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ABSTRACT 

Study of contemporary relations between Serbia and Croatia cannot be 

fruitful without excursus in history of the relations between the Serbs and 

Croats that render today Western Balkans situation so complex. First part of 

the study is dedicated to the historical overview until year 2000 A.D. 

Centuries lasting animosity toward the Serbs in consistent part of the 

Croatian elite was transformed in the genocide during the Second World 

War. Second part is the analyses of relations in the first decade of the 21-

century: their problematic, common challenges and prospective. Ongoing 

assimilation of the Serbian population in Croatia, status of the Serbian 

refugees and unresolved return, collective rights, border issue, Croatian 

lawsuit against Serbia in International court of Justice, economic cooperation 

and EU integrations are issues of concern in bilateral relations of two 

countries. 
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Budući da, kako uči Isus Krist, samo istina oslobađa, političare najviše 

obvezuje upravo otkrivanje i predočavanje objektivne istine o svemu 

negativnom što se dogodilo u nametnutom ratu, i to moraju posve jasno 

spoznati svi Hrvati i svi Srbi u obje države. 

 

“Since, as Jesus Christ says, only the Truth will free us, politicians are 

most obliged to discover and reveal objective truth on everything 

negative what has happened in forcible war, and all of the Croats and all 

of the Serbs must clearly get knowledge of it in both countries.” 

 

Glas Koncila, Weekly of the Roman Catholic church in Croatia. 

 

The relations between Serbia and Croatia at the beginning of the 21-century necessarily 

are induced and influenced by previous history of interactions between two nations and 

recently, two countries. After war history and ethnic cleansings, common future is 

embraced in the framework of the European Union. 
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Before examination of the relations in the first decade of a new century it is necessary to 

present summary of the crucial points in historical relations in order to apprehend the 

problems and challenges of the present moment. In the first chapter author offers the 

historical overview of the relations between Serbs and Croats. 

Second part of the article is dedicated to the analysis of the problems, positive 

achievements and prospective in relations of the two countries. 

 

Historical overview of the relations 

„Хрватска не жели да у њој живе људи који припадају другом 

народу.” 

“Croatia does not want people who belong to other ethnicity to live in it.” 

Bosiljko Mišetić, Vice president of the government of Croatia and 

counsellor of the President on press conference in august 1995. 

On the eve of a modern era Croats were living predominantly in territories under the 

Venetian authority, some of them inside the Austrian empire and some under the 

Ottoman rule. Serbs lived as well divided under these three states. Many territories once 

populated by Croatians in Dalmatia and elsewhere were abandoned in 15 and 16 century 

primarily because of the incursions of Turks and because of the spread of diseases in the 

devastated lands. The Serbs subsequently populated these lands. Thus in 1622 Sacra 

Congregazione de Propaganda Fidae, (founded in the same year – 1622) received the 

report that in the diocese of Scardina (Skradin) there are no more Catholics left (only 

Schismatics –Orthodox, were populating it).1 Territories around Split, Šibenik and Zadar 

lost at least 65-85 percent of the population in 16 century due to wars with Turks and 

spread of diseases. Orthodox population (Serbs) from Bosnia and Montenegro inhabited 

those lands.2 Serbs were mainly warriors exempt of the taxes and of the works of the 

serfs and had the status of free peasants. Maybe number of the Serbs and their status of 

free men induced Croatian nobility and clergy in 1608 to decide that in the Croatian lands 

only Catholics have public rights. In 1700, administrator of the Zagreb bishopric 

proprieties wrote that it is better to “slaughter all the Vlachos (Serbs) than to populate the 

land (with them).”3 There is numerous literature and documentation on the hatred of the 

Croatian intellectuals and politicians, important part of the elite toward the Serbs in 19 

and first decade of 20 century.4 Understanding of the ideology embraced by some of the 

main Croatian political parties probably could be largely explained psychologically and 

sociologically. Through centuries of forced assimilation and different methods of 

assimilation and conversion to Catholicism by Union or directly into Roman Catholic rite 

many Serbs lost their primary identity and adopted Croatian, promoted by the Catholic 

                                                 
1 Jačov, Marko, “Le emigrazioni dalla Dalmazia nelle Marche nei sec. XV-XVI e l’origine del papa Sisto 

V”, Rivista dalmatica 60 (n. 1) Roma 1989, pp. 44-45. 
2 Jačov, Marko, “Le emigrazioni dalla Dalmazia nelle Marche nei sec. XV-XVI e l’origine del papa Sisto 

