven Dutch 
weapon-locating radar units, which were capable of detecting artillery and mortars, to UNPROFOR 
because the soldiers who operated them were mainly conscripts whose willingness to be posted would 
be ‘very slight’ in the Army’s view. Professional soldiers could be trained to use the radar within two 
weeks, after which they would have to take a one-month UN course.5793

In the absence of radar, UNPROFOR military and a team of international experts could only 
ascertain that the weapon was a 120 mm shell which had been fired from the north-east at a distance of 
two or three kilometres. They were unable to ascertain which of the parties was responsible, as Muslims 
and Serbs both had positions close together in the north-east of the city and both sides had this type of 
shell. On top of this the shell had first hit a rooftop, with the result that the crater was too shallow to 
enable the angle at which it had been fired to be calculated precisely. Nor could any information on the 
manufacturer of the shell be obtained. The British general Michael Rose, who had taken over from 
Briquemont as Commander of UNPROFOR II on 21 January, however, stated: ‘I categorically claim 
there was no opening of fire from Bosnian Serb Army positions in that area at that time.’

 Evidently something that 
would have been possible for the airmobile battalion was not possible for a radar unit. 

5794 And some 
of the press were no less categorical.5795 Anonymous UN officers subsequently said that there was a 
secret UN report which showed that the Bosnian Government authorities were responsible for the 
explosion.5796 Dutch Military Intelligence thought it most likely that the Bosnian Muslims, who had 
recently been trying harder and harder to provoke foreign military intervention, were responsible.5797 It 
was never officially established whether the shell was fired by the Serbs or the Muslims, however.5798

On the day after the explosion the Bosnian Government demanded that the Bosnian Serbs’ 
heavy weapons around Sarajevo be pulled back and placed under UNPROFOR supervision.
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5788 Adler, Année, p. 84. 

 The 
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American administration considered that the shell attack fitted into the pattern of the Bosnian Serb 
shelling of Sarajevo. As Albright, the American Permanent Representative to the UN, put it: 

‘It’s very hard to believe that any country would do this to their own people, 
and therefore, although we do not exactly know what the facts are, it would 
seem to us that the Serbs and the Bosnian Serbs are the ones that probably have 
a great deal of responsibility.’5800

Spurred on by the government in Paris,

 

5801 she therefore requested NATO air strikes in Washington, 
and Boutros-Ghali did indeed ask NATO to consent to air strikes against the Serb artillery around the 
city.5802 There was opposition from various quarters. Owen let it be known that he did not think this 
was the solution.5803 Karadzic said that if this were to happen, foreigners would not be safe in 
Bosnia.5804 On 7 February seven of the EC Foreign ministers voted against air strikes, with Germany 
abstaining. Only the Netherlands, France, Italy and Belgium were in favour.5805 The Russian Foreign 
Minister, Kozyrev, considered that a fresh decision by the Security Council was required for air 
strikes.5806 Both NATO and the Chairman of the Security Council, however, stressed that the Security 
Council Resolutions authorized the UN Secretary-General to approve air strikes.5807

At the suggestion of the Americans, on 9 February the North Atlantic Council set the Serbs an 
ultimatum, taking effect at midnight on 10 February, ordering them either to pull back their heavy 
weapons twenty kilometres from Sarajevo or to place them under UN supervision. If this were not 
done within ten days air strikes would ensue. The Bosnian Muslims were also called upon to place their 
heavy weapons under UNPROFOR supervision. After the ultimatum of 9 February the power to 
request air support for the whole of Bosnia, whether CAS or air strikes, was delegated to Akashi. 
Boutros-Ghali’s consent was only required the first time.

 

5808

During a parliamentary debate on Sarajevo on 16 February following the NATO ultimatum, 
Minister Ter Beek assured MPs, in response to a question from Van Traa, that Boutros-Ghali had 
succeeded in substantially reducing the time it took for a request for air support to be granted.

 After that Akashi only needed to call upon 
the commander of NATO’s Southern Region for his support. 

5809 
However, on 12 March 1994, when a request for CAS from French forces in Bihac, after days of 
shelling by Bosnian Serb artillery, was granted, it took four-and-a-half hours from the initial request for 
Akashi to agree to CAS. Aircraft circled uselessly over the Serb targets for hours. By the time 
permission finally arrived the Bosnian Serb forces had disappeared. Because of the long time it had 
taken, Akashi ordered the authorization procedures to be streamlined to reduce the response time.5810

Minister Kooijmans welcomed the NATO ultimatum: ‘With it the international community has 
adopted a more robust stance and left no doubt that the threat will be carried out.’ He admitted that ‘in 
principle’ there was ‘a certain risk’ to ground forces in the case of air strikes, but a more resolute stand 
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on the part of NATO would also have a deterrent effect on reprisals: ‘(…) as Akashi can ask NATO to 
take action in the event of aggression against the forces on the spot.’5811

It did not come to air strikes in Sarajevo, however. The Russian Government, which had great 
difficulty with air strikes against the Bosnian Serbs, had reached an understanding with the Bosnian 
Serb leadership to prevent this: the Bosnian Serb Army would pull back its heavy weapons and Russian 
UN forces would be stationed between the Bosnian Muslim and Bosnian Serb forces near Sarajevo. As 
soon as the Russians had occupied their position on the outskirts of the city Mladic’s mind could be at 
ease. The West would not be keen to carry out bombing that would kill Russian soldiers, and on arrival 
the Russian troops were indeed received with the celebrated Serb hospitality.

 

5812

What had looked like a firm ultimatum, then, actually made UNPROFOR even weaker. In 
Washington, moreover, it was warned that the ‘success’ of the threat of air strikes around Sarajevo 
could not easily be repeated. As the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Shalikashvili, said at the 
beginning of March 1994: ‘There were very specific conditions around Sarajevo that lent themselves to 
the application of air power that don’t exist in any other places in Bosnia today.’

 An exclusion zone was 
created and hundreds of UNPROFOR personnel were stationed along the front line to supervise the 
depots where the weapons were stored. Their scattered locations made the UN troops vulnerable to 
hostage-taking. 

5813 At almost the same 
time Defense Secretary Perry told the American Congress that the other Safe Areas could not be 
protected with air support alone as this would not have much effect on the infantry and light artillery 
that the Bosnian Serb Army had stationed around them.5814

The crisis in Gorazde 

 This was a sharp blow to the guarantee of 
air support that the Dutch Government thought it had been given. 

The results of this approach became clear one-and-a-half months later around the Safe Area of 
Gorazde. The fact that Gorazde was held by the Muslims had long been a thorn in the flesh of the 
Bosnian Serb leadership. There were two roads linking the northern and southern parts of the areas 
occupied by the Serbs, one via Sarajevo, the other via Gorazde. When the Serbs complied with the 
NATO ultimatum, in February 1994, they lost their link via Sarajevo. They were very keen to secure the 
other link, via Gorazde. In late March/early April the Bosnian Serbs attacked the Safe Area of Gorazde. 
This enclave was about 50 kilometres south of Srebrenica, where the rumbling of the Bosnian Serb 
artillery shelling Gorazde could sometimes be heard.5815 The Serbs claimed that they were only 
responding to attacks from the enclave. According to Mladic, Muslims had been trying to create a link 
to Foca from the enclave.5816 It was probably true that attacks took place from the enclave, but the Serb 
response was again disproportionate.5817 There were reports of hundreds of fatalities and thousands of 
wounded.5818

The question of how to respond to this Serb challenge threatened to cause a split in NATO. 
The Americans’ initial response was lukewarm. The Chief of Staff of the American army, Shalikashvili, 
claimed that there were no heavy weapons in position at Gorazde. Defense Security Perry said that 
Prijedor and Gorazde should not be allowed to fall into Serb hands, but NATO would not take action: 
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‘we will not enter the war to stop that from happening. That is correct yes.’5819 Prijedor had in fact been 
held by the Serbs for two years. The Bosnian Serbs now knew that the West was not prepared to show 
its strength in this case. For them this was ‘the green light to push on’, as an adviser to Karadzic put 
it.5820

The weekend of 16-17 April saw the departure of the Forward Air Controllers, who would have 
guided the bombs to their targets. For the population this was a sign that all hope was lost.

