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Nine years after the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement, there are still some 310,000 
people internally displaced in Bosnia and Herzegovina. One million internally displaced 
people (IDPs) and refugees have returned to their homes since the end of the conflict in 
1995, representing half of those displaced during the war. But state institutions are still di-
vided along ethnic lines and the political debate is dominated by ethnic issues. This per-
petuates an environment of widespread discrimination in virtually all areas of public life, 
which in turn constitutes a serious obstacle to return. As a result, the access of IDPs to em-
ployment, education, social and economic rights and justice in return areas remains af-
fected by their ethnicity. On the other hand, considerable progress has been made during 
the past years, albeit under heavy pressure from the international community. The property 
restitution process has been almost completed, and the education reform has reduced the 
level of discrimination in schools. The State Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees is now 
fully responsible for the implementation of Annex VII, the Dayton provisions for the right of 
return and the coordination of reconstruction assistance. The remaining displaced persons 
are among the most vulnerable in the country and their return requires particular support 
and assistance. Having supported the return process since 1995, donors are increasingly 
directing funds to other priorities. The continued involvement of the international commu-
nity is still required to ensure the sustainability of returns in Bosnia and Herzegovina. At 
the same time, it is now up to the national authorities to take their fate in their own hands 
and lead the country in the interests of all its citizens. This requires the strengthening of 
state-level institutions, going beyond the interests of the ethnically-based entities, and the 
establishment of a genuinely self-sustainable state.   
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 Source: UNHCR statistics 

IDPs in BiH 1995-2004

0

200000

400000

600000

800000

1000000

1200000

IDPs Fed. BiH 450,000 500,000 487,300 462,500 236,000 170,000 141,250 125,936

IDPs Rep. Srpska 366,000 360,000 343,500 331,000 212,500 185,000 168,550 163,604

Total IDPs BiH 1,097,900 760,146 816,000 860,000 838,000 793,500 470,500 375,000 329,500 309,240

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004



Bosnia and Herzegovina: state-building key to overcome ethnic division and             24 March 2005 
solve displacement issue         
  
 

3 

Background and main causes 
 
Large-scale displacement in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (Bosna i Hercegovina, BiH) 
resulted from the conflict that erupted in 
1992, following the collapse of the So-
cialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. 
Refusing to live with other ethnic groups 
in an independent Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Serb forces (paramilitary units, mi-
litia and police) supported by formations 
of the mainly Serb Yugoslav Army, con-
ducted an integrated campaign of ethnic 
cleansing across the country. The objec-
tive was to create territorial continuity 
between Serb-dominated areas in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Serbia. Serious 
violations of humanitarian law were 
committed during the conflict, including 
large-scale expulsion of civilians, sys-
tematic rape, indiscriminate attacks and 
mass murder. Although officially united 
in an alliance against Bosnian Serbs, the 
two other ethnic groups in the country, 
the Bosnian Croats and, to a lesser extent, 
the Bosnian Muslims (Bosniacs) also at-
tempted to create homogenous ethnic ar-
eas through the forced displacement of 
civilians.  
 
By the end of the conflict in 1995, more 
than two million people had been up-
rooted (UNHCR, 6 February 2003). Ap-
proximately half of them fled abroad, 
while the other half became internally 
displaced (OHCHR, 16 June 2003, 
para.21). Additional displacement of over 
60,000 people occurred between 1996 
and 1999 following the transfer of territo-
ries between the two entities that now 
make up Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Republika Srpska (RS) and the Federa-
tion (OHCHR, 17 March 1998).  
 

The Dayton Peace Agreement, signed in 
December 1995, enshrined the right of 
the displaced persons to return to their 
homes of origin (Annex VII). To facili-
tate the exercise of this right, the agree-
ment provides for a strong international 
presence, comprising a civilian office 
headed by the High Representative, as a 
well as a NATO-led military force. The 
agreement also called for the creation of a 
mechanism to ensure the enforcement of 
the property rights of the displaced, 
namely the Commission for Real Prop-
erty Claims. 
 
