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The author is a Senior Associate 
at the Democratization 

Policy Council, Berlin

A combination of strategic 
impatience and a lack of 
will led to the international 
community’s attempt to 
square the circle in 2005, 
when it announced a 
transition to the phase of 
EU integration and in doing 

condition according to its 
own paradigm shift and not 
the reality on the ground

By: Bodo Weber

Germany’s shift 
on Bosnia policy

The Lead Story

the Merkel initiative, political commentators in BiH and 

to Bosnia.”1

had remained committed to Bosnia, hopes were rekin-

tion inside the EU, and together with other like-minded 
members (such as Britain) develop a serious European 

and the EU (the talks were meant to be secretive – no 
coordination was made with other European govern-
ments thanks to a strange disassociation between the 

GERMANY LEADS 
THE SOFT-LINER CAMP

other EU leadership role that the German government 
had already taken on. Since the current German gov-

European Union. It joins France, Italy, Sweden, and the 

the Commission and the Council – and now the new 

odd alliance with others (including Russia) has largely 

Bosnia’s worst political crisis since the 1995 Dayton 
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will to deal with Bosnia on its own complicated political 
terms, and to develop a strategy commensurate with 
real need, this leading EU camp has consistently en-
deavored to ignore the on-the-ground reality. Instead, 
it has tried, against growing evidence, to apply Brussels’ 

-
tegration that evolved through the accession processes 

-
dence that this standardized approach – based on the 

this group has waged a subversive war against those 
international institutions mandated by Dayton with 

rendered international policy in Bosnia weak, disarmed, 
and disunited. 

-
2

the EU and the US, has gone through several stages. 

3 

-

and the transition to a strictly EU presence. Berlin 
– along with Moscow, Rome, and Paris, as well as 
Brussels – instead pushed to simply declare victory 
on 5+2. 

German government was among the most reluctant 
to grant Bosnia and Herzegovina a Membership Ac-
tion Plan (MAP).

-
-

and among other Peace Implementation Council 
(PIC) members to give up on the 5+2 agenda on 
the premise that it is “blocking the EU-integration 
setting to be put in place” and as “we have set these 
conditions… we can annul them” – again without 
success.4

-

Delegation, aimed at eroding both the OHR and 

among EU and PIC member states.

This current government’s policy toward Bosnia must 
-

-

A DECADE OF BOSNIA NON-POLICY

-
ern Balkans policy was determined largely by regime 

-
gion as a whole. While Berlin remained engaged (though 

-
tribute to the international community’s civil and military 
missions in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but the Red-Green 

pursued a Bosnia non-policy. Green Foreign Minister 
-

nia issue – based on the cynical, yet true, assessment that 

as a global player – and his Social Democratic coalition 
partner was preoccupied with ties to Serbia.

Christoph Heusgen: Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
foreign policy-maker
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With the incoming grand coalition led by Chancellor 
-

-

Merkel nominated the only conservative politician 
with a reputation in the Western Balkans, Christian 
Schwarz-Schilling, to become the new High Repre-
sentative. With a German also soon occupying the 

into a leadership position in Bosnia. 

-
-

handed over responsibility in the Western Balkans to 

-

-

The latter has presented additional challenges in the 

-
eign states with political elites and populations that had 

a joint interest and strong will to join the EU – were 
largely not in place, especially in Bosnia.

and not the reality on the ground. Political elites were 

-
nian public eight months ahead

become the new strongman in the Serb entity and the 

making the EU the single most responsible actor in the 
current political crisis. 

It is remarkable both how Germany has moved into a 
leading position at this breaking point and how it has 

-

-

Berlin should take the initiative in Bosnia and Herzegovina
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tween the CDU and SPD were still ongoing. That the 

Germany’s reputation on the global scene than at the 
-

ment decisions were not accompanied by any actual in-

Schwarz-Schilling struggled with his “mission impos-
sible” assignment and with the new political crisis his 
own weak mandate had created on the ground – and 
needed to use the Bonn powers – he was undermined 
by the same Western governments that had ushered 
him in, including his own.5 

year. He was told his mandate would not be renewed 

on his shoulders, despite their own clear liability. When 

episodic engagement in Bosnia passed almost without 
notice among the German public and political elite. 

