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Abstract: The aim of this analysis1 is to provide an overview of a complex political 
system in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a small country with 3,500,000 people, five 
presidents and 7,488 candidates who took part in the recent election. It is one of the 
poorest countries in Europe, but with the aspiration of becoming an EU Member State 
someday. The paper starts with a short introduction of the country’s administrative 
units and institutions, followed by the country’s progress towards European Union 
membership. The third section analyzes the problems that should have been in 
focus during the election campaign; high unemployment, low FDI inflow, emigration, 
high poverty rate, corruption and a complex and unstable political situation. Finally, 
the last two sections present the new members of the Presidency and what the 
people of Bosnia and Herzegovina can expect in the next four years.  

Összefoglalás: Az elemzés célja, hogy bemutassa egy öt elnökkel rendelkező három 
és fél millió lakosú kis ország, Bosznia-Hercegovina összetett politikai rendszerét, 
amelyben 7488 képviselőjelölt indult a 2018. októberi választásokon. Bár Európa 
egyik legszegényebb országáról van szó, az ott élők arra törekszenek, hogy hazájuk 
az EU tagállamává váljon egy nap. Az írás az ország adminisztratív egységeinek 
és intézményeinek a bemutatásával kezdődik, amit az uniós tagság felé történt 
előmenetel felvázolása követ. A harmadik rész azokat a problémákat mutatja be, 
amelyeknek a választási kampány során a fókuszban kellett volna állniuk: magas 
munkanélküliség, alacsony FDI-beáramlás, kivándorlás, nagyarányú szegénység, 
korrupció, valamint egy összetett és instabil politikai helyzet. Az utolsó két rész az 
elnökség új tagjait mutatja be, és hogy mire számíthat Bosznia-Hercegovina lakos-
sága a következő négy évben.

INTRODUCTION

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) is a country with a complicated political system. 
After the country declared its independence from Yugoslavia on March 1st, 
1992, it went through a war, which has been the most devastating conflict in 

Europe since the World War II. The war ended when the Dayton Peace Agreement 
was signed by the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Republic of Croatia and 
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, as well as the other parties, in December 1995. 
All parties had to be satisfied, so the Dayton Peace Agreement brought a new state 
structure that still exists. The country is consisted of two entities; the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) and Republika Srpska (RS), and the Brčko District, 
a self-governing administrative unit. The majority of the population in Republika 
Srpska is Serbs (81.5% in 2013). In the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina the 
population is mostly consisted of Bosniaks (70.4%) and Croats (22.4%). For this 
reason, there are ten cantons (administrative units) in the Federation of BiH; in some 

1 The author earned her doctoral degree (PhD) in economics at University of Sarajevo and she is 
an external expert of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade.

https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/BA_951121_DaytonAgreement.pdf
http://www.statistika.ba
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cantons Bosniaks are the majority, while in others Croats prevail. This structure 
led to a very complicated system where one country has five presidents, fourteen 
governments and parliaments, one hundred and thirty-six appointed ministers and 
hundreds of representatives at various governance levels.

Chart 1
Map of Bosnia and Herzegovina

On the country level, there is the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
the Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Presidency is a 
three-member body that replaces one president. Each member of the Presidency 
represents one of the constituent people; Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats. One member 
is appointed as the Chairman of the Presidency every eight months, so he or she is 
the presiding member of the Presidency. The minorities’ representatives cannot be 
elected as members of the Presidency. The Parliamentary Assembly is consisted of 
the House of Representatives (42 members) and the House of People (15 members). 
The MPs are elected by proportional representation (one-third Bosniaks, one-third 
Serbs and one-third Croats).

The entities have their own presidents, vice-presidents, parliaments, prime 
ministers and ministers. Each canton of the Federation of BiH also has its Assembly, 
prime minister and ministers. People vote for the representatives of the canton they 
live in.

https://www.google.hu/search?q=map+of+bosnia+and+herzegovina+wikipedia&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjR7Kvn_8TeAhUMzIUKHZ58AyAQ_AUIDigB&biw=1280&bih=646#imgrc=U7k6LAi4Ob9ZkM:
https://www.parlament.ba/Content/Read/27?title=Statisti%C4%8Dki-podaci
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The smallest administrative unit in Bosnia and Herzegovina is the municipality. 
There are seventy-nine municipalities in the Federation of BiH and sixty-two in 
Republika Srpska, with their own municipality council and municipality head elected 
every four years. Local election is held two years after the general election.

