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On 11 July 1995 an attack by the Bosnian-Serbian Army led to the fall of the

Muslim enclave Srebrenica, which had been declared a safe area by the United

Nations more than two years before. In the following days a total of about 7,500

men died, chiefly through mass executions. It was the largest massacre in Europe

since the Second World War. After an initial feeling of relief that only one Dutch

soldier had died (by a Muslim action), questions presented themselves as to the fate

of the Muslim men and the behaviour of the battalion of the airmobile brigade

Dutchbat. Why had the Dutch military, being part of UNPROFOR, the United

Nations Protection Force, not protected the population of the enclave? Why had the

‘safe area’ not been really safe? What could Dutchbat have done to prevent this

outcome?1

The answers to these questions were preordained by the decisions that were

taken prior to the deployment of the first of three Dutch battalions in the spring of

1994. The circumstances surrounding the dispatch of the first battalion had already

been very unfavourable. It was no coincidence that the Netherlands government

had been the only one willing to offer troops for Srebrenica. That decision had been

shaped not only by the general disposition of the Netherlands government

regarding peace operations, but also by the stand the Dutch government had taken

within the European Community in the years 1991 to 1993. This article will try to

explain how the Dutch government acting upon moral imperatives, manoeuvred

itself into a position that should not necessarily have led to the slaughter of 1995

but in which the Dutch peacekeeping troops did become utterly dependent upon the

whims of the Bosnian-Serb authorities.

The stand taken by the EC prior to the Yugoslav conflict

When on 25 June 1991 Croatia and Slovenia declared their independence, as they

had announced before, there was almost general jubilation about the chances it

1. Among the major publications in the Netherlands was J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), Srebrenica,

een ‘veilig’ gebied. Reconstructie, achtergronden, gevolgen en analyses van de val van

een Safe Area, Boom, Amsterdam, 2002, the report on ‘the events prior to, during and after the fall

of Srebrenica’ which was asked for by the Netherlands government from the Netherlands Institute

for War Documentation. The author wrote the first part of this report, an English translation of

which can be found on the Internet: www.srebrenica.nl. In the footnotes the reader will be referred

to both the Dutch-language report by page numbers and (between brackets) to the relevant section

of the report on the Internet. There was also a parliamentary inquiry, which resulted in: TWEEDE

KAMER DER STATEN -GENERAAL, Missie zonder vrede, The Hague, 2003.
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offered the European Community (EC) to rehabilitate for the inconspicuous role

they had played during the first Gulf war. It was not only Foreign minister Jacques

Poos of Luxemburg who, in the latter days of the Luxemburg EC-presidency,

thought that ‘the hour of Europe’ had broken and that ‘if anyone could achieve a

solution, it would be the European Community’.2 German chancellor Helmut

Kohl,3 the president of the European Commission Jacques Delors4 and the Italian

Foreign minister Giovanni de Michelis5 also declared that the Americans should

not meddle in these European affairs. Dutch Prime minister Ruud Lubbers

expected that this was an opportunity for Europe to rehabilitate itself, as well.6

Dutch parliamentarians opined that both Yugoslavia and the world could praise

themselves lucky that the Netherlands took over the EC-presidency on 1 July 1991,

as the Dutch were not tainted by a war past in Yugoslavia, like the Germans and

Italians, they had no pro-Serb sympathies, like the French and the British, they had

no direct interests in Yugoslavia and their country was neither big nor threatening.7

In other words, their irrelevance should prove to be advantageous.

The American government ceded the European governments their finest hours

without demur. In the year preceding the outbreak of the conflict in Yugoslavia a

difference of opinion between the US and the EC about the right approach of the

rising tensions in Yugoslavia had made itself felt.8 The US government had laid

emphasis on the maintenance of stability, what seemed to imply a choice in favour

of the federal authorities in Yugoslavia’s capital Belgrade. The EC had stressed the

need for democratic developments and had been under the impression that those

were to be found mainly in the republics that were striving for independence or

more autonomy. However, both the US and European governments realized that

neither democracy without stability nor stability without democracy was desirable.

