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In the heart of the Balkans, Bosnia and Herzegovina teeters on the edge of its most
significant crisis since the 1992-1995 war, a conflict that claimed over 100,000 lives and
left scars that still define the nation’s fractured identity. At the center of this turmoil is
Milorad Dodik, the president of Republika Srpska, the Serb-dominated entity that forms
half of Bosnia’s uneasy federation. His recent conviction for defying the international high
representative, coupled with his unyielding separatist rhetoric, has pushed the country
into a dangerous limbo, threatening the fragile peace established by the Dayton Accords.
This moment, described by Bosnian political analyst Jasmin Mujanovic as “very clearly
the most dangerous moment in Bosnia since 1995,” demands a careful examination of
Dodik’s actions, the international response, and the broader implications for Bosnia’s
future.

Dodik’s political career, spanning nearly two decades, has been marked by a consistent
strategy of leveraging ethnic divisions to maintain power. Since taking the helm of
Republika Srpska in 2006, he has blocked reforms and European integration, often
wielding threats of secession to rally support among the region’s ethnic Serb majority. His
latest escalation began in February 2025, when a Sarajevo court sentenced him to one
year in prison and a six-year ban from holding office for defying the high representative,
Christian Schmidt, whose role is to oversee the civilian implementation of the Dayton
Accords. The conviction stemmed from Dodik’s support for a 2023 measure to suspend
Bosnia’s Constitutional Court rulings within Republika Srpska, a move Schmidt annulled,
declaring it a threat to the country’s constitutional order. Dodik’s response was defiant: he
signed the measure into law regardless, prompting prosecutors to charge him with
undermining the state.

The court’s ruling was meant to end Dodik’s political career, but three months later, he
remains entrenched in Banja Luka, the capital of Republika Srpska. He dismissed the
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verdict as “nonsense” and called on his supporters to “be cheerful,” while proclaiming that
Bosnia and Herzegovina had “ceased to exist.” His actions escalated further when
Republika Srpska’s assembly passed laws banning national law enforcement and judicial
officials from operating within the entity and approved a draft constitution claiming the
right to self-determination. These moves, described by Schmidt’s office as a “de facto
coup d’etat,” have deepened the constitutional crisis, exposing the fragility of Bosnia’s
state institutions and their limited authority in Republika Srpska.

Dodik’s defiance is not merely a domestic power play; it is bolstered by external allies
who see Bosnia as a geopolitical chessboard. His frequent visits to Moscow—three since
March 2025—signal his alignment with Russian President Vladimir Putin. In an interview
with TASS, Dodik praised Putin as a “person who understands perfectly well where the
world is” and echoed Kremlin narratives by supporting Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. This
alignment is strategic: political sciences professor Aleksandar Savanovic suggests Dodik
saw Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine as an opportunity to solidify Moscow’s support for
his secessionist agenda, believing it would “protect his power.” Signs of Russian influence
are visible in Banja Luka, from Putin-themed T-shirts and restaurants to a Russian
cultural center under construction, complete with an Orthodox Church. Reports of
Russian-backed training camps in Republika Srpska, allegedly used to destabilize
Moldova, further highlight Moscow’s interest in keeping the Balkans unstable, potentially
diverting Western attention from Ukraine.

Closer to home, Dodik enjoys the support of Serbia’s authoritarian president, Aleksandar
Vuci¢, who visited Banja Luka to denounce the court’s verdict as “unlawful, anti-
democratic.” VuCi¢’s backing has been a cornerstone of Dodik’s strategy, allowing him to
project strength while Serbia maintains a veneer of constructiveness in its dealings with
the West. However, Vuci¢’s own domestic challenges, including large-scale student
protests, may limit his ability to fully support Dodik. As Igor Crnadak, a former Bosnian
foreign minister, noted, Dodik’s actions are “directly affecting Serbian people and
Republika Srpska,” suggesting that even Vuci¢ might see Dodik as a liability if his
provocations threaten broader regional stability.