THE COUNTRY’S PATH TOWARDS EU MEMBERSHIP

Bosnia and Herzegovina is on its path towards EU membership. The country’s 
official relations with the European Union (EU) started in 1999, when the EU 
proposed the Stabilization and Association Process for five countries of the 

Western Balkans. In the next nine years, the country made a progress towards EU 
membership as a potential candidate country. In 2003, the European Commission 
produced a Feasibility Study assessing BiH’s capacity to implement a future 
Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA). In 2005, the European Commission 
concluded that the country had made sufficient progress in the implementation 
of the Feasibility Study reforms and the SAA negotiations were officially launched. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the European Commission signed the Stabilization 
and Association Agreement in June 2008. However, there has been the lack of 
progress ever since and only a few steps towards EU membership have been made. 
In December 2010, the visa-free regime was introduced for the BiH citizens who 
had a biometric passport. It took seven years for the SAA to fully enter into force. In 
February 2016, BiH submitted application for EU membership. In December 2016, 
the European Commission’s Questionnaire was handed over to BiH and it took more 
than a year for the authorities to deliver the answers. Even though the European 
Commission reports that the country has made moderate progress towards EU 
membership, Bosnia and Herzegovina is the only country, besides Kosovo, that 
does not have a candidate status. It is still a potential candidate country.  However, 
almost all political parties state that the ultimate goal for Bosnia and Herzegovina 
is EU membership.

THE 2018 ELECTION CAMPAIGN

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s eighth general election was held on October 7th, 
2018, when the voters elected the members of the Presidency of BiH, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of BiH, the Parliament of the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, the National Assembly of Republika Srpska, the assemblies of the 
cantons of the Federation of BiH and the President of Republika Srpska. In the period 
1996-2000, elections were held every two years, and since 2002, the candidates 
have been elected for a four-year mandate. Statistics show that voter turnout has 
always exceeded 50%. According to data from the Central Election Commission of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Centralna izborna komisija Bosne i Hercegovine, CIK BiH), 
voter turnout was the highest in 2010 (56.5%) while the lowest was in 2018 (53.3%).

http://www.bhas.ba/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=52&itemid=80&lang=en&Itemid=
http://europa.ba/?page_id=496
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Chart 2
Voter Turnout in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 2002 and 2018 (in percentages)

In the country with high unemployment (in 2017, the official unemployment rate 
was 20.5%) people engage in politics because sometimes it is the only way to get 
a job. Fifty-eight political parties were registered for the 2018 election, thirty-six 
coalitions and thirty-four independent candidates.

Chart 3
Number of the General Election Participants between 2002 and 2018

The number of candidates running for mandates decreased from 7,748 in 2014 
to 7,488 in 2018. The highest number was in 2010, 8,242 (see Chart 4). However, the 
number is still large considering that there are 518 mandates in the country with the 
population of 3,500,000 people. This means that 14 candidates are running for one 
mandate.

http://www.izbori.ba/
http://www.izbori.ba/Documents/Opci_izbori_2018/Os/Osnovne_informacije_Opci_izbori_2018-bos.pdf
https://www.izbori.ba/Documents/2015/25052015/Izborni_Pokazatelji_2002-2014.pdf
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Chart 4
Number of Candidates for General Elections between 2002 and 2018

Why is politics so appealing in Bosnia and Herzegovina? Even though the 
politicians always emphasize that they work for the welfare of the people, high 
salaries are also a reason why so many people are hoping to get elected. In Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, an average salary in July 2018 was €439. However, in the period 
of January 2015 – August 2018, the average salary of the Parliamentary As-
sembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina members was €2,290. The average salary of 
the Parliament of the Federation of BiH members was lower, €1,300. It must be 
mentioned that these numbers present only the salaries. The politicians have other 
benefits and their monthly income can reach €3,400 in the Parliamentary Assembly 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina and €2,400 in the Parliament of the Federation of BiH.