The number of displaced decreased sig-
nificantly the first year following the war, 
reflecting mainly the large-scale return of 
IDPs to areas where the ir ethnic group 
constituted the majority. As conditions 
were not conducive for so-called minority 
returns, i.e. the return of IDPs to areas 
where they would live as a minority, the 
decrease of the displaced population 
slowed down during the following years. 
The improvement of the security situa-
tion and the acceleration of property re-
possession process from 2000 on led to a 
short but dramatic increase in the pace of 
returns, before the return rate levelled off 
again in 2003 and 2004, mainly due to 
the fact that the remaining cases are the 
most difficult to solve and many IDPs 
may not want to return any longer. At the 
end of 2004, an estimated 309,000 people 
remained internally displaced in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina: approximately 163,000 
IDPs in Republika Srpska, 126,000 in the 
Federation, and 20,000 in the Brcko Dis-
trict (UNHCR, December 2004; HRW, 
January 2004, p.2). 
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Return decreases amidst national-
ist obstruction of reforms 
 
In 2004, the number of returnees (IDPs 
and refugees) reached the landmark of 
one million, or half of those displaced 
during the war. As of December 2004, 
the return figure stands at approximately 
1,005,000, including 565,000 internally 
displaced persons. Half of those who re-
turned have done so in areas where they 
are in a minority. These minority returns 
have been among the most difficult cha l-
lenges faced by the international commu-
nity in its efforts to reverse the ethnic 
partition of the country. In that light, the 
overall minority return figure can be con-
sidered an achievement even though the 
decrease in return movement continued in 
2004. Out of a total of 20,390 returns in 
2004, some 12,000 IDPs were able to go 
back to areas where they did not belong 
to a dominant ethnic group, compared to 
30,000 in 2003. (UNHCR, 31 December 
2004, UNHCR November 2003). It is, 
however, important to note that return in 
2004 took place to areas of RS worst hit 
by the conflict such as Srebrenica, Bratu-
nac and Zvornik. The decrease of the re-
turn rate suggests that most of those who 
wanted to return have done so (UNHCR, 
21 September 2004; HRW, 1 January 
2004, p.2). After long years of displace-
ment many have integrated locally but 
are still registered as IDPs. A new regis-
tration exercise to be completed early in 
2005 should give a better estimate of the 
number of IDPs still in need of durable 
solutions.  
 
Those still wishing to return are among 
the most vulnerable (the elderly, female 
heads of household, traumatised ind i-
viduals) for whom the decision is much 
more difficult to make in view of the cur-

rent obstacles to sustainable return. Funds 
for durable solutions such as reconstruc-
tion or income-generating activities are 
essential for these vulnerable individuals. 
However, the availability of such funds is 
falling every year, threatening to under-
mine the return movement and its sus-
tainability (UNHCR, COP, 2005, p.3). 
 
The country’s overall positive record on 
return can largely be attributed to the de-
termination of the international commu-
nity to overcome political obstruction 
from nationalist forces. The High Repre-
sentative frequently had to impose legis-
lation or remove officials to ensure 
implementation of the Dayton agreement. 
However, almost ten years after the sign-
ing of the peace agreement, the interna-
tional community is in the process of 
preparing its exit strategy. This process 
needs to be accompanied by the strength-
ening state institutions and the transfer of 
certain powers to the federal level. The 
Dayton peace agreement assigned state-
like powers to the two ethnically-based 
entities. But this arrangement, seen as 
expedient at the time, is now proving to 
be an obstacle to further reconciliation 
and the building of a state developing and 
implementing policies that benefit all 
citizens regardless of their ethnicity. The 
current concentration of competences at 
the entity level also directly affects the 
displacement situation, as it leads to an 
ethnic bias in key policies areas such as 
defence, education and police, which 
constitutes a serious obstacle to minority 
returns. (Solioz, 2003, Ducasse-Rogier, 
2004, USDOS, 28 February 2005, Sec-
tion 2. d).  
 
Several reforms reinforcing state compe-
tencies and undertaken as part of the 
European accession process have started 
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to address these obstacles in the areas of 
justice, defence and education. However, 
this process had to be driven by the inter-
national community amidst strong inter-
nal opposition. Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is at a turning point, and it is essential 
that its politicians finally take ownership 
of the reforms. This is the only way to 
“close the regional and internal displace-
ment chapter in the region” as promised 
in February 2005 by the authorities of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and 
Serbia-Montenegro. 
 