 

5821 Médecins 
sans Frontières accused the UN of ‘laxity’.5822

In response Karadzic said he would stop cooperating with UNPROFOR and warned Boutros-
Ghali that from then on he regarded UNPROFOR as ‘a potentially hostile armed force’.

 After an UNPROFOR serviceman died as a result of 
Bosnian Serb shelling, air support was finally given: on 10 April two American F16s attacked a Serb 
tank and a ‘command centre’ (a few tents) just outside Gorazde. It was the first time since its inception 
that NATO had attacked ground targets. The next day an American F18 attacked a number of Serb 
armoured cars. 

5823 A series of 
incidents with UN forces ensued. In Srebrenica, for instance, the Bosnian Serbs broke off all contact 
with Dutchbat, which had meanwhile deployed there, and Bosnian Serb artillery was set up around the 
enclave. The situation scared a number of Dutchbat personnel to such an extent that they wrote letters 
of farewell to their families.5824 At the same time the events in Gorazde led to Muslim demonstrations 
in Srebrenica against the UN’s feeble approach to the crisis.5825

The next day, 18 April, a heated telephone conversation took place between Mladic and Rose, 
with the Bosnian Serb Army leader demanding that there be no more air strikes and Rose demanding 
of Mladic that the shelling of Gorazde be halted. Finally Rose gave Mladic (‘you arsehole’) ten minutes 
to stop the shelling, and a quarter of an hour later it did indeed stop.

 On 17 April the Bosnian Serbs occupied 
almost all of Gorazde. 

5826

On 22 April NATO set the Bosnian Serbs an ultimatum, ordering them to withdraw to three 
kilometres from the centre of Gorazde and remove their heavy weapons from a 20-kilometre zone 
around the city. The Bosnian Serb forces then withdrew from the centre, on 23 April. Many people in 
the West concluded optimistically that the threat of air power seemed to have been effective again, after 
the events around Sarajevo in February.

 

5827

The true lessons of Gorazde were less encouraging. When deploying NATO aircraft against 
some T55 tanks near Gorazde, NATO used old-fashioned, imprecise bombs. With the low cloud the 
planes had difficulty finding the targets. A few bombs missed their targets, some did not even go off. 
After Serb air defences brought down a British Sea Harrier in a third series of NATO air strikes the 
action was called off. NATO ascribed the loss of the aircraft to the fact that UNPROFOR had 
demanded that the pilot fly over the tank he was going to try and eliminate several times to make sure 
that it was indeed attacking. Admiral Boorda, the Commander of NATO’s Southern Command, who 
was responsible for the air operations over the former Yugoslavia, was so outraged that he said he 
would no longer approve tactical targets, only strategic targets.

 

5828
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If this alone was a blow to the credibility of air support, things got even worse when an 
assessment concluded that the Serb targets did not warrant the deployment of smarter bombs.5829 The 
chances of conventional bombs hitting their targets were low. In summer 1995 Feith, the Netherlands’ 
Deputy Permanent Representative to NATO, was not aware of this decision. He expressed indignation 
that two 500-pound free-fall bombs had been used in the eventual air strike during the Bosnian Serb 
attack on Srebrenica, ‘technology from the Second World War’, whereas he had counted on precision 
weapons being deployed.5830

Another thing that emerged from this operation was that the UN restrained NATO from 
stronger action. When the Bosnian Serbs did not initially seem to be responding to the NATO 
ultimatum on 23 April, the alliance wanted to organize a major air strike with the secondary aim of 
bombing the Serbs back to the negotiating table, but Akashi refused to give his consent.

 

5831 Rose again 
urged proportionality in air strikes as this was a peacekeeping operation. While preparing for his 
command in New York he had said to Madeleine Albright that ‘air power alone could not be used in 
Bosnia to defend Srebrenica’.5832 Rose had difficulty convincing NATO commanders, who were used 
to thinking in terms of overwhelming force. As one of them said, ‘Proportionality. I’ll give you 
proportionality. Han Pijesak (the Bosnian Serb HQ) and the Pale ammunition dump and Lukavica 
barracks. That’s proportionality!’5833 The Dutch Brigadier General Bastiaans, head of the UN military 
observers, also said following the crisis in Gorazde that he was in favour of caution as regards air 
strikes: ‘Bombing changes the relationships. It shuts off the possibility of continuing negotiations. 
Anyone who thinks this is not the case is just not of this world.’5834

On top of this, in response to the air strikes the Bosnian Serbs took about 150 UNPROFOR 
soldiers hostage near Sarajevo. Following the crisis Gorazde had been held, but reduced to a much 
smaller area. Boutros-Ghali drew the conclusion that the events around Gorazde proved once more 
that there were problems with the concept of a ‘Safe Area’. Neither the presence of eight UN observers 
in Gorazde nor that of an UNPROFOR company in Bihac had stopped the Bosnian Serbs from 
attacking. It was clear, according to a NATO assessment, that the Bosnian Serbs would only halt an 
offensive in response to ‘the wider use of air strikes for which further political authority was 
required’.

 

5835 For the Bosnian Muslim commander Rasim Delic it was now clear ‘that the international 
community was not willing to defend the protected areas at any price and that they would pull back at 
the first difficult problem...’5836 Conversely, General Rose was convinced that the Muslim Armed forces 
had deliberately stopped resisting: ‘I think they basically turned and ran and left us to pick up the bits.’ 
‘They think we should be fighting for them.’5837 He also noted that Gorazde had been less badly hit 
than some earlier reports had suggested.5838 Rose went on to complain that supposedly wounded 
Bosnian Muslim soldiers who had been transported by helicopter later jumped out apparently 
unhurt.5839

                                                 

5829 Colonel of Cavalry R.H. Sandee, ‘Militaire besluitvorming bij crisisbeheersing’ (Military decision-making in crisis 
control), Carré 18(1995)4, p. 15. 