The official general election campaign started on September 7th, 2018. All 
political parties recognized the main problems the country had faced, but they did 
not provide solutions on how to overcome them. One of the biggest problems is 
high unemployment. Bosnia and Herzegovina had the highest unemployment rate 
in the Western Balkan region in 2017. The official reports state that the number 
of unemployed people has been decreasing. Even though they do get new jobs 
and unregister with the employment agencies, the fact that 150,000 people left the 
country between 2013 and 2017 has been neglected. Unfortunately, this trend will 
continue. One of the main problems is that doctors are leaving. After studying at 
university for at least six years, they are not able to get a job, and even if they do, the 
average salary is only €644. In Germany, the beginner’s salary is €4,000.

As a transition country, Bosnia and Herzegovina should rely on foreign direct 
investments (FDI) to open new companies or subsidiaries, bring new technologies 
and management style, and employ people. FDI net inflows in BiH, as a percentage 
of GDP, were the lowest in the Western Balkan region in 2017, only 2.4%. The main 
foreign investors in the country are Austria, Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia, Russia, the 
Netherlands, Germany, Italy, the Great Britain and Turkey.

http://www.izbori.ba/
http://imovinapoliticara.cin.ba/primanja.php
http://imovinapoliticara.cin.ba/primanja.php
http://www.bhas.ba/
http://ba.n1info.com/a266884/Vijesti/Vijesti/Gradjani-napustaju-BiH-Ostace-samo-oni-koji-nemaju-mozga.html
http://www.plata.ba
http://www.plata.ba
http://www.fipa.gov.ba
http://www.fipa.gov.ba


 Dženita Šiljak 8

Chart 5
FDI Net Inflows in the Western Balkans (percentage of GDP)

There are a few reasons why foreign investors avoid Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
One of them is that the country’s complex system causes political instability. Also, 
opening a company in BiH is a long and expensive process and it is different in 
the two entities. Even though the country has educated, qualified labor force and 
the wages are lower than the wages in the European Union, it lacks stable political 
and legal system, low tax rates, incentives and efficient administration. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has the lowest Government Integrity Index in the Western Balkan region, 
28.4 (see Chart 6). The Index ranges between 0 and 100 and is consisted of six sub-
factors; public trust in politicians, irregular payments and bribes, transparency of 
government policymaking, absence of corruption, perceptions of corruption, and 
governmental and civil service transparency. The Index even decreased compared 
to 2017, which means that corruption is more present and a greater concern. Even 
the countries like Turkey, which shares a long history and friendship with BiH, invest 
more in Serbia.

Bosnia and Herzegovina has the worst road infrastructure in the region and 
building modern roads and highways would facilitate trade and attract the investors. 
Building highways in BiH is a slow and expensive process. This was the official 
reason why the Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina increased the 
excise on gas. Unofficially, the increase was a precondition from the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), so the country could get a new loan. But the money from 
the IMF is not invested in building infrastructure; it is used to buy social peace and 
finance the public sector.

http://www.worldbank.org/
https://faktor.ba/vijest/strani-investitori-u-bih-pojasnili-kako-poveati-ulaganja-u-privredu-294683
https://www.heritage.org/index/book/methodology#rule-of-law
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Chart 6
Government Integrity Index in the Western Balkans in 2018

Bosnia and Herzegovina has 212,000 politicians and employees in the public 
sector. Around 22,000 people are employed in state institutions. This number does 
not include the entities, cantons and the Brčko District, which all have their own 
institutions, agencies, institutes, courts, prosecutor’s offices, police and jails. We 
also have to take into account the state companies, the health care system and 
education. At the end of 2017, there were 670,000 pensioners in the country. The 
ratio of the employed people and the pensioners in the Federation of BiH is 1.24:1. 
The ratio is lower in Republika Srpska, 1.13:1. Including the unemployed people who 
register at the employment agencies and are provided with the health care, half 
the population is on the country’s budget. This is a burden to the country that is 
among the least developed and poorest countries in Europe, where the poverty rate 
is 18.1%.

These are some of the problems Bosnia and Herzegovina has been facing. As it 
was mentioned before, the political parties did not provide any solution during the 
campaign. Instead, the politicians focused on what their opponents had done during 
their four-year terms or what they had said during the pre-election gatherings.

THE ELECTION RESULTS

After a month-long campaign, which was based on promises, accusations and 
nationalist narrative, the general election in Bosnia and Herzegovina was held 
on October 8th, 2018.