V”, op. cit., pp. 43, 44, 45, 46. 
3 Krestić, Vasilije Đ, Genocidom do velike Hrvatske”, Jagodina, Gambit 2007, p. 18-19. 
4 See: Krestić, Vasilije Đ, Genocidom do velike Hrvatske”, op cit; Ruvarac, Dimitrije, “Evo, šta ste nam 

krivi!” Jagodina, Gambit 2008, p. 172; “Srpsko-hrvatski spor – malo istorije... –”, Beograd 1936, pp. 31; 

Dr. M. Gj. Milovanović, “Srbi i Hrvati”, Beograd 1895, pp. 32. 
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Church. Large part of contemporary Croatian population is of a Serbian origin as 

demonstrated in Krestić, Ruvarac and others works.  

Close relations between two ethnicities; unclear differences at the beginning of the 20-

century; assimilation of the Serbs; politics to free Slavic peoples under the Austro-

Hungarian monarchy are reasons why many politicians spoke of one nation with two 

names. Due to a fact that Orthodox population in Catholic Venetia and Austrian empire 

was repressed from time to time, many of them passed to Catholicism - directly or 

through Union (with Pope). Psychology of a convert tends to deny previous identity and 

to develop strong negative emotions toward it – phenomenon known as Dora’s convert 

syndrome. Playing on these and employing the chauvinist speech by the significant part 

of the Croatian political and intellectual elite eventually brought to genocide of the Serbs 

by the Croatian fascist regime (1941-1945). 

Position and image of Serbs in the public discourse inside the Austrian empire (after 1867 

Austro-Hungarian empire) was damaged since the beginning of the 19-century because of 

the self liberation of the part of the Serbian territories under the Ottoman rule and 

establishment of the autonomous Serbia. Austria aimed to expand its territories toward 

South and the idea of the unification of the Serbs inside independent Serbian state 

contradicted the Vienna’s interests and integrity of territories ruled by the Austro-

Hungarian monarch. Idea of national unity of the Serbs directly threatened the Catholic 

empire since Serbs were living also in Dalmatia, and in large part of the south Hungary. , 

Croatia, Slavonia and Serbian principality – Srpska Vojvodina. Pogroms and harassment 

of Serbian population were order of a day inside the Black-Yellow monarchy during the 

World War I. However, the genocide perpetrated by the Croatian puppet state during the 

Second World War was unrecorded in the relations of two nations. It is possible to state 

that Croatian Ustascia were crueller than German Nazi because of the systematic torture 

of their victims prior to the killing. Studies of Serbian historians indicate a number of 

982.680 Serbian victims in four years.5 Yet there are various estimations, and the number 

is downsized in Croatia since the proclamation of independence. Yad Vashem Center 

researchers found “More than 500,000 Serbs were murdered in horribly sadistic ways 

(mostly in the summer of 1941), 250,000 were expelled, and another 200,000 were forced 

to convert to Catholicism.”6 German reports were claiming, “On the basis of the reports 

submitted to me, I believe that the number of defenseless victims slaughtered to be three 

quarters of a million. (Neubacher, Dr. Hermann. Special Assignment in the Southeast, p. 

18-30.)”; Around 300,000 (Edmund Glaise von Horstenau); in 1943; "600-700,000 until 

March 1944”. 

During the first half of the 20-century process of losing the Serbian identity among 

catholic population was finished in Croatia, Dalmatia, and Slavonia and in Bosnia. 

Historical dream of Croatia to achieve independent state became reality after 8 centuries. 

Western political elite, in particular Germany and Vatican, was favourable to Croatian 

aspirations and backed its secession and supported it in the civil war in Croatia. In an 

                                                 
5 Jovanović,Nebojša, odrednica Jasenovac, Enciklopedija srpskog naroda, Zavod za udžbenike, Beograd 

2008, p. 442. 
6 “Croatia”, Yad Vashem, Internet, http://www1.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-

%205930.pdf, retrieved on 13/09/209. 
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interview, Franjo Tuđman’s (Croatian president May 1990 – December 1999) Internal 

Affairs Minister Josip Boljkovac admitted, “Tuđman wanted the war at any cost, 

following the concept according to which Serbs must disappear from Croatia”.7 Once 

again, like in the case of a Nazi Croatia (1941-1945) proclamation of the state was 

followed with the civil war. Violence resulted with ethnic cleansing by both sides and 

ended in ethnic cleansing of Serbs (1995). 