 Talking openly to Roger Cohen, head of the Balkan Bureau of The New York Times, about 
what he considered to be the two-faced nature of the Bosnian Muslims, he added: ‘It is very hard to 

5830 Interview P.C. Feith, 24/08/00; TCBU, Vertrekpunt, I, p. 81. 
5831 Paul Shoup, ‘The Crisis in Bosnia Herzegovina: Past, Present and Future’, Blank (ed.), Wars, pp. 8-9 and 20 n. 8. 
5832 Rose, Peace, p. 15. 
5833 Bell, Way, p. 182. 
5834 Marjon van Royen, ‘Nederlandse VN-General: Moslims lokten aanval Gorazde uit’, NRC Handelsblad, 27/04/94; ‘VVD: 
uitleg Ter Beek’ (Liberals demand explanation from Ter Beek), NRC Handelsblad, 28/04/94. 
5835 Confidential information (165). 
5836 Report of explanation by Delic in September 1997 to the Bosnia-Hercegovina parliament of the causes of the fall of 
Srebrenica and Zepa, Appendix to MID. Vandeweijer to Voorhoeve, 10/11/97, DIS97005661. 
5837 Bell, Way, p. 184. See also Rose, Peace, pp. 125-126; Cohen, Hearts, p. 261; Simms, Hour, pp. 189-195. 
5838 Rose, Peace, pp. 124-125; Bulatovic, Mladic, p. 105; Cohen, Hearts, p. 261. 
5839 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 188. 



794 

 

believe that the Muslim enclaves are viable in the long run.’5840 The Dutch Brigadier General Bastiaans, 
who was head of the United Nations Military Observers, stated: ‘The Muslims have provoked the Serbs 
with shelling and harassment to such an extent that the latter had little alternative but to deploy heavy 
weapons.’5841

A Dutch UN observer who had been in Gorazde during the Bosnian Serb attack contradicted 
the notion that the Muslims had provoked the Bosnian Serb attacks. He said it was true that there had 
been fewer casualties than the Bosnian Government wanted the world to believe.

 

5842 Bosnia-
Hercegovina Command came to the conclusion that Bastiaans, right from the start of the crisis, had not 
taken the signals given by the five UN observers there seriously enough.5843 International aid 
organizations were severely critical of Bastiaans’ and Rose’s pronouncements. According to one of the 
aid workers they were trying, having not responded adequately themselves, to save ‘their arses’ by 
blaming the Muslims and criticizing the aid organizations for exaggerating the crisis in Gorazde.5844 The 
Dutch Chief of Staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, Brigadier General Van Baal, when asked to 
comment on Bastiaans’ claim that the Muslims had provoked the conflict, responded by saying that if 
anyone could tell him who had started it that would be an ‘awfully clever’ person.5845 The UN’s 
response to the crisis in Gorazde did not inspire much confidence in UNPROFOR’s reaction to any 
fresh attacks on the Safe Areas. Médecins sans Frontières demanded the resignation of Akashi,5846 who was 
still annoyed by the fact that the Muslims continued to count on intervention. Following the crisis in 
Gorazde he commented: ‘We can only hope that the failure of NATO to come to their aid around 
Gorazde will convince them that the US cavalry isn’t around the corner.’5847 Annan tried to protect 
Akashi and UNPROFOR against the storm of criticism5848

‘.....to protect lives – not just of the handful of UN soldiers who might be 
threatened by a given attack but the thousands of lightly armed peacekeepers 
and hundreds of unarmed relief workers, military observers and police monitors 
whose lives would be threatened by precipitous military action.’

 of the inadequate use of air power. He said 
that such action was designed 

5849

Two things stand out from this observation. Firstly, the populations of the Safe Areas are not included 
among those whose lives were to be protected. Secondly, this pronouncement yet again underlined the 
fact that air strikes were not an automatic response but were considered in the broader context of the 
whole operation in Bosnia-Hercegovina. As Boutros-Ghali wrote in a report to the Security Council at 
the beginning of May, the Safe Areas could not be defended, not even with air support.

 

5850

                                                 

5840 Cohen, Hearts, p. 261. 

 

5841 Marjon van Royen, ‘Nederlandse generaal: Moslims lokten aanval Gorazde uit’, NRC Handelsblad, 27/04/94. See also 
Bodansky, Offensive, p. 63. 
5842 Leon Vankan, ‘Majoor Buisman: Moslims hebben niet geprovoceerd’ (Major Buisman says Muslims did not provoke 
attack), De Telegraaf, 29/04/94. 
5843 Marjon van Rojen, ‘Kritiek van VN op generaal Bastians’ (UN criticism of General Bastians), NRC Handelsblad, 
03/05/94. 
5844 Marjon van Rojen, ‘Kritiek van VN op generaal Bastians’, NRC Handelsblad, 03/05/94. 
5845 Marjon van Rojen, ‘VN medeverantwoordelijk voor Gorazde’ (UN shares responsibility for Gorazde), NRC Handelsblad, 
07/05/94. 
5846 Marjon van Rojen, ‘Kritiek van VN op generaal Bastians’, NRC Handelsblad, 03/05/94. 
5847 Quoted in Bert, Superpower, p. 166. 
5848 See e.g. Wim Jans, ‘Yasushi Akashi. Zo lang mogelijk aan tafel met de duivel’ (Yasushi Akashi. At the table with the devil 
as long as possible), Trouw, 30/04/94. 
5849 Quoted in Michael N. Barnett, ‘The Politics of Indifference at the United Nations and Genocide in Rwanda and Bosnia’, 
Cushman & Mestrovic (eds.), Time, p. 154. 
5850 UN, S/1994/555. 
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The events around Gorazde had caused great concern in The Hague as well. Minister 
Kooijmans noted that ‘we were not able to respond effectively’.5851 CD/Actueel, the magazine of the 
Christian Democrats (CDA), expressed the hope that Akashi, who had again been very cautious, had 
‘learned’ that a request for air strikes had to be put in ‘before the Serb forces had pushed right through 
to the centre of an enclave’.5852As a result of the tense situation around Gorazde a visit by Minister Ter 
Beek to Sarajevo and to Dutchbat in Srebrenica planned for 11 April had not been able to take place. 
On 25 April 1994, during a visit to Washington, Barth expressed his concern about the protection of 
the Safe Areas which relied on NATO air support to Deputy Assistant Secretary Vershbow. He said 
that while the NATO ultimatum had worked in the case of Gorazde, next time more importance might 
be attached to UNPROFOR’s humanitarian remit than the desirability of NATO action. Vershbow did 
not by any means put Barth’s mind at ease: he showed ‘complete understanding of Dutch sensibilities’ 
in view of the presence of Dutchbat in Srebrenica, and he said he could imagine that ‘at the end of the 
day the question could arise as to which of the two missions in Bosnia was most important’.5853

4. Bad omens 

 

After the decision had been made to send Dutchbat various developments took place in Bosnia which 
could have an adverse effect on the Safe Areas. After the Silajdzic Government came to power, on 25 
October 1993, more and more important state posts fell into the hands of the SDA. With Halilovic 
replaced by Rasim Delic as army leader the strength of the Bosnian Government forces increased. This, 
plus increasingly strong indications that NATO would be willing to use air strikes, made it more 
unlikely that the Bosnian Government would work to achieve something at the negotiating table, as 
Dutch Military Intelligence noted.5854 On top of this UNPROFOR reports indicated that the Bosnian 
Armed forces were increasingly positioning their artillery near UN locations or in residential areas, 
evidently with the intention of provoking the Serbs and eliciting foreign military intervention through 
pressure of public opinion. It was probably for this reason, too, that Bosnian Muslims conducted 
military actions in UN uniforms.5855

Intelligence reported on 31 January 1994: 
 

‘Bosnian Serb spokesmen have said they have indications that Muslims in the 
enclaves on the Bosnian Serb border (Zepa, Srebrenica and Gorazde) intend to 
shoot at aircraft and helicopters of UNPROFOR or other UN bodies so as to 
hold the BSA (Bosnian Serb Army) responsible. Although there are no 
indications that these reports are correct it is clear that the Muslims have been 
attempting in recent weeks to step up foreign military involvement in the 
conflict. They hope in this way to bring the achievement of their ultimate 
political objective, viz. to keep Bosnia-Hercegovina a unitary state, closer.’5856

On 15 November 1993, the date when the Dutch Government sent its letter on the deployment of an 
airmobile battalion to Parliament, Owen said that international interference in Bosnia was probably 
lengthening the conflict, as humanitarian aid was benefiting the fighters on all three sides.

