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New political intiatives marked the last month of post-Yugoslav politics. In mid-April, the new Croatian President, Ivo Josipović, visited Sarajevo and delivered a major speech in which he expressed deep regret for Croatian politics towards Bosnia-Herzegovina in the early 1990s. This gesture was much welcomed by both Bosnian leadership and international community. Less enthusiastic were reactions back home. The ruling party, Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) even condemned President’s speech, arguing that it had a potential of “adding Croatia to the list of aggressors” in the wars of Yugoslav disintegration of the 1990s. The HDZ deputy leader, Andrija Hebrang, pointed out that President Josipović’s expression of regret (not of apology, as President himself clarified in the immediate aftermath of the event) would do little to help former Bosnian Croat leadership, which is currently under trial in the Hague’s Tribunal for crimes committed during the conflict in former Yugoslavia. Criticism continued in the media under influence of staunch nationalists and sovereignists and was reminiscent of the rhetoric and contents that had last been seen in the early 1990s. Jelena Lovrić, the chief political commentator of Jutarnji list, called some of these comments a “return to the hysterical rhetorics and atmosphere of the 1990s”.  

Nevertheless, such a return to the past is very unlikely to succeed, not least because there is no support for any such a turnabout in Croatian public opinion. President Josipović, who had won the elections only three months ago with 60 percent of the vote remains the most popular Croatian politician. His popularity remained intact – and was in fact only enhanced – by his speech in Sarajevo. In addition, President Josipović has managed to establish himself as the most desirable address for those in Croatia – and there is an increasing number of them – who feel disappointed and perhaps even threatened with current economic and social downturn. Being a candidate of the opposition Social Democratic Party (SDP), he can afford to convincingly detach himself from the HDZ-led government, both in domestic issues and in issues of international politics. Disagreements betwen him and the main party in government seem to have only added to his popularity. In Croatian political system, the President is not really seen as being responsible for economic issues, and thus discontent over the economic situation does not harm his standing nearly as much as it is the case with current government. With parliamentary elections due next year, somewhat tense dynamics between the new President and government – led by Jadranka Kosor – is likely to continue. 

This is also due to some new tones in President’s foreign policy, especially in those segments that concern Croatia’s eastern and southern neighbours. Both the government and President remain fully committed to achieving the main objective of Croatian foreign policy: full membership of the country in European Union. They hope that this can be achieved in 2011, although it now looks more likely that 2012 is a more realistic date. This, of course, depends not only on good wishes, or even of what Croatia does in the process of EU negotiations. Much is dependent on political climate in the EU itself – including on overall development of EU’s plans for further enlargement. It is of equal importance to increase level of support within Croatian society for European Union. Having been long in waiting of final invitation, many ordinary Croats have become less enthusiastic about the prospect of joining the Union. In addition, nationalist and sovereignist forces in Croatian society have always argued that there was much to lose by becoming a full member. However, these groups remain marginal and under-represented in official institutions. There is a danger, though, that political parties try to mobilise these segments of public opinion for pure pragmatic reasons, especially should they feel that they might be losing popularity in the wake of elections. Some of the criticism of President Josipović’s position should be explained within this contect.  

President’s speech in Sarajevo offered a clear break with recent past, and paved a way for new relationship between Zagreb and Sarajevo. Croatia fully supports international initiatives – including those jointly proposed by US and EU – which aim at creating of a “functional Bosnia-Herzegovina, which consists of three communites, Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks”. President Josipović invited Bosnian Croats (the smallest of three ethnic groups that make Bosnian mosaic) to cooperate with others within Bosnia-Herzegovina, in order to achieve satisfactory level of protection and political influence. Croatian Constitution states that Croatia has an obligation to support Croat communities wherever they live. However, in President’s view this cannot mean that Bosnian Croats should look towards Zagreb more then they should participate in Bosnian politics as autonomous actor.  