 

Contemporary relations (2000-2009) 

“Mi imamo novu šansu za novu budućnost, iako se prošlost ne smije zaboraviti... Srbija i 

Hrvatska imaju zajednički cilj, ulazak u Europu, a njihovi odnosi trebaju biti temelj 

političke sigurnosti u regiji...” 

“We have a new chance for the future, though the past must not be forgotten… Serbia 

and Croatia have common goal, integration in the Europe, their relations need to be the 

base of the political security in the region…” 

Prime ministers of Serbia and Croatia, august 2006.8 

 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Republic of Croatia established the diplomatic 

relations on September, 9th 1996, 13 months after the ethnic cleansing of Serbs in 

Krajina. Only after Croatia recognized the illegal independence of Albanian state in 

Serbian southern province Kosovo and Metohija, in 2008, diplomatic relations between 

Serbia and Croatia were temporarily downsized to be fully renewed a year after on the 

initiative of the Serbian side.9 Relations of two countries have many open questions and 

unresolved problems, but also a rising economic cooperation with a good chance for 

further improvement. 

After the death of the first Croatian president, Franjo Tuđman (1922-1999) and the fall of 

the Milosevic`s regime in Serbia in October 2000, better future was ahead. Presidents and 

Prime ministers of two countries as well as other high officials exchanged visits 

demonstrating the will to improve the relations. Yet, the full normalisation was harmed 

by the past events and problems risen from them. 

Problems to be solved 

At the present the relations are not exempt of provocations and conflicts: like changing 

the arranged schedule for the Croazia summit in Dubrovnik in July 2009 – when Serbian 

minister of Foreign Affairs had to cancel the participation “(…) because Croatia had 

failed to respect the agreement on the format of the Serbian and Kosovo representatives' 

                                                 
7 “Tudjman’s Police Minister Admits Croatia Started the War by Attacking Serbs”, De(construct), Internet, 

http://de-construct.net/e-zine/?p=4869, retrieved on 08/09/. 
8 “Odnosi Srbije i Hrvatske moraju biti temelj političke sigurnosti u regiji”, Croatian government, Internet, 

http://www.vlada.hr/hr/naslovnica/novosti_i_najave/2006/srpanj/odnosi_srbije_i_hrvatske_moraju_biti_te

melj_politicke_sigurnosti_u_regiji, retrieved on 01/09/2009. 
9 “Sanader odlazi u Beograd srediti odnose”, 19 March 2009, Internet, http://vijesti.gorila.hr/ 

portal/dogadanja/sanader_odlazi_u_beograd_srediti_odnose, retrieved on 28/08/2009. 
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participation.”10 Open, problematic issues in bilateral relations I will list from the oldest 

to the newest and not based on their importance.  

a) Since the outbreak of the war in Croatia (1991) and in particular after the military 

actions of Croatian army in May and August 1995, hundreds of thousands of Serbians 

seek refuge in Serbia. Out of 650,000 Serbs in Croatia in 1991 after 1995, there were 

only 100,000 left. Even today, 14 years after the end of the war majority of them does not 

have the guarantee for the return. Serbs constitute around 4,5 percent of the population of 

the Republic of Croatia.11 Each year, Serbs in that country suffer ethnic motivated 

attacks. Almost every sport event is marked by slogans and chanting “Kill, kill the Serb”. 

President of the government in Zagreb, Jadranka Kosor, in March 2009 stated that 

120,000 Serbs returned to Croatia, referring to the number of the Serbs who took the 

Croatian passport, which is not the indicator of how many of them did return.12 

According to the UNHCR Chief of the office in Serbia, Lenard Kocalainen in June 2009, 

around 50,000 of Serbian refugees did return to live in Croatia, while property rights over 

land are mostly returned. The biggest obstacle for the return in urban centres is 

unresolved status of the apartments previously in Serbian properties, being taken from 

them during and after the war.13 

b) Open issue of the demarcation of the border along the Danube river, long 145 km has 

strong potential for the conflicting relations. Whether Croatia, if it will become an EU 

member prior to Serbia, shall use its possibility to obstacle the integration of Serbia into 

EU as a bargain chip for the demarcation of the border? Judging from the behaviour of 

official Zagreb in past 9 years, answer is probably yes. 

c) Ongoing process of conversion of Serbian minority in Roman Catholicism and general 

Croatisation today are the result of unfavourable social climate and milieu in Croatia. 