 

5857

                                                 

5851 Knol, ‘Oorlog’, p. 136. 

 He 

5852 ‘Gorazde’, CD/Actueel, 29/04/94, p. 11. 
5853 ABZ, PVNAVO. Jacobovits 270 to Kooijmans, 25/04/95. 
5854 DCBC, 2130. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 01/94, 07/01/94; 2127, 04/94, 
18/01/94; 2125, 06/94, 31/01/94. 
5855 DCBC, 212. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 04/94, 18/01/94; 05/94, 25/01/94. 
5856 DCBC, 2125. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 06/94, 31/01/94. 
5857 Belae, Bombs, p. 24. 
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proposed that in spring 1994, once the winter was over, all aid to Bosnia be halted and all UN forces 
withdrawn, if the parties themselves had not reached a peace agreement by then.5858

On 20 January the European Parliament with a slim majority adopted a resolution not to extend 
Owen’s mandate now that the peace talks had reached an impasse. Owen did not take much notice; he 
had been appointed by the Council of Ministers, not the European Parliament.

 

5859

It was not only Owen who urged that UN forces be pulled out of Bosnia. In November 1993 
the British Government let it be known that the UN efforts in Bosnia could not go on indefinitely if 
the parties to the conflict did not adopt a more cooperative stance. It was not entirely clear whether 
these pronouncements were intended solely to put pressure on the Bosnian Government to agree to 
the Owen-Stoltenberg plan or whether they had a broader import.

 

5860 At the end of 1993 the French 
Government repeatedly hinted at the possibility of pulling its troops out of UNPROFOR in spring 
1994 if there were no visible signs of a peace settlement.5861 Minister Kooijmans, however, was not in 
favour of withdrawing: ‘Even speculating about withdrawal will only decrease the desire for peace.’5862 
Nor did his fellow Minister Ter Beek contemplate withdrawal.5863

On 4 January 1994 the Belgian UNPROFOR Commander in Bosnia-Hercegovina, Briquemont, 
who was originally supposed to remain until June 1994, resigned in frustration at the small number of 
men he had at his disposal to carry out his mandate. The resources designed to protect the Safe Areas 
were completely inadequate. He considered there was a ‘yawning gulf’ between the Security Council 
Resolutions and the means provided for implementing them,

 

5864 and he had stated on various occasions 
that he therefore no longer read the Resolutions.5865 He was also annoyed that the governments in Paris 
and London were threatening to pull out their UNPROFOR units. Briquemont’s resignation led 
Christian Democrat MP De Kok, speaking in Elst at a talk for the AVNM conscripts’ association, to 
comment ‘speaking for myself’ that ‘we as politicians need to seriously reconsider the mission of the 
Airmobile Brigade’.5866

Cot too criticized the ‘lack of will’ he perceived among the countries contributing to 
UNPROFOR to try and reach a political solution to the conflict.

 His call met with no response. 

5867

                                                 

5858 ‘Bosnië wenst u …’ (Bosnia wishes you...), Het Parool, 08/12/93. 

 Briquemont was succeeded on 24 
January by Sir Michael Rose. The 54-year-old British general, who had been in the Coldstream Guards 
and the Special Air Service (SAS), had experience of the Middle East, the Far East, the Falklands War 
and the Northern Ireland conflict. As Commander of the staff college in Camberley he had set up the 
first officers’ course on peacekeeping operations. He was welcomed by Cot with a warning that the 
limit of feasibility had been crossed in the Bosnian conflict. Cot was no less frustrated than 
Briquemont. He objected to the fact that he had to request authorization for air strikes from UN 
headquarters in New York. He declared that ‘the humiliation of the forces of the international 
community has reached a limit and I can no longer accept it’. The UN peacekeeping force in Bosnia 

5859 Peter de Graaf & Wio Joustra, ‘EG-parlement wil vervanging van Lord Owen’ (EC Parliament wants Lord Owen 
replaced), de Volkskrant, 21/01/94. 
5860 Simms, Hour, p. 31. 
5861 ABZ, 911.31, Joegoslavië. Politieke verhoudingen en partijen, Part VII, May 1993 to March 1994. MID (Intelligence), 
Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 71/93, 21/12/93; ‘Frankrijk wil geheel nieuwe aanpak van 
kwestie-Bosnië’ (France wants completely new approach to Bosnia issue), de Volkskrant, 21/01/94. 
5862 ‘Vlaanderen is politieker; Nederland meer ambtelijk’ (Flanders is more political, the Netherlands more official), 
Standaard, 07/02/94. 
5863 Peter de Graaf & Wio Joustra, ‘EG-parlement wil vervanging van Lord Owen’, de Volkskrant, 21/01/94. 
5864 DCBC, 2130. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 01/94, 07/01/94; F. Jensma, ‘Als er 
doden vallen stuur je geen rapporten’ (If there are fatalities you don’t send any reports), NRC Handelsblad, 29/01/94; T. 
Koelé, ‘De frustraties van een VN-generaal’ (The frustrations of a UN general), Trouw, 29/01/94. 
5865 Briquemont, Something, p. 31; C.J., ‘New UNPROFOR command’, International Peacekeeping, Vol. I(1994)(January-
February), p. 25; Hillen, Helmets, pp. 169-170. 
5866 ‘CDA-kamerlid ziet uitzending Lumob niet zitten’ (Christian Democrat MP against Airmob posting), Defensiekrant, 
13/01/94. 
5867 DCBC, 2127. MID, Ontwikkelingen in de voormalige Joegoslavische federatie, 04/94, 18/01/94. 
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had in his view degenerated into ‘a goat tethered to a fence’.5868 Boutros-Ghali in turn considered that 
the French general had crossed the line by insisting that he should have the power to decide on air 
strikes and asked the French Government to remove him from his post.5869

The American administration had since spring 1993 been urging the government in Zagreb and 
the Bosnian Croats to halt their struggle with the Bosnian Muslims.

 On 18 January it was 
announced that Cot would soon be leaving. He was succeeded on 10 March by General Bertrand 
Guillaume de Sauville de Lapresle. 

