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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Bosnian War was an armed conflict that took place within the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, between 1992 and 1995. The war itself was only one part of the Yugoslav Wars, a 
series of distinct conflicts which took place throughout the 1990s, amongst the breakup of 
Yugoslavia. These wars were characterized by competing nationalisms and ethnic violence; the 
Bosnian portion provided the most clear examples of this, and saw fighting between the state’s 
Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks. This included instances of ethnic cleansing and indiscriminate shelling, 
which eventually led to the intervention of NATO in 1995.  

 
In this committee, you will act as members of the NATO decision-making body tasked with 

appraising the situation in Bosnia, and formulating a solution to the crisis. It is 1995 and the 
Srebrenica massacre has just taken place, shocking the international community into taking action. 
While NATO has been conducting limited air-strikes in the region for a short time, the situation 
now calls for a more intensive approach. It is the responsibility of this committee to understand the 
nature of this conflict and how best to resolve it. This background guide has been provided as a 
launching point to help begin your research into the history of this conflict. 

 
The Creation and Dissolution of Yugoslavia 
 

What we commonly refer to as Yugoslavia began as the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 
Slovenes in 1918. The conclusion of the First World War saw the defeat of the Central Powers, 
which permanently changed the map of Europe. Two major empires, the Ottoman and the 
Austro-Hungarian, ceased to exist after controlling most of southeastern Europe for centuries. This 
allowed for the fruition of a pan-Slavic state concept that had been popularized during the 19th 
century, which sought to create a singular polity for all southern (Yugo) Slavic peoples. Thus, the 
provisional State of Slovenes, Croats and Serbs merged with the Kingdoms of Serbia and 
Montenegro to create Yugoslavia 
 

During World War Two, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia came under the control of the Axis 
powers when it was invaded by Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. Various puppet governments were 
set up by the occupying forces which administered the regions of Yugoslavia independently, 
effectively ending the Kingdom as a recognizable and distinct political entity. While the country was 
eventually re established after the defeat of the Axis powers, the period of puppet rule permanently 
changed how the country was governed. The Yugoslavia of 1945 was no longer a Kingdom, but a 
federation consisting of six socialist republics: Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. 



For most of its duration, the Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia was characterized by 
the authoritarian rule of Josip Tito, an extremely popular leader who was credited as being the 
country’s savior. Tito’s regime openly utilized repressive tactics, sometimes including violence, in 
order to limit nationalist and seperatist aspirations in Yugoslavia, with the goal of preventing the 
country’s ethnic tensions from escalating into conflict. To his credit, the period between 1945 and 
1980 was relatively stable and saw effective cooperation between the six republics. 

 
With the death of Tito in 1980, the situation in Yugoslavia broke down fairly quickly, as a 

perfect storm arose which threatened the unity of the country. The decline in global oil prices, 
combined with the recession in Western countries which weakened Yugoslav exports, prevented the 
governments in Yugoslavia from being able to pay their debts. This caused extreme economic 
anxiety as wages fell and government welfare policies collapsed. Combined with the global decline of 
communism, this created an air of pessimism amongst Yugoslavians. Against this backdrop of 
economic catastrophe, the political situation in Yugoslavia was also changing greatly, as certain 
groups began to more outwardly engage with nationalist ideologies, thus inflaming ethnic tensions. 

 
A series of political maneuverings by various governments within Yugoslavia led to a 

constitutional crisis in 1990, after the ruling League of Communists was dissolved. This led to 
multiparty elections taking place in each of the republics which, in the case of Croatia and Slovenia, 
brought to power governments which favored republican autonomy over Yugoslav unity. This 
presented a problem for those living in Croatia who were not ethnic Croats; specifically, along the 
border with Bosnia were large populations of Croatian Serbs who feared they would be treated 
unfavorably by an independent Croatian government. This led to violent secessionist rebellions by 
Croatian Serbs in these Serb-majority areas. In June of 1991, Slovenia and Croatia officially declared 
their independence, thus beginning the Yugoslav Wars which would eventually end Yugoslavia. 
 
The Bosnian War 
 

The conflict in Bosnia intersected with the larger problems of Yugoslavia, but had its own 
particular characteristics. Bosnia and Herzegovina was more ethnically diverse than the other 
republics; though the largest segment of the population (44%) were Muslims known as Bosniaks, 
there were also very significant minorities of Serbs (33%) and Croats (17%). Despite this overall 
diversity, the country itself was divided into ethnically homogeneous zones; the high concentration 
of Bosniaks in the center and northwest of the country meant that most of the country physically 
was dominated by Serbs. 

 
As Croatia and Slovenia were solidifying their independence, people in Bosnia also began to 

favor detachment from Yugoslavia. This was generally supported by Bosniaks, but Bosnian Serbs 
feared becoming a minority power in a state ruled by Bosniaks. In 1992, a referendum was held on 



the question of independence with the result showing nearly universal support in favor; however, 
turnout was fairly low as Bosnian Serbs argued the referendum was illegitimate and many boycotted 
it. 

Following the referendum, Bosnian Serbs occupied the Bosnian capital and, while 
demanding that Bosnia-Herzegovina cease to pursue international recognition, declared their own 
independent republic. A violent campaign thus began to bring the Serb-majority areas of the country 
under the rule of the new Republika Srpska. The following year, Bosnian Croats followed suit and 
declared the independence of their own republic as well, the Croatian Republic of Herzeg-Bosnia, 
which then attempted to control Croat-majority areas. The resulting violence tore 
Bosnia-Herzegovina apart for several years of tripartite conflict, during which time the country 
experienced massive human rights violations and war crimes.  
 
Current Status of the Conflict and NATO’s Role 
 

NATO effectively began its involvement in the Bosnian War in early 1992, by using air and 
naval power to ensure goods travelling into the region were compliant with sanctions set by the UN 
Security Council. NATO’s very first active combat operation actually occurred in 1994, when 
warplanes enforced a no-fly zone by shooting down four Republika Srpska jets. Similar incidents 
would occur several times over the next year. 

 
The event which would change the nature of NATO’s involvement was the Srebrenica 

massacre. Srebrenica is a town in the east of the country which had been designated as a safe area by 
the United Nations. In July of 1995, Bosnian Serb forces who had surrounded the town engaged in 
an act of ethnic cleansing, conducting mass executions of over 8 000 Bosniaks and forcibly moving 
as many as 30 000 more. The international community responded by agreeing to escalate the use of 
force in order to resolve the situation in Bosnia. The exact nature of that escalation will be the 
subject of debate in this committee. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Questions for Debate 
 
Goals and Objectives 

 
Before deciding what to do in Bosnia-Herzegovina, it must first be made clear what the 

intentions of NATO are. What is the preferred outcome that the committee should be trying to 
achieve, and what would acceptable alternatives look like? How can the immediate crisis be dealt 
with in the short-term while still being conducive to long-term success? What demands is the 
committee prepared to make? 
 
Use of Force 
 

Until now, the use of force in the region has basically been limited to the enforcement of 
sanctions and no-fly zones. Should this be the limit of NATO’s military operations in the area, or is 
a more aggressive approach necessary? If a more aggressive approach is taken, what tools would it 
implement, and what should its new limits be? How can force effectively be used to enforce the 
committee’s demands?  
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