 
Overall security improves but pre-
carious living conditions hinder 
return 
 
The living conditions for IDPs and mi-
nority returnees are generally precarious. 
National authorities have identified dis-
placed persons as one of the groups most 
vulnerable to poverty. According to a 
Poverty Reduction Strategy paper drafted 
by Bosnian authorities and adopted in 
February 2004, displaced persons consti-
tute around 45 per cent of the extremely 
poor in the Federation, while in the RS 
the proportion is 21 per cent (PRSP, 30 
May 2003, Sect. 2B, UNHCR, October 
2004, p.6). Vulnerable segments of the 
IDP population include those whose 
property has not been rebuilt and who are 
unable to access reconstruction assis-
tance. Many IDPs have had to vacate 
properties they temporarily occupied in 
order to allow for the return of the origi-
nal owners of the property without hav-
ing a solution of their own (UNHCR, 
July 2003, para.23). In the absence of a 
functioning social housing system, many 
of these people end up in critical situa-
tions. 
 

The displaced population, particularly 
female-headed households and Roma as 
well as minority returnees, have faced 
particular difficulties in asserting their 
social and economic rights during the 
post-war years (UNHCR, December 
2004, p.279). Another category at risk are 
refugees who were sent back by their asy-
lum countries but have been unable to 
return to their place of origin. They are de 
facto displaced persons but do not have 
the corresponding status and are therefore 
denied access to the rights and entitle-
ments of IDPs (UNHCR, January 2005, 
p.10) 
 
Though the necessary legal framework is 
in place, enforcement of the respective 
laws and agreements remains limited 
(OHR, 13 October 2003, para.50). The 
IDP population in particular lacks infor-
mation regarding their rights and how to 
exercise them (UNHCR June 2003). The 
existence of separate welfare systems in 
each entity has created immense difficul-
ties for returnees who run the risk of los-
ing their entitlements or receiving lower 
benefits upon return to an entity different 
from the place of displacement. Lack of 
inter-entity cooperation on pension and 
health insurance systems, for example, 
remains a problem that hinders return 
(Federation Ombudsman, March 2003, 
OHCHR, 22 September 2004, p.5).  
 
For many displaced persons and minority 
returnees, limited access to employment 
opportunities is a factor in the decision 
not to return to their pre-war community 
(OHR, 13 October 2003, para.51). In 
2004, the unemployment rate stood at 50 
per cent (UNHCR, January 2005, p.10). 
Limited employment opportunities are 
compounded by widespread discrimina-
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tion based on ethnicity, political affilia-
tion, national origin and gender.  
 
Physical security has steadily improved 
over the years and is satisfactory in most 
return locations. In 2004, 135 return-
related incidents were reported; 56 in the 
RS, 73 in the Federation and six in 
Brcko. However displaced persons con-
tinue to mention security as an issue and 
serious incidents continue to occur 
against minority returnees and their prop-
erty in various areas of the country. There 
are concerns that the local police and the 
judiciary are often slow to investigate and 
punish such incidents. Even though the 
situation improved in 2004, efforts are 
still required, in particular in RS, to rein-
force the multi-ethnicity of police forces 
in order to develop trust between poten-
tial returnees and law-enforcement offi-
cials. The failure of the authorities, 
especially in the RS, to arrest and prose-
cute war criminals affects the sense of 
security of potential returnees. The lack 
of effective witness protection for those 
intending to testify before court and the 
presence of war criminals freely moving 
around and sometimes working for local 
administrations constitutes a clear deter-
rent to return, particularly for witnesses 
of war crimes and traumatised individu-
als (UNHCR, Country operation plan, 
January 2005, p.3; USDOS, 28 February 
2005, HRW, 1 January 2004). It was only 
after intense pressure by the High Repre-
sentative that the RS transferred its first 
war criminal to The Hague in January 
2005. On the positive side, an important 
step towards reconciliation was made 
with the publication of a report on the 
Srebrenica massacre, in which the RS 
authorities acknowledged their respons i-
bility and apologised to the victims' fami-
lies (USDOS, 28 February 2005). 