5870 The American Special Envoy to 
Bosnia, Charles Redman, considered that the key to a diplomatic solution in Bosnia lay in changing the 
power relationships on the ground, which entailed getting the Muslims and the Croats to join forces. 
This would also reduce the number of sides in the negotiations from three to two. The idea was to 
bring about a Muslim-Croat federation which would cover about half the terrain of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, the other half comprising a Serb area within Bosnia.5871 Redman was able to take 
advantage of the situation on the ground in Central Bosnia, where the Croat forces had difficulty 
standing up to the Bosnian Muslims in early 1994. The realization dawned in Zagreb that the Croatian 
Armed forces could not for long conduct a war on two fronts, against the Serbs in Croatia itself and 
against the Muslims in Bosnia.5872 On 18 March delegations from the Bosnian Croats and Muslims 
accordingly signed an agreement in Washington to enter into a federation that could eventually be 
absorbed into a confederation with Croatia. Both the Muslims and the Croats thus gave up some of 
their aspirations, at least for the time being: the Muslims for a unitary state of Bosnia-Hercegovina, and 
the Croats for the creation of a Greater Croatia. In the longer term, however, there was still the 
possibility of both an integrated, sovereign Bosnia-Hercegovina and a Greater Croatia. In exchange for 
this agreement, Tudjman, who had been placed under considerable pressure to agree to the accord by 
the American administration, had been assured of American support to sort out the situation in 
Krajina, for which purpose he could use the men who could leave Bosnia-Hercegovina now that the 
accord had been signed.5873

Although the partnership between the Croats and the Muslims offered fresh perspectives at the 
negotiating table, this did not necessarily mean an improvement in the prospects of the eastern 
enclaves. Peace plans often cast long shadows ahead of them during the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina. 
According to an analysis by the Dutch Internal Security Service at the end of April 1994, it was the 
expectation of an imminent peace breakthrough that had enticed the Serbs to attack Gorazde, 
speculating on the fear of the international community, in particular the United States, of becoming 
involved in fighting. The attack on Gorazde, according to the Service, could be ‘the run-up to fighting 
around other Muslim towns such as Zepa or Srebrenica’.

 An advantage of the Washington accord for the Bosnian Government, 
moreover, was that it made arms supplies to the Bosnian Muslims easier, as they no longer in principle 
had to cross enemy lines. 

5874

The status of the enclaves in the case of a peace settlement was in fact unclear. In early 1994 
both Redman and Owen tried to open discussions once more with the Bosnian Government on giving 
up Srebrenica and Zepa in exchange for other terrain, but again without success.

 

5875

                                                 

5868 Cohen, Hearts, pp. 365-366. 
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Minister Kooijmans it was ‘not the idea to maintain the Safe Areas ad infinitum, or until a miracle 
happened’.5876

Both military events and developments at the negotiating table, then, could affect the presence 
of the Dutch battalion in Srebrenica. It was unclear, however, which body in the Netherlands was 
responsible for monitoring developments around Srebrenica, in the former Yugoslavia and regarding 
crucial concepts such as ‘Safe Area’ and ‘air support’, and for considering the consequences for 
Dutchbat. This was primarily the responsibility of the Foreign and Defence Ministries, and they were 
responsible for properly allocating duties in this regard.

 

5877 Continual monitoring was necessary, not 
only because peacekeeping operations such as UNPROFOR take place in a very unstable environment 
with the conflict still raging and it is unclear how much value should be attached to the sides consenting 
to the presence of a peacekeeping force, but also because it was clear that the Safe Areas were only of a 
temporary nature.5878 Once the decision to send in Dutchbat had been taken, the Foreign Ministry’s 
interest in the battalion waned. After this it was more a matter for the MoD, which is understandable as 
it was the Defence Minister who was politically responsible for the implementation of policy on 
peacekeeping operations.5879 The focus in this part of the Yugoslavia file moved from Foreign Affairs 
to Defence, which was responsible for training, equipping and sending the troops. The issues of 
security, force protection and supplies also involved a strong military component which could not 
primarily be regarded as the responsibility of the Foreign Ministry. When it came to spokesmen, too, 
the emphasis shifted from Foreign Affairs to Defence.5880 The deployment area was a matter that held 
little interest now for the Foreign Ministry, once it had been established that deployment in one of the 
Safe Areas had not been ruled out.5881

The allocation of duties as regards monitoring politically relevant developments was unclear, 
however. Situation reports and threat analyses, provided for example by Intelligence, were discussed in 
the ‘bunker consultations’ between Defence and Foreign Affairs, but there was no clear-cut agreement 
on who should act on important information.

 

5882 In fact there is not much evidence of threat analyses 
in the archives. According to Defence Minister Ter Beek the MoD was responsible for the security 
risks to Dutchbat and the Foreign Ministry for surveying political shifts in the region that could affect 
Dutchbat.5883

‘What I mean by that is, the unstable situation and environment (...) of course 
existed right from the first moment we decided to participate, initially in 
UNPROFOR I in Croatia with our signallers and then with UNPROFOR II in 
Bosnia with our transport battalion. Sending in the airmobile battalion was not 
actually anything new. (...) that’s something I only fully realize now. Of course 
you could ask, why, after the Srebrenica decision, was the level of attention to 
developments not increased? That’s what I meant by no watershed. We just 
continued something that was already going on.’

 Ter Beek, however, did not detect any increase in the attention paid to the area by the 
Military Intelligence Service: 

5884

This was a course of events that the Minister himself could of course have influenced. The Dutch 
Army’s Security Section only stepped up its work on Yugoslavia to a limited extent after Dutchbat was 

 

                                                 

5876 TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, hearing of P. Kooijmans, 25/05/00, p. 114. 
5877 Cf. interview W. Kok, 08/05/00. 
5878 Cf. W.A.M. van Dijk, ‘Nogmaals: Karremans en Dutchbat’, Carré, 18(1995)11, p. 20. 
5879 Cf. TK, 1995-1996, 24 605, Nos. 1 and 2, p. 6. 
5880 Interviews B. Hiensch, 13/07/00, and R. Swartbol, 24/02/99. 
5881 Interviews O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 01/08/97 and P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99. 
5882 Interview H.A.C. van der Zwan, 12/04/00. 
5883 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
5884 Interview A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00. 
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sent out,5885 not at all according to another source.5886

Aside from the fact that in the Dutch administration it is rarely appreciated if one Ministry 
looks over another one’s fence and ‘contributes ideas’, a major factor in the failure to follow and point 
out developments relevant to Dutchbat was the fact that the policy-makers in the Netherlands could 
not imagine that the Serb forces would have the nerve to defy the international community after having 
agreed to the presence of UN troops in the region.

 The Eastern Europe Department of the Foreign 
Ministry also evidently did not consider it had any responsibility for monitoring political developments 
that could be relevant to Dutchbat. 

5887

‘I never thought that. And nothing did happen (to Dutchbat personnel) 
throughout the whole conflict. The only thing that happened was that those 
people were taken hostage. Nothing else happened. There were accidents. 
There were isolated atrocities... but they were not systematic. They (the Serb 
leadership) knew they couldn’t do that... The fear that was so strong in the 
Netherlands, that our soldiers would die there, is something I never shared. 
There was no reason to. After all, nothing happened. It would have been the 
first time.’

 Even Development Cooperation Minister Pronk, 
who had shown in April 1993 that he seriously feared for the fate of the population of Srebrenica, was 
convinced, like Generals Van der Vlis and Couzy, that not much would happen to Dutchbat personnel: 

5888

The Dutch Government authorities, however, more than the governments of other countries, assumed 
that once a unit had been sent out under the auspices of the United Nations it would be purely a matter 
for the international organization. There was a strong conviction that domestic interference in 
UNPROFOR was undesirable. It was not unknown that other governments did interfere, but for the 
Dutch Government this could not be a reason for perpetrating such wickedness.

 

5889 Characteristic of 
the Dutch approach was to ‘rely on the overall picture... The risks were gauged, but the solution was 
sought in someone else’s intervention.’5890 That ‘someone else’ was the UN. This was the reasoning in 
Army Intelligence, for instance, too. The Army’s Intelligence service did not send any reports to 
Dutchbat because it thought that the security of Dutchbat was not a national issue but a matter for the 
UN: ‘(…) it’s absolutely none of your business. You’ve loaned them out, end of story!’5891

This was a high-risk attitude, especially since the United Nations itself was averse to gathering 
intelligence.