The election of the Presidency members was in focus. The elected Bosniak 
member of the Presidency is Šefik Džaferović. He is from the Party of Democratic 

https://www.heritage.org/index/explore
https://www.slobodna-bosna.ba/vijest/70982/slobodna_bosna_je_istrazila_omjer_penzionera_i_radnika_u_federaciji_bih_povoljniji_nego_u_rs_hrvatskoj_i_srbiji.html
http://balkans.aljazeera.net/vijesti/polovina-gradana-bih-na-drzavnom-budzetu


 Dženita Šiljak 10

Action (Stranka demokratske akcije, SDA), the party whose members have been in the 
Presidency since 2002, with the exception of the 2006-2010 term. In his statement, 
after the first results were published, Džaferović said that his predecessor Bakir 
Izetbegović, who is also the president of SDA, had done good things for the country 
and that he would follow the path of the Party. The election of the Bosniak member 
of the Presidency was the most uncertain, because Džaferović won by 36.6% of 
votes, while his main opponent Denis Bećirović from the Social Democratic Party 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Socijaldemokratska partija Bosne i Hercegovine, SDP 
BiH) had 33.5% of votes.

Picture 1
The Elected Members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina:

Šefik Džaferović, Željko Komšić and Milorad Dodik

The elected Serb member of the Presidency is Milorad Dodik, a former president 
and prime minister of Republika Srpska. He is pro-Russia and pro-Serbia oriented. 
Dodik’s candidacy for the Presidency was interesting. He has stated that Bosnia 
and Herzegovina is a failed state that should disappear. He has been advocating for 
the independence of Republika Srpska, even calling RS a country, and denied the 
Bosnian language. Republika Srpska does not celebrate state holidays and does not 
recognize March 1st as the country’s Independence Day. Sometimes his narrative 
is softer, and he recognizes Bosnia and Herzegovina, but only in a context of a 
country with two entities. In the next four years, especially during the eight-month 
period when he will be the Chairman of the Presidency, Milorad Dodik will represent 
the country he has been denying.

During the campaign, it was uncertain who would be the Croat member of 
the Presidency. Dragan Čović from the Croatian Democratic Union BiH (Hrvatska 
demokratska zajednica Bosne i Hercegovine, HDZ BiH) was the member during 
the period 2014-2018. He is succeeded by Željko Komšić from Democratic Front 
(Demokratska fronta, DF), who was in the Presidency between 2006 and 2014. Čović 
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states that Komšić is not and has not been a legitimate representative of Croats in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, because he was elected mainly by Bosniak voters. This 
is the reason why Čović tried to change the election law. Because of the country’s 
complex political system, the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina sometimes cannot 
vote for who they want. The Bosniak and Croat members of the Presidency are 
elected by the voters from the Federation of BiH, and the Serb member is elected 
in Republika Srpska. So Serbs in the Federation of BiH cannot be candidates or 
vote for the Serb member of the Presidency, just like Bosniaks and Croats cannot 
be elected for the positions in Republika Srpska. The new election law should have 
brought major changes. In the Federation of BiH, three ad hoc electoral areas would 
be formed; A, B and C. The Bosniak member of the Presidency would be elected 
in ad hoc areas A and C, and the Croat member would be elected in ad hoc areas 
B and C. Bosnia and Herzegovina is a highly divided country and Čović wanted to 
make more divisions. What he neglected was that in the hypothetical ad hoc area 
A live Croats as well. For example, Tuzla has always been a multiethnic city, where 
more than 15,000 Croats live. With the new law, they would not be able to elect their 
representatives.

Željko Komšić is not accepted by some Croats as their representative. He has 
already been declared as a persona non grata in five municipalities in Herzegovina 
and eleven municipalities in Central Bosnia.

What is the background of Komšić’s election? Even though Čović thinks that 
the Croats do not have their representative now, Komšić was elected by votes 
from Croats, Serbs, Bosniaks and minorities, who cannot even be candidates 
for the Presidency or for the House of People of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Two 
representatives of national minorities and citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dervo 
Sejdić and Jakob Finci, submitted applications to the European Court of Human 
Rights in 2006, because they were ineligible to stand for election to the Presidency 
and the House of People. The Court found that their ineligibility was discriminatory. 
Even though Bosnia and Herzegovina gave a written commitment, the judgement 
has not been implemented.