In adition to introducing somewhat new – and certainly more explicit - tone in Croatian policy towards Bosnia-Herzegovina, the new Croatian president managed to break a deadlock in Croatian relations with Serbia, by meeting the Serbian President Boris Tadić three times in the first two months of his term in office. The first meeting was particularly important, as it had been almost completely unexpected. The two Presidents met in a seaside resort of Opatija, semi-formally. The picture told thousand words: Serbia and Croatia are now prepared to enter a „no-ties policy“ (of informal and friendly, rather than tense and hyper-official relationship), that should be implemented in a series of meetings at highest level, in which more concrete policy measures should be discussed. This was in sharp contrast to the last months of President Stjepan Mesić’s term. President Mesić was seen by Belgrade as a main supporter of Kosovo’s independence. He was also an active participant in the politics of former Yugoslavia in the last years before its break-up, which made him not particularly popular in Belgrade.  

Unlike this, Presidents Josipović and Tadić both belong to the new generation – the one that unreservedly opposed the war and authoritarian regimes of the 1990s. Both are pro-European, of similar age, modern and non-nationalistic. Both face similar type of obstacles back home. Both understand that cooperation between two – culturally and geographically very close - countries is the key not only to finally resolving the remaining issues that originated from the violent breakup of Yugoslavia (refugee return, mutual lawsuits against each other in front of the International Court of Justice on charges of genocide, some minor territorial issues, etc.), but also to improving wider relationship between Serbs and Croats on societal level.  

During their second meeting, at the panel of the Brussels Forum 2010, President Josipović confirmed that Croatia would not block Serbia in its attempt to becoming a member of the EU as soon as possible. This is a very significant statement – especially in the light of recent Slovenian-Croatian and Macedonian-Greek bilateral difficulties. By stating clearly that it is not Croatia’s intention to make Serbian accession to the Union in any way more difficult, Croatian President scored positive points not only in Belgrade but also in Brussels. His openess for cooperation with Belgrade and Sarajevo shows that Croatia is now fully prepared to be a good and cooperative member of the EU in any steps towards further enlargement of the Union in Southeast Europe. Its full membership of the Union will thus be not a source of further problems, but rather a step towards new solutions of the remaining problems with the Western Balkans. 

On the other hand, President Tadić too confirmed that Belgrade was fully supportive of Croatian rapid accession to the Union. This means that Serbia does not feel in any way threatened by Croatia's success. Europeanisation of Croatia is in the interest of all its neighbours – and vice versa. This spirit of mutual support within the project of European enlargement is now a new fact of politics in the region. This does not mean that all problems and difficulties have disappeared by some magic. For example, on the issue of lawsuits on charges of genocide, the two Presidents were non-committal, although they both said they would like to see an agreement outside the court, and the charges simultaneously withdrawn. However, this issue remains still open. And so does the issue of tenency rights that were taken away largely from Croatian Serbs who left Croatia during and in the immediate aftermath of the war of the 1990s. The fact that two of the main protagonists of the war of the 1990s – Bosnian Serb military leader, Ratko Mladić, and a leader of self-proclaimed secessionist Republic of Srpska Krajina, Goran Hadžić, are still at large (and thus not extradited to the ICTY) is still an obstacle to the policy of dealing with consequences of wars and authoritarianisms. However, public display of good intentions – which characterised both the bilateral meeting in Opatija and a panel discussion at Brussels Forum 2010 – were indication that even these sensitive issues could be resolved soon. At least there is now no doubt that both Croatia and Serbia would like to solve them as soon as possible.
Significantly, the two countries have also intensified mutual cooperation in actions against organised crime and corruption. President Tadić pointed out that Serbia and Croatia are now for the first time jointly „exporting security“, rather than insecurity and conflicts. On the other hand, in his Sarajevo speech, Croatian President emphasised the importance of cooperation when facing international networks of organised crime. We cannot tolerate, President Josipović said, that criminals cooperate more closely than states. Globalisation is not about helping them, but about working together in order to create more security. By security, he does not mean only „state“ or „national“ but also „human security“. Regional cooperation is the best way of achieving success in dealing with various groups of organised crime.  

President Josipović’s sharp and unequivacal condemnation of the “policies of extremism and chauvinism” in the past the present were matched with Resolution on Srebrenica which had been enacted by Serbian Parliament earlier in April. By these two gestures – both of which referred to Bosnia-Herzegovina – Croatia and Serbia have reached the closing chapter when it comes to dealing with recent past. It is thus to be expected that both countries move ahead into thinking about future cooperation. 
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