 

5892 According to Van Veen Intelligence was ‘not a topic for discussion in New York. 
They’d chuck you out of the building straight away!... That’s how sensitive it is.’5893

                                                 

5885 Interviews J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99, and 10/10/01. 

 Even where other 
governments were prepared to provide the UN with Intelligence – and the UN was prepared to accept 
it – it could not be seen as an objective cross-section of the totality of national information. Particularly 
in an issue such as the former Yugoslavia, on which the thinking and objectives of the United States 
and the European countries had long differed, any Intelligence provided was designed mainly to 

5886 Confidential interview 23. 
5887 Interviews A.L. ter Beek, 13/01/00; H.A. Couzy, 7, 14 and 17/09/98; O. Hattinga van ‘t Sant, 18/07/00; K.A.R. 
Klompenhouwers, 20/01/00; E.A.W. Koestal, 24/05/00; W. Kok, 25/05/00; P.H. Kooijmans, 10/09/99; F.A.M. Majoor, 
19/04/00; C. Minderhoud, 02/06/00; R. Swartbol, 24/02/99; Ter Beek in J. Schepers/R. Siebelink, ‘Relus ter Beek en zijn 
knauwende en wroegende vragen over Srebrenica’ (Relus ter Beek and his biting and remorseful questions on Srebrenica), 
Drentsche Courant, 26/02/00. 
5888 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
5889 This conviction was clear e.g. from the interviews D. Barth, 08/10/99; P. Bas Backer, 22/05/00; G.J.M. Bastiaans, 
20/11/00; and H. van den Heuvel, 05/11/01. 
5890 Interview J. Pronk, 03/04/00. 
5891 Interview J.M.J. Bosch, 10/05/99. 
5892 Appendix Intelligence, Chapter 1; Eriksson, ‘Intelligence’. 
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support national policy objectives. Each country therefore remained at least partly dependent on its 
own Intelligence. 

The solution the Dutch authorities finally sought in order to keep a finger on the pulse of what 
was going on with regard to the Dutch forces was to try to create a national line of command within 
UNPROFOR with the aid of Dutch representatives in key positions.5894 The realization that this was 
necessary had not yet developed to any great extent among the Dutch authorities in late 1993/early 
1994, unlike the British and the French for example.5895 In early 1994, however, the Dutch Government 
succeeded in bagging the post of Chief of Staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command by referring to the 
major Dutch contribution to UNPROFOR.5896

5. Uncertainty as to the remit  

 

On 4 November 1993 a new Mission Statement for the UN peacekeeping operations in Bosnia-
Hercegovina was issued, based on Resolutions 824 and 836 and the Rules of Engagement. The 
Statement included maintaining the status of the Safe Areas, ‘if necessary by the use of force, including 
air support’. The Dutch military lawyer on the staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, Koet, 
considered on the other hand that there were no Safe Areas in Bosnia, for one thing since the condition 
that the parties must guarantee freedom of movement had not been met. He also considered that the 
Mission Statement was incompatible with Resolution 824, which did not refer to ‘safe areas’ but to 
areas regarded as safe. As the new Mission Statement had been issued while he was on leave in the 
Netherlands, he tried to get it changed on his return to Bosnia. With the support of the G3 he 
proposed the following amendment: ‘Maintain the status of the “safe” or “demilitarised” areas … once 
they have been established, if necessary by the use of force, including air support.’5897

Koet’s criticism had its effect on Dutchbat’s preparations. The plans for the airmobile battalion 
stated: 

 

‘The terminology Safe Area is not legally sound; in effect there is (as yet) no 
Safe Area, as the use of force to protect civilians in Dutchbat’s Area of 
Responsibility is not permitted (yet)??, because the UNPROFOR RoE have not 
been amended. Action: SSO/Legal Dept (BLS/Legal Dept.) will investigate the 
legal significance of this term and the substance of the RoE regarding this term 
and then make recommendations (if necessary in consultation with legal adviser 
B/H Cmd) on the terminology to be used.’5898

And Vermeulen wrote to the Dutch Army Crisis Staff: ‘According to the legal experts it is not 
permissible to refer to Safe Areas as there first needs to be agreement between the sides and this has 
never taken place.’

 

5899 The Chief of Staff of Bosnia-Hercegovina Command, however, was not in 
favour of Koet’s proposed amendment. A lot of work had gone into producing the text of the Mission 
Statement and it had meanwhile been sent to all jurisdictions. He decided to leave things as they 
were.5900

                                                 

5894 Interviews G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00, and R.L. ter Beek, 01/12/99. 

 

5895 Interview G.J.M. Bastiaans, 20/11/00. 
5896 ABZ, DPV/ARA/00581, Kooijmans 004 to PR NY, 06/01/94; ibid., Biegman 011 to Kooijmans, 07/01/94; Def, 2246, 
Boutros-Ghali to PR NY, 25/01/94, DPKO/MIL. 
5897 Koet, ‘Adviser’, p. 36. The underlined text is the amendment. 
5898 BLS. Reconnaissance Party I, Points for action following debriefing of log section of reconnaissance party and report of 
ops section of reconnaissance party, internal memorandum from Deputy CS to CS et al., 13/12/93. 
5899 BLS. Reconnaissance Party II, Fax from C.H.P. Vermeulen, C-DB, Lt. Col. of Grenadiers, 11 INFBAT AIRMBL GG 
(APC)/DUTCHBAT, to BLS Attn. Crisis Staff, ‘Verkenningsrapport Srebrenica en Zepa’, 001, 12-12-93. 
5900 Koet, ‘Adviser’, p. 36. 
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Over and against this internal uncertainty there was a desire not to show anything to the outside 
world. At the time of his mission to Bosnia in early November Brinkman spoke of: 

‘...a robust presence there. You have to let the combatants know right away that 
you’re there. If I look at how the French do that and the British, I think we can 
manage fine. If you’re attacked you have to respond immediately. Only then do 
you command respect and they won’t take it into their heads to shoot at you a 
second time.’5901

The robust action also featured in the government’s letter to Parliament on the mission, which stated 
that by sending in a combat unit, unlike in the case of the communications and transport units, Dutch 
soldiers would now play an active role in UNPROFOR’s self-defence. They were bound by the same 
Rules of Engagement, it is true, but because of their remit and weaponry the actions of the air mobile 
battalion could be ‘more robust’.

 

5902

After the Ministerial Council had agreed to send in the airmobile battalion, on 12 November, 
Prime Minister Lubbers told the press that the Rules of Engagement could be ‘more robust’ as far as 
the government was concerned. What he meant by this, however, he was not willing to say.

 

5903

Couzy said in an interview with the authoritative Jane’s Defence Weekly at the time Dutchbat was 
sent out that Dutchbat would take strong action if its troops were attacked: ‘If attacked, we will defend 
ourselves with our .50 machine guns. The UN’s Rules of Engagement are interpreted differently. There 
are countries which have a policy of sitting it out, closing the hatches and backing off. We on the other 
hand will be very firm.’