This process without of the systemic help from Serbia may lead to the complete 

disappearance of Serbian minority in that country. 

d) Croatia helped the aggression of NATO on Serbia and Montenegro in 1999. 

e) Croatian lawsuit against Serbia with the International court of Justice for the genocide 

is obviously hampering betterment of the bilateral relations. Serbian officials many times 

called upon Croatia to withdraw the suit but did not receive the positive answer from 

Zagreb. 

f) Recognition of the province Kosovo and Metohija as independent Albanian state 

Kosovo. Even after the recognition Croatian president provoked Serbian authorities and 

general public with statements in Belgrade and in Croatia in which he called upon Serbia 

to be “dekosovozirana” (to renounce to a politics aimed to preserve Serbian territorial 

                                                 
10 “Jeremic Cancels Participation in Croatia Summit 2009”, Internet, http://www.mfa.gov.yu/Policy/ 

Minister/090709_e.html, retrieved on 12/09/2009. 
11  “Извештај о политичким правима српског народа у региону, у 2009.”, Napredni klub, Belgrade 

2009, p. 56. 
12 “Kosor: U Hrvatsku se vratilo 120.000 Srba”, Mondo, 3. mart 2009, Internet, http://www.mtsmondo. 

com/news/world/text.php?vest=126561, retrieved on 02/09/2009. 
13 “Teško se stiže do Zadra”, Politika, 14/06/2009. 
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integrity in its southern province) and to accept the new reality.14 He also criticized 

president of Serbia for visiting Banjaluka and not Sarajevo too, acting like a senior 

politician. 

g) Serbian companies are facing non-economic barriers and obstacles to enter the market 

or invest in Croatia. 

 

 

Progress 

For the first time in 9 centuries Serbia and Croatia relate to each other as two independent 

states. This new reality is a chance for new relations. 

A) Economic cooperation: bilaterally and multilaterally (CEFTA).  

In June 2009 two countries signed the Agreement on economic cooperation that should 

help promotion of the economic cooperation. In a period 2000-2008 trade exchange of 

two countries grew 8 times and reached 988,4 million of dollars. It was 15,1 percent more 

than in 2007 and the Serbian deficit was 109,9 millions of US dollars.  

During the first four months of the 2009 exchange was only 189,6 millions, which is 

twice less than the last year 390,5 millions of dollars in the same period (Serbian 

Chamber of Commerce).15 

In 2008 Croatia was 12th ranked country in order of size of trade exchange of Serbia with 

the world. 

Two countries might have opportunity to develop joint strategies for the other markets 

developing on the previous collaboration of companies in different parts of Yugoslavia. 

B) Cultural cooperation is evolving and it may have a good future due to a lack of the 

linguistic barriers. Theater, film, TV production and literature are in languages understod 

by the population in both countries. 

Mix commission for the return of the cultural heritage is established and one of the 

results is the return of the parts of the Church interior ornaments from the Patriarchal 

home in Dalj. 

C) Serbian minority in Croatian parliament and Croatian in the Serbian parliament have 

deputies (3 Serbian and one Croatian). 

D) Both countries are looking forward to join the EU, and therefore they must develop 

good neighborly relations. 

Conclusion 

Finally one could conclude that the relations between two countries are if not the worst 

then among two or three worst bilateral relations of Serbia with other countries. 

Contemporary relations continue to be controversial, characterized by the set of 

                                                 
14 See: „Mesić za dalji razvoj srpskohrvatskih odnosa”, Internet, http://www.mfa.gov.yu/Srpski/Bilteni 

/Srpski/b240209_s.html#N9, retrieved on 02/09/2009; and: M. Derikonjić „Mesić iznenadio Srbe”, 

Politika, 20/06/2009. 
15 Internet, http://www.naslovi.net/izvor/beta/1210299, retrieved on: 12/09/2009. 
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progresses and provocations. Yet they are not as desperate and troubled as they were until 

14 years ago and their future in the stabile environment and discussion of open issues 

builds a prospective of mutual understanding and cooperation. They have significantly 

changed and in the sphere of economy and culture they are very promising. Permanence 

and the number of problems deriving from recent and older history necessitate study and 

understanding of the mutual past in order to clear and resolve the problems. European 

perspective is encouraging overall relations while it may help their complication over 

border issue. 

 

 

ANNEX 

Map of the military frontier province (Krajina), populated by the Serbian serving as 

warriors against Ottoman Empire. 
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