People voted for Željko Komšić because he is a pro-Bosnian politician who 
advocates a country of citizens, not a country of constituent people. They want a 
prosperous and stable country, and do not want to be burden with nationalism.

After the election, SDA is the leading party at the state and entity levels. It won 
the most votes in seven out of twelve electoral units for the Parliament of the 
Federation of BiH and in four out of five electoral units for the Parliamentary As-
sembly of BiH. HDZ BiH won the most votes in Herzegovina. In Republika Srpska, 
The Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (Savez nezavisnih socijaldemokrata, 
SNSD) has remained the leading party at both levels as well, winning in all three 
electoral units for the Parliamentary Assembly of BiH and in seven out of eight units 
for the National Assembly of Republika Srpska.

Only three parties increased their support by voters in the Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina; HDZ BiH, SDP and The Party of Democratic Activity (Stranka 
demokratske aktivnosti, A-SDA. SDP had the biggest increase in the number of 

http://ba.n1info.com/Binary/69/Prijedlog-zakona.pdf).
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/litigation/sejdic-and-finci-v-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/litigation/sejdic-and-finci-v-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/samo-tri-stranke-dobile-vecu-podrsku-gradjana-pojedine-izgubile-vise-od-45-posto-glasova/181012036
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votes, 30% compared to the 2014 election. Other parties lost their support; some 
even more than 50% of the votes, compared to the 2014 election.

WHAT TO EXPECT?

What the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina can expect after the election? 
The inauguration of the elected members of the Presidency will take place 
on November 20th, 2018. However, since there are so many political parties, 

they will have to form coalitions at other governance levels. We have to wait to see 
who will be in power and who will be in the opposition; if there are going to be more 
political crises or the country will finally become a candidate for EU membership.

After the election, the main question is which parties will be able to form the 
government in the cantons. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the winner is the party or 
coalition that won the most votes and they do not have to win over 50% of votes. 
However, due to a large number of parties, the winning party does not necessarily 
form the government. Right now, it is certain that HDZ BiH won over 50% of votes 
in two cantons (Posavina and West Herzegovina) and it will form the government 
there. SDA won the most votes in five cantons, between 19.4% and 32.7%. The party 
did not exceed the threshold of 50%, so it will form coalitions. The problem is that 
new parties were formed by former SDA members, who were not satisfied with how 
the party functioned. They are stating that they will not form canton governments 
with SDA. Four parties, which have won around 140,000 votes, already formed a 
block and together with SDP they could potentially form the government in four 
cantons (Sarajevo, Tuzla, Zenica-Doboj and Una-Sana).

Dragan Čović said it was clear that the government on the state level would not 
be formed without HDZ BiH. Also, his condition to form the government is the new 
election law. According to Čović, it is impossible to implement the election results 
right now. Since there have been unsuccessful attempts to change the law in the 
past few months, and the new negotiation can be a long process, the situation 
could be the prelude to a new political crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This would 
not be the first time; after the 2010 election, the Council of Ministers was formed 
in February 2012, 15 months after the official election results had been confirmed.

Another controversy of the 2018 election is that some of the political parties do 
not accept the results on the country, entity or canton level. They believe that the 
votes were stolen, because around 7% of all ballots were invalid. Recounting the 
votes or even new election is required. It is easy to make a ballot invalid; someone 
can mark two candidates or parties, instead of one. The large number of invalid 
ballots is suspicious because in some cases the candidates won by only a few 
thousand votes.

These expectations can be considered preliminary. In a complicated system, 
like the one in Bosnia and Herzegovina, nothing is certain. Even after the coalitions 
are formed, a party could leave because of a disagreement and new partners would 
have to be found.

http://www.izbori.ba/rezultati_izbora?resId=25&langId=1#/7/202/0/0/0
http://www.izbori.ba/rezultati_izbora?resId=25&langId=1#/7/201/0/0/0
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/cetiri-stranke-dogovorile-blok-za-zajednicki-nastup-u-pregovorima-za-formiranje-vlasti/181010072
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/covic-trenutno-nije-moguce-implementirati-rezultate-izbora-u-bih/181015057