 

5904 The instructions for spokesmen on the Dutchbat mission also discussed the 
Rules of Engagement. If asked about the rules on the use of force, a spokesman could refer to the last 
version of the Rules of Engagement of 19 July 1993, which mentioned the use of force ‘to offer 
resistance to determined incursions by soldiers and paramilitary units into UNPAs or Safe Areas’. 
According to these instructions the Rules of Engagement were ‘very clear’.5905

But things were not so clear: when the quartermasters set off on 27 January Battalion 
Commander Vermeulen distanced himself from the term ‘more robust action’, while at the same time 
saying that the Rules of Engagement permitted ‘only shooting to protect one’s own person, the persons 
of the population being protected and one’s own property’.

 

5906 ‘I am permitted to regard people in my 
safe-keeping (this referred to the Muslims in Srebrenica) as mine’, said Vermeulen.5907 Soon after 
arriving in Srebrenica, Dutchbat asked Bosnia-Hercegovina Command how to respond in the event of 
a direct attack on the enclave: ‘Were we supposed, as a UN unit, to regard this enclave as a ‘Safe Area’ 
and therefore defend the area? Or should we just watch, and only pick up our weapons if the Bosnian 
Serbs threatened us directly?’5908 Dutchbat was not given any clear answer. They fell back on their 
Standing Operating Procedure (SOP), fixed instructions from the UN, which provided in such cases 
that Dutchbat would act as an onlooker if an enclave was captured.5909

                                                 

5901 Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Vragen over nieuw bataljon in Bosnië’ (Questions about new battalion in Bosnia), NRC 
Handelsblad, 11/11/93. 

 There was a discrepancy, then, 

5902 TK, 1993-1994, 22 181, No. 64. 
5903 Willebrord Nieuwenhuis, ‘Luchtmobiele brigade nog niet inzetten’ (Airmobile Brigade not to be deployed yet), NRC 
Handelsblad, 12/11/93. 
5904 Delaere, ‘Interview’, p. 32. 
5905 CDPO/GNKD. Chief of Army Crisis Staff to Junior Commanders BLS and Directors of Army Staff, 11/02/94, 
OZ/7806. 
5906 ‘VN-bataljon vertrekt ondanks vage belofte van Karadzic’ (UN battalion to set off despite vague promise by Karadzic), 
Trouw, 28/01/94. 
5907 Wio Joustra & Hans Moleman, ‘Ik wil niet dat mijn mannekes risico lopen’ (I don’t want my men to run any risk), de 
Volkskrant, 28/01/94. See also ‘Luchtmobiel bataljon ontfermt zich zonodig met geweld over burgers’ (Airmobile battalion 
takes care of civilians by force if necessary), ANP, 27/01/94, 12:35. 
5908 Jellema, First-in, p. 136. 
5909 Jellema, First-in, p. 137. 
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between the impression of Dutchbat’s remit as given in the Netherlands and the battalion’s own 
interpretation of its remit, which was subsequently to cause a lot of confusion and misunderstanding. 

6. Conclusion 

Once the government had decided to send out the airmobile battalion, and Parliament had agreed, 
there were a number of problems and uncertainties before the battalion deployed. Two weeks after the 
decision it was established that Dutchbat would be assigned Srebrenica and Zepa as deployment areas, 
two Safe Areas which other governments were not interested in, to put it mildly. Militarily these were 
not attractive locations as far as the Dutch Government was concerned either, but given the political 
history it was unlikely that the Netherlands would refuse this ‘honourable, not easy but certainly 
feasible, task’. 

Some officers, when considering the deployment of the airmobile battalion, had taken into 
account the fact that this part of the Army needed to prove itself and they had no desire to entertain 
the question of whether a wrong choice might have been made in the recent past at the expense of the 
armoured infantry. The decision Van der Vlis and Couzy made at an early stage, to opt for light 
weaponry in the form of YPRs with .50 machine guns instead of 20 mm guns, was in line with this step: 
the airmobile battalion must not come to resemble an armoured infantry battalion. Thus the decision 
made in the early 1990s as a matter of political strategy, in favour of airmobile and against armoured 
infantry, significantly influenced the nature of the mission to Srebrenica. 

The fact that the airmobile battalion could not defend the ‘safe area’ of Srebrenica by itself was 
crystal clear to most politicians and military men, even if lack of clarity in the formulation of Dutchbat’s 
remit might produce different expectations among the Dutch population. The Safe Areas were more a 
political than a military concept, however. Nevertheless ministers and MPs strongly believed in the 
feasibility of securing their defence with the aid of air support. At the time of the decision to send 
Dutchbat they ignored a host of problems with, and obstacles to, such support which were already 
well-known by then, such as the terrain, the ground mist, the height at which aircraft had to fly, the 
limited time aircraft had to operate over Bosnia, the risk of ground forces being taken hostage and the 
long lines of command any request for air support had to negotiate. What was particularly disregarded 
was the fact that the use of air support or air strikes was not a purely military decision: the use of air 
power, for instance, could not work if negotiations were taking place, or it could jeopardize the 
essentially humanitarian nature of the UNPROFOR operation in Bosnia. Couzy warned about this, in 
both November 1993 and January 1994, but after a series of previous public utterances from the 
Commander of the Land Forces the Defence Ministry and Parliament had developed a reflex to gag the 
General rather than inquire into what he had to say. 

Despite worrying signals about events and developments that could be relevant to the presence 
of Dutch servicemen in Srebrenica there was no change in policy. The decision to send Dutchbat was 
in a way the almost inevitable result of the Dutch Government’s stance, especially since summer 1992. 
Backing out after the decision had been made was even more difficult, and pulling the troops out of 
Srebrenica impossible, given the stand the Dutch Government had adopted hitherto and the 
expectations the Dutch presence had aroused among the population of Srebrenica. That the concern 
was no greater than it had been in April 1994 after the Gorazde crisis was due mainly to credulity. 
Firstly there was the trust in the UN, that what it did was well done. There was insufficient realization 
that the UN is the sum of the nations, not a harmonious whole. Secondly, trust in the therapeutic effect 
of the UN was projected onto the Bosnian Serb authorities: it seemed unthinkable that they would 
want to defy the international organization. 

Such over-optimistic expectations also contributed to the failure of all but a few authorities in 
the Netherlands to feel responsible for monitoring relevant political and military developments, in the 
Yugoslavia region and internationally, and analysing them for their significance to the Dutch presence 
in Srebrenica. The strong independence of the Ministries also seems to have contributed to this. Once 
the decision to send Dutchbat had been taken, the emphasis as regards involvement shifted from the 
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Foreign Ministry to the Defence Ministry. The military Intelligence services of both the Ministry of 
Defence and the Army did not concern themselves to any appreciably greater extent with 
developments in the former Yugoslavia as a result of the Dutchbat mission. Individuals in the Dutch 
administration did undoubtedly concern themselves with the fate of the battalion after it was sent out at 
the beginning of 1994, but for the government as a whole it was to some extent a case of ‘out of sight, 
out of mind’. 

 


	Introduction to Part I
	Chapter 1 Europe confronted with war in Slovenia: June-July 1991
	1. War in Slovenia: ‘not worth the life of a single Serbian soldier’
	2. David and Goliath: A public relations coup
	3. ‘Europe’s hour’
	4. National positions within the European Community
	5. The Netherlands as EC chairman despite itself
	6. The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs
	7. Hans van den Broek: pros and cons of a long period in office
	8. Brioni: success or make-believe?
	9. Dutch assessment of the future of Yugoslavia
	10. Division along ethnic boundaries?