Therefore the American and European leaders had agreed upon a policy of both

unity and democracy. No force was to be used, neither for unity nor for secession.

The authorities in Washington and Brussels pressed the Yugoslav authorities for

2. Jacques F. Poos, speaking on BBC Radio 4 News, 27 June 1991 and Channel 4 News, 27 June

1991, respectively, quoted in: M. ALMOND, Europe’s Backyard War. The War in the Balkans,

Heinemann, London, 1994, p.392, n.3. Cf. A. RIDING, Conflict in Yugoslavia: Europeans send

high-level team, in: New York Times, 29 June 1991. See also R. GUTMAN, A Witness to Genocide:

the 1993 Pulitzer Prize-winning Dispatches on the ‘Ethnic Cleansing’ of Bosnia, MacMillan, New

York etc., 1993, p.xxv; G. DE VRIES, Een kwestie van leiderschap (A question of leadership), in:

G. DE VRIES a.o., Een continent op drift. Opstellen over de veiligheid van Europa, Van Oorschot,

Amsterdam, 1994, p.18.

3. Bemiddeling EG (EC mediates), in: de Volkskrant, 29 June 1991. See also O. GARSCHAGEN,

Kwestie-Joegoslavië brengt EG-leiders in alle staten (Yugoslav question agitates EC leaders), in:

de Volkskrant, 1 July 1991.

4. Cited in W. BERT, The Reluctant Superpower. United States’ Policy in Bosnia, 1991-95, MacMillan,

London/New York 1997, p.139.

5. A. RIDING, Conflict in Yugoslavia: A Toothless Europe?, in: New York Times, 4 July 1991.

6. Dutch Radio 1, VARA, Vrijdageditie, 5 July 1991, 6.10 pm.

7. Dutch Lower House, 1990-1991, 22 181, No.2.

8. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., pp.153-158 (The history preceding the conflict: Yugoslavia

up till 1991, Chapter 5).
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dialogue, although with receding hope. Even the prospect of an associated

EC-membership, financial aid up to five billion ecu and intercession with the IMF

on behalf of Yugoslavia, as offered by Luxembourg Prime minister Jacques Santer,

being the then EC-president, and Jacques Delors at the end of May 1991, could not

convince the main actors in Belgrade, Ljubljana and Zagreb that they should give

up their nationalistic policies that would inevitably lead to bloody confrontations.9

During a last minute visit on 21 June James Baker stressed the importance of

Yugoslavia’s unity,10 thereby unintentionally giving the wrong signal to both the

top brass of the Yugoslav army, which still clung to its constitutional role of

maintaining Yugoslavia’s integrity, and Serb president Slobodan Milosevic and his

environment, who were striving for a Greater Serbia, which would consist of not

only Serbia but also of those territories outside Serbia where many Serbs lived or

that were considered to be of historical importance, such as Krajina in Croatia,

large parts of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo and finally Montenegro.

The EC at the beginning of the conflict

Considering the changes in the security architecture of Europe after the fall of the

Berlin Wall, the crisis in Yugoslavia came too early. NATO was still not empowered

for out-of-area operations. The Western European Union (WEU) was mainly a

debating club and to a large extent the same was true for the OSCE, which during

the first six month of the Yugoslav crisis was still handicapped by the unanimity

rule for its decisions. And the secretary-general of the United Nations, Javier Perez

de Cuellar, declared at the beginning that the crisis was an internal affair of

Yugoslavia and no threat to the international peace and security.11

It seemed therefore natural that the EC was to handle this crisis. However, the

EC had some serious shortcomings. Contrary to what Dutch parliamentarians, used

to the moderate situation in their own country, expected, it soon became obvious

that the ability to threaten the conflict parties in Yugoslavia, especially Milosevic’s

regime, was a major precondition for the management and the conclusion of the

crisis. However, the EC had no other means than economic sanctions to make a

threat rest on. They did not have a military force of their own.