  
Land mines pose a significant barrier to 
the safe return of displaced persons and 
refugees, as well as to the development of 
economic activity and reconstruction of 
the country. The majority of current re-
turns are taking place to rural areas where 
agriculture and cattle-breeding are essen-
tial means of subsistence (MHRR, De-
cember 2004, p.68). In 2004, 41 mine 
accidents took place, 18 affecting return-
ees (UNHCR, January 2005, p.6). The 
authorities in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
have identified 18,600 minefields, only 
60 per cent of the actual number of mined 
areas (Landmine monitor report, 18 No-
vember 2004). The Ministry of Civil Af-
fairs is responsible for the 
implementation of the BiH mine action 
plan which intends to prioritise de-
mining in return areas. However, funds 
allocated to de-mining are clearly insuffi-
cient for the scope of the problem and 
international financial support is strongly 
needed (UNHCR, January 2005, p.6). 
 
 
Property and education: two key 
reforms to encourage return 
 
The repossession of properties occupied 
during and since the war has been in-
strumental in unlocking the return proc-
ess. Property repossession has been a 
success story underlining the determina-
tion of the international community to 
overcome nationalist obstruction. 
Amendments to property legislation were 
imposed by the High Representative on 
several occasions on both entities in the 
country. The High Representative has 
also made use of his power to remove 
local officials obstructing the implemen-
tation of the property legislation. A more 
systematic monitoring of the implementa-
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tion of property laws by local authorities 
was launched in 1999 when all relevant 
international organisations agreed to co-
ordinate their efforts by setting up the 
Property Law Implementation Plan 
(PLIP). Property repossession gave a 
strong signal to those occupying property 
that accommodation rights acquired dur-
ing the war were void and would be re-
versed, while opening new perspective of 
return for the displaced. As of the end of 
2004 the repossession process was almost 
completed. More than 99 per cent of first 
instance decisions have been issued 
(OHR, 13 April 2004) and 120 of 129 
municipalities have now finished prop-
erty restitution in their jurisdiction. How-
ever, some problems have been reported 
in the implementation of sensitive cases 
such as military apartments. There are 
also concerns with the cases that the 
Commission for Real Property Claims 
could not solve before it was closed at the 
end of 2003.  
 
For years the situation in the education 
sector has represented a serious obstacle 
to return. Schools have had classes where 
children are separated based on their eth-
nicity. Separate curricula with strong na-
tionalist contents were taught in different 
places of the country. As a result, many 
families would split, with one parent re-
turning and the children staying in the 
place of displacement to be able to follow 
the curriculum corresponding to their 
ethnicity. Or else children would return 
with their parents and travel long dis-
tances by bus to attend school for the 
same purpose. Since 2002, serious efforts 
have been made to address discrimination 
at school and develop an egalitarian edu-
cation system, with curricula designed at 
state level away from the “ethnic” influ-
ence of the entities. An “Interim agree-

ment on accommodation of specific 
needs and rights of returnee children” 
was signed in March 2002 between En-
tity Ministers of Education, and an edu-
cation reform was launched the same 
year. In 2004, these initiatives increased 
the number of returnee children attending 
school in their place of return thanks to 
teaching of national subjects, recruitment 
of minority teachers and establishment of 
a common core curriculum. 
 
However many challenges remain. Even 
though authorities stopped financing bus-
sing of children to other entities by the 
end of the 2003-2004 school year, some 
parents have organised transportation 
themselves. Education is still organised 
along ethnic lines and there are still 52 
“two schools under one roof” where chil-
dren are segregated according to ethnicity 
(CoE, 4 February 2005, par.81). The im-
plementation of a framework state- law on 
primary and secondary education was 
faced with such strong opposition in cer-
tain (mainly Croat) Cantons, that the 
High Representative had to impose the 
necessary amendments in July 2004 
(OHR, 8 July 2004). Bosnian Croat rep-
resentatives then challenged the amend-
ments before the Constitutional Court 
alleging a violation of their “vital inter-
ests”. In November 2004, the Court ruled 
that the amendments were not violating 
any vital interests and the amendments 
finally entered into force (OSCE, 17 Feb-
ruary 2005, p.5) 
 