	Chapter 2 The war in Croatia and the western reaction
	1. Consequences of the war in Slovenia for the subsequent course of the Yugoslavian conflict
	2. The action of the JNA in Croatia
	3. The JNA in relation to the Serbian military and security organizations
	4. Intermezzo: the nature and form of the conflict
	5. Intermezzo continued: the unknown Balkans
	6. The early intervention debate in the Netherlands
	7. Further problems of the Dutch EC presidency surrounding the monitoring mission
	8. Dutch energy against the background of the Bonn-Paris axis
	9. The Yugoslavia conference in The Hague

	Chapter 3 Recognition of Croatia and Slovenia and the significance of that for Bosnia
	1. After Rome, an independent German initiative after all?
	2. The history of Bosnia-Hercegovina
	3. Alija Izetbegovic’s political career
	4. Radovan Karadzic’s political career
	5. Election contest in Bosnia in 1990
	6. New political relations in Bosnia
	7. The consequences of the war in Croatia for Bosnia
	8. Serb preparations for war
	9. Towards independence for Bosnia-Hercegovina
	10. Recognition by the European Community and the United States
	11. Fears for Bosnia
	12. The EC and the Dutch Presidency: an assessment
	13. Conclusion: The role of the Dutch EC Presidency with regard to the conflict

	Chapter 4 UNPROFOR and the Dutch contribution
	1. United Nations peace operations: peacekeeping and peace-enforcing
	2. The UN peacekeeping force in Croatia: a new round with new nationalists
	3. The previous history of Dutch contributions to peacekeeping operations
	4. Dutch participation in a peacekeeping force in Croatia
	5. Defence in a changed world
	6. Dutch troops to Yugoslavia: ‘a responsible and acceptable risk’

	Chapter 5 The start of the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina: March 1992 – May 1992
	1. New plans for dividing up Bosnia-Hercegovina
	2. The referendum in Bosnia
	3. The Cutileiro Plan and its thwarting by the Americans
	4. The recognition of the multi-ethnic Bosnia-Hercegovina
	5. The start of the war
	6. Ethnic cleansing in Bosnia
	7. The response of the international community
	8. The ‘withdrawal’ of the JNA, the creation of the VRS and the rise of Mladic
	9. The Dutch attitude to the war in Bosnia
	10. More American involvement?
	11. The political and military situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina
	12. Political changes in Belgrade
	13. Conclusion

	Chapter 6 Emotionalization of the debate following reports about the camps (‘Omarska’): June 1992 – August 1992
	1. The peace mission begins its task in Bosnia; UNPROFOR-II gets underway
	2. New security structures in the conflict
	3. The grand French gesture: Mitterrand goes to Sarajevo
	4. Aid overland to Sarajevo?
	5. Refugee streams and policies relating to them
	6. Reporting on the complicated relations in Bosnia
	7. First information about camps in north-western Bosnia
	8. The warring factions’ public relations
	9. Trnopolje: the famous pictures
	10. The consequences of the pictures in the Netherlands: a stronger call for intervention
	11. Doubts about the images from Trnopolje
	12. Increasing readiness to initiate military intervention before the Trnopolje images
	13. Opponents of intervention after the images of Trnopolje
	14. The somewhat longer term after Trnopolje: the Netherlands is willing, but the rest of the world …
	15. Sights on the airmobile brigade
	16. The London conference
	17. Debate in Parliament, 27 August: resistance to ‘hypocrisy’
	18. Conclusion

	Chapter 7 The Autumn after ‘London’: September 1992 – October 1992
	1. After ‘London’
	2. Humanitarian aid after London
	3. Bosnia-Hercegovina Command in Sarajevo
	4. To shoot or not to shoot?
	5. The transport company and the Dutch image problem
	6. Confusion about the Rules of Engagement
	7. The No-Fly Zones
	8. En route to the Tribunal
	9. The continuation on the debate on intervention in the Netherlands
	10. Conclusion

	Chapter 8 Safe Areas as spin-offs from humanitarian action, November – December 1992
	1. Apathy
	2. The idea of safe regions
	3. A month of meetings
	4. Kooijmans takes over from Van den Broek
	5. Appeasement or enforcement?
	6. Panic and the presidential elections in Serbia: a lost chance for the West?
	7. Conclusion

	Chapter 9 The rapes in Bosnia and the Vance-Owen peace plan, January-February 1993
	1. Campaigns in the Netherlands
	2. Rapes in Bosnia: a new theme in the media
	3. ‘If oil is a reason to go to war, then these rapes certainly are’
	4. ‘The objective has been achieved: everyone knows that it is happening’
	5. A tribunal for Yugoslavia
	6. The Vance-Owen peace plan
	7. Milosevic as an apostle of peace
	8. The consequences of the change of administration in the United States
	9. Developments in Bosnia itself
	10. The Dutch response to the Vance-Owen plan
	11. Enforcement or implementation of the peace plan
	12. Conclusion

	Chapter 10 Srebrenica under siege
	1. Interdepartmental coordination
	2. No willingness to enforce the Vance-Owen plan
	3. The Parliament debate of 9 March 1993
	4. Pressure to deploy a ‘grossly exorbitant showpiece’
	5. Ter Beek’s visit to Bosnia
	6. The Prime Minister and the Ministry of General Affairs
	7. Srebrenica under siege
	8. Enforcing the no-fly zone
	9. Red alert for Srebrenica
	10. A Safe Area

	Chapter 11 Bankruptcy of the international community – the Netherlands as a catalyser: May to July 1993
	1. Gloomy prospects for the Vance-Owen plan
	2. The Dutch Government en route to the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade
	3. The rejection of the Vance-Owen plan
	4. Parliament almost unanimous in requiring the deployment of the Airmobile Brigade
	5. Christopher’s trip
	6. The Airmobile Brigade in the debate about the Priorities Memorandum
	7. The Van Vlijmen and Van Traa motion
	8. A joint programme of action
	9. Detailing the concept of ‘safe areas’
	10. Resolution 836: What protection?
	11. Security with the aid of air support
	12. Troops for the Safe Areas
	13. ‘Silly Sod’ and the Netherlands’ role as a catalyser
	14. The logistics unit not achievable
	15. The preparation of the Airmobile Brigade for deployment in Bosnia
	16. The protection of the Safe Areas: ‘I think that that will work’
	17. ‘The bankruptcy of the international community’
	18. Conclusion

	Chapter 12 The Owen-Stoltenberg plan: June 1993 - September 1993
	1. The strangulation of Sarajevo and the NATO decision
	2. The Owen-Stoltenberg Plan and the Western position
	3. Izetbegovic in difficulties
	4. The further progress of the negotiations
	5. The Dutch response to the plan
	6. Conclusion

	Chapter 13 Offering the Airmobile Brigade: August 1993 – November 1993
	1. Presented with pride and accepted with gratitude
	2. Deterioration of international relations
	3. Preliminary reconnaissance
	4. Government decision to deploy
	5. Parliament decides

	Chapter 14 Interim balance
	1. Wrong perceptions
	2. Faulty set of instruments
	3. Shifting objectives
	4. The Dutch approach to the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia
	5. Two kinds of ethics

	Chapter 15 Problems with implementation
	1. The deployment area
	2. The strength of the weaponry: .50 or 25 mm?
	3. The expectations regarding air support
	4. Bad omens
	5. Uncertainty as to the remit
	6. Conclusion