THE BALKAN WARS 
AS A GERMAN TRAUMA

This national ignorance can only be understood against 

-

policy had largely been determined by its national so-

nie wieder 

” (war never again) and with transatlantic integra-

-
 

(Eastern policy) aimed at dialogue with the Soviet bloc. 

a national interest-driven policy, Germany evolved into 

not have any relevant traditions on which to build.

changed Europe’s landscape and the world order, a post-

own will. Since then, it has had a hard time accepting 

and security policy arenas. And, to this day, Germany 
has an especially hard time discussing national interests.

global peace and democracy, it also represented a spe-

wars and ethnic violence in the Balkans were a shock 

-
litical and public debates that marked Germany’s dis-
course on the Balkan wars were thus more about inter-

Balkans than about the Balkans and what was going on 
there. -

disorder. 

politicians and Balkan correspondents that compelled 
-
-

cians were CDU Telecom and Post Minister Christian 

among them the one-day Foreign Minister Joschka Fis-

-
ment. What linked conservative rebels like Schwarz-
Schilling  with these Greens was Germany’s Nazi legacy. 
Schwarz-Schilling’s activism on Bosnia was linked to his 
personal history in the Second World War,8 and Fis-
cher and his Green colleagues’ activism was motivated 

-
tary missions abroad represented a radical departure 

-

years later, when Fischer was Foreign Minister, he again 
-

-
ety’s strong resistance against a new 21st-Century real-
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solely on moral, not political, grounds. 

-

-

– was immediately challenged by the war over Kosovo. 
Germany agreed to take part in NATO’s actions there, 

-

-

Kosovo was ill-designed both politically and militarily, 
the Alliance was happy in the end to emerge success-

moral rationalization,9 which had served as Berlin’s ba-

in security policy. 

-

-

-

necessary, was strongly motivated by an underlying 

-

events such as Srebrenica which had once had such in-

-
kel government. 

 
THE EURO CRISIS AND THE GERMAN 

FOREIGN POLICY SHIFT

served to increase the gap between Germany’s post-

discourse that could lead to a collective understanding 

-
tent anti-American sentiment in German society  and 

same time, reaction to the policy papered-over the still-

role in the world. 

with the world economic crisis and the eurozone cri-

up against its traditional European partners, like France. 

-
ward a national interests-based European (and wider 

-

-
-

11 Simultaneously, one 
can detect a strong and growing pull among both elites 

current Merkel government and with Merkel’s personal 
political style – one based on cogitation, not on leader-

rather than one that creates or leads. That is accompa-

-
-

EU member states due to the integration process. But 
-

 
THE MERKEL INITIATIVE IS THE 

HEUSGEN INITIATIVE

in which several more deeply-seated trends converge: an 
-
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elites, German society’s uneasy relationship with Bosnia 
and Bosnian war heritage, a current government that 

-
-
-

where he had held a top bureaucratic post; Heusgen 

the European Commission. And that’s where the hard-

-
-

integration-driven Bosnia policy that lies at the heart 
-

with political leaders in Berlin. It was Schwarz-Schilling’s 
-
-

litical elites, and instead gave away the Stabilization and 

the Slovak Foreign Minister. It was no less telling that 

Neighborhood and the Western Balkans in the EU’s 

The Heusgen initiative points to the only possible way 

-

addressing those governments that already take Bosnia 
policy seriously, as opposed to worrying about Brussels. 
How that may look in practice has been seen in the 

-
12 -

sels and in European capitals will continue to risk Euro-
pean security with negligent policy in Bosnia.

NOTES:

1 

2 

trip to Europe, where he told political elites that the country was 

3 

Bosnia policy, see: Kurt Bassuener, and Bodo Weber, “Are we 

4 

5 

 

For a good illustration, see especially: Frank Schirrmacher, ed., 
 (Stuttgart 1999).

-
ment’s inaction.

8 

9 When the incoming German government joined the war it sig-
naled to its NATO partners that this break with its security dog-

troops. This turned the war against Serbia over Kosovo into a 
-
-

-

On German Antiamericanism see: Dan Diner, 

11 

12 

-

an ongoing schism.