The international community’s response has been mixed, reflecting the complexity of
addressing Dodik’s defiance without triggering a broader crisis. Hungary’s Prime Minister
Viktor Orban has actively sided with Dodik, reportedly sending up to 300 paramilitary
police officers to Banja Luka, ostensibly as trainers but possibly to extract Dodik if he
faces arrest. Hungary’s intervention, announced only after local media reports, bypassed
Bosnia’s central government, highlighting the EU’s disunity. Hungary, with Croatia’s
support, has blocked EU sanctions against Dodik, complicating efforts to isolate him.
Meanwhile, Western nations like the US, UK, Germany, Austria, Poland, and Lithuania
have imposed individual sanctions, but Dodik’s hope for relief from a Trump-led US
administration has not materialized. Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s condemnation of
Dodik’s actions in March dashed expectations of a policy shift.
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Within Bosnia, Dodik’s rhetoric has taken a darker turn, echoing the dehumanizing
language of the 1990s. His description of Bosniaks as “genetic liars” recalls the rhetoric of
Biljana Plavsi¢, who labeled Bosnian Muslims “genetically defective” during the war, a
statement that contributed to her war crimes conviction. Such language, warns Ismet
Fatih Cancar, a former security advisor, is “completely out of reality” but dangerous, as it
seeks to delegitimize Bosniaks as an equal political community, paving the way for
secessionist ambitions. This rhetoric, coupled with Dodik’s legislative maneuvers, has
alienated some of his supporters. Journalist Tanja Topic notes that “he expected more
support from the people,” but many in Banja Luka, wary of returning to the conflict of the
1990s, are skeptical. Savanovic adds, “I don’t know a single person in Banja Luka who
supports Mr. Dodik, even in his political party.”

The Dayton Accords, which ended the Bosnian War, are both a blessing and a curse.
They stopped the bloodshed but created a dysfunctional state structure that entrenches
ethnic divisions. Critics argue that Dayton rewarded ethnic cleansing by splitting Bosnia
into two entities—Republika Srpska and the Federation of Bosniaks and Croats—while
establishing a multi-tiered governance system that fosters paralysis and corruption. Dodik
has exploited this structure, blocking reforms and EU integration to maintain his grip on
power. The current crisis lays bare Dayton’s limitations: as Schmidt told the UN Security
Council, resolving this challenge requires “a lot of diplomacy and talks behind the
scenes,” but Russia’s walkout during his speech and Serbia’s representative Zeljka
Cvijanovi¢’s accusations of “dictatorship” and “repression” signal limited international
cooperation.

The standoff in April, when Bosnian state police attempted to arrest Dodik in East
Sarajevo but were repelled by Republika Srpska police, illustrates the practical
challenges of enforcing the court’s ruling. Dodik’s announcement of an independent
border police force in March further escalates tensions, raising fears of restricted
movement within Bosnia. Cancar warns that accepting this as the status quo could
embolden Dodik to “move on the offensive,” potentially integrating Republika Srpska into
Serbia. Yet, the lack of enthusiasm among Bosnian Serbs for dismantling state institutions
suggests Dodik’s threats may lack broad support. Nebojsa Vukanovic, an opposition
member in Republika Srpska, describes the situation as “tense and unpredictable,” but
notes that many Serbs are wary of following Dodik “down the rabbit hole.”

The appeal of Dodik’s conviction, expected by summer 2025, will be a pivotal moment. If
upheld, the ban on holding office could trigger new elections in Republika Srpska,
potentially empowering an opposition coalition willing to work across ethnic lines and
revive Bosnia’s EU membership bid. Crnadak poses the critical question: “The only
mystery is whether Dodik will accept the ruling and leave his premises in the presidential
palace, or will he refuse to leave his position?” If Dodik opts to defy the ruling, relying on
his paramilitary police, Bosnia could face a more determined arrest attempt, possibly with
support from the small EU peacekeeping force, Eufor. However, Schmidt insists this is a
political rather than a security crisis, emphasizing diplomacy over escalation.
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Dodik’s potential exit—whether through arrest, resignation, or exile—could reshape
Bosnia’s trajectory. His departure might deter secessionist ambitions in the short term, but
the underlying conditions fueling his rhetoric, including Russian and Serbian influence,
remain unaddressed. VucCic¢’s recent overtures to Moscow, including his attendance at
Russia’s Victory Day parade and invitations to the FSB, suggest that Belgrade’s
nationalist agenda will persist, waiting for more opportune moments. The West’s
reluctance to confront Dodik’s enablers in Belgrade and Budapest risks perpetuating this
cycle of instability.

Bosnia stands at a turning point, as Crnadak aptly notes. The crisis exposes the fragility
of its post-war framework and the challenges of balancing justice with stability. Dodik’s
defiance, while bold, reveals his vulnerabilities: waning domestic support, miscalculated
foreign backing, and mounting international pressure. Yet, the path forward is fraught with
risk. A heavy-handed approach could spark violence, while inaction might embolden
further separatist moves. The international community must chart a careful course
through this delicate balance, reinforcing Bosnia’s sovereignty while addressing the
structural flaws that allow figures like Dodik to thrive. For now, Bosnia remains in limbo,
its future hinging on the outcome of one man’s gamble and the world’s response to it.

With reporting by Balkan Insights, The Guardian, and Reuters.
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