Due to the organization of the EC with its presidency rotating every six months,

the Foreign ministry of its current president had to act as crisis centre. In spite of the

fact that the Netherlands government had looked after the interests of EC-president

Luxembourg in Yugoslavia during the first part of 1991 and could therefore have been

9. Ibid.

10. W. ZIMMERMANN, Origins of a Catastrophe. Yugoslavia and its Destroyers, Time Books, New

York, 1999, pp.134, 137; Idem., The Last Ambassador. A Memoir of the Collapse of Yugoslavia,

in: Foreign Affairs vol.74(2) (March-April 1995), pp.11-12.

11. H. AMELINK, Joegoslavische crisis eerste test voor CVSE-mechanisme (Yugoslav crisis first test

for CSCE mechanism), in: NRC Handelsblad, 29 June 1991.
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better prepared for the coming events, Yugoslavia had only played a minor role in the

Dutch preparations for the taking over of the EC-presidency. After Hans van den

Broek had become minister of Foreign affairs in 1982, the regional divisions of his

ministry had been reduced in importance.12 The bureau for Eastern Europe, which

had to pay attention amongst other countries to both Yugoslavia and the Soviet

Union, counted only three officials in the summer of 1991.

The situation in Yugoslavia soon developed into the most important issue of the

Dutch EC-presidency beside the Maastricht treaty, which would have to be signed

at the end of the six months term. Confronted with the Yugoslav crisis several top

officials of the Netherlands ministry of Foreign affairs headed for the bookstore in

the summer of 1991 to update their knowledge of the Balkan region.13 Not so

minister Van den Broek. He thought that knowledge of the region was irrelevant to

his most important policy aim, i.e. to maintain consensus among the twelve

members of the EC.14 That by itself was already difficult enough.

The government of the United Kingdom had experience with both a civil war

(Northern Ireland) and a troublesome peacekeeping operation (Cyprus). The UK

minister of Foreign affairs Douglas Hurd realized that in both cases it was much

easier to start intervening than withdrawing.15 Once again, splendid isolation from

the European continent seemed to be Britain’s best advice. As a matter of fact,

British Prime minister John Major even seemed to doubt whether Yugoslavia could

be called European. ‘This is Africa’, he pointed out to his Dutch colleague Lubbers

the first time the two spoke about the Yugoslav crisis.16

In Paris pro-Serbian and anti-Croatian feelings went hand in hand with

reluctance against Kleinstaaterei, especially with president François Mitterrand.17

This seemed to lead to a breach in the French-German axis, which traditionally

formed the core of much EC decision-making. In the recently reunited Germany

the right to self-determination was presented with much force. If the German

people had realized this right, why then would not the peoples of Slovenia and

Croatia be allowed to do the same? It was furthermore to be expected that Germany

would have to carry the main burden of the refugee waves.18 Already in the first

weekend after the declarations of independence public opinion weighed heavily

upon the German government, forcing both chancellor Kohl and minister of

Foreign affairs Hans-Dietrich Genscher to oppose Serbian aggression strongly, if

only with words. The fact that the German government, pleading constitutional and

historical grounds, claimed not to be able to dispatch troops did not temper its

12. B. DE GRAAFF, De organisatie en coördinatie van het ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, on the

CD-ROM attached to J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit.

13. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.226 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 6).

14. Ibid. (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 6).

15. A. MENON, A. FORSTER and W. WALLACE, A common European defence?, in: Survival, vol.

34/3(Autumn 1992), p.118, n.11.

16. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.208 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 4).

17. Ibid., pp.214-217 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 4).

18. Ibid., p.212 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 4).
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verbal decisiveness. Dutch Foreign minister Van den Broek did not take this high

profile in connection with a reborn German self-esteem after the reunion of both

Germanys lightly. It led to childish arguments between him and Genscher.19 This

all deflected Van den Broek from the fact that the German government, in despite

of all rhetoric, just like himself put the highest priority on establishing a monetary

and a political union at the end of the year. That was also the formula on which

Germany and France reached consensus again in late August, early September.20

They considered the European integration to be too important to let it be

endangered by the belligerents in Yugoslavia.

Multi-ethnic or mono-