 
National response 
 
The primary responsibility for imple-
menting the Peace Agreement lies with 
the authorities of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina. Under Annex VII of Dayton, the 
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two entities and national and local au-
thorities are responsible for upholding the 
right of displaced people to return and 
repossess their pre-war homes, as well as 
ensuring suitable conditions for return. 
However, the international community 
has had to intervene repeatedly over the 
years to overcome local obstruction to 
return. Since January 2004 Bosnia and 
Herzegovina took over full responsibility 
from the international community for im-
plementing Annex VII. A “Strategy of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina for implementa-
tion of Annex VII” was adopted by the 
Peace Implementation Council and BiH 
Council of Minister early in 2003. Ac-
cording to the Office of the High Repre-
sentative, the authorities are successfully 
implementing the strategy (OHR, 18 No-
vember 2004, par.16). A return fund has 
been established at state level where ent i-
ties and the state contribute in order to 
finance return projects in municipalities 
selected by the BiH State Commission 
for Refugees (SCR). The “Strategy” has 
reinforced the competencies of the state 
on return-related issues. In order to de-
termine priority areas, the state Ministry 
for Human Rights and Refugees has 
launched a public call to refugees and 
displaced persons to apply for support for 
reconstruction and return. As of Novem-
ber 2004, over 23,000 families had regis-
tered, which indicates interest in return 
and a significant need for reconstruction 
assistance. In 2004, the authorities pro-
vided around €18 million to rebuild 2,000 
housing units in 42 municipalities. Thirty 
will be financed as joint projects (Bosnia 
and Herzegovina funds) and 12 through 
SUTRA projects (see below). With re-
gard to the requirement to create sustain-
able conditions for return, the Ministry 
for Human Rights and Refugees authori-
ties acknowledge their difficulty in ha r-

monising social welfare entitlements due 
to the resistance of the two entities 
(MHRR, December 2004, pp. 9, 20, 41). 
 
 
International response: from hu-
manitarian assistance to develop-
ment 
 
Since 1995, the international community 
has maintained a massive presence in the 
country to ensure the implementation of 
the peace agreement by all parties under 
the supervision of the High Representa-
tive. The Dayton agreement made 
UNHCR the lead agency for the return of 
refugees and displaced persons. A strong 
coordination effort through an inter-
agency framework, the PLIP, allowed 
achieving considerable success in the 
property restitution process. The overall 
coordination of return and reconstruction 
was ensured, until 2003, through the Re-
construction and Return Task Force, 
which comprised humanitarian and hu-
man rights agencies, development actors 
such as UNDP and the World Bank, and 
key donors (OHR 2003). 
 
Nine years after the signing of the peace 
agreement, the focus of the international 
community has clearly moved from a 
humanitarian to a development agenda. 
This process is supported by the SUTRA 
Framework, a UNDP/EU initiative aim at 
handing responsibility for all aspects of 
return to the local authorities (UNDP, 
January 2003). 
 
The steady decrease in the involvement 
of the international community and in the 
provision of international funds since 
2002 has resulted in the reduction of pro-
grammes that specifically provide sup-
port to IDPs wishing to exercise their 
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right to return. There is concern that the 
international community in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina may be prematurely wrap-
ping up the return process precisely at a 
point when reconstruction and reintegra-
tion assistance is most needed (IHF, 6-7 
October 2003, p.64; UNHCR, 1 Septem-
ber 2003, p.1; HRW, 1 January 2004, 
p.4). As donor funds decline, it is likely 
that the available resources will not be 
sufficient (PRSP, 30 May 2003, Section 
5.4.3). International organisations have 
stressed the necessity of donor funding 
for the reconstruction of housing, infra-
structure, schools and health facilities to 
meet the needs of vulnerable displaced 
individuals (AI, 1 October 2003, Reuters 
17 December 2003).  The continued in-
volvement of the international commu-
nity is crucial to ensure the sustainability 
of returns in the country. 

Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in Bos-
nia & Herzegovina. The full country pro-
file is available online here. 

http://www.db.idpproject.org/Sites/idpSurvey.nsf/wCountries/Bosnia+and+Herzegovina
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million people around the globe, who have been displaced within their own country as a 
result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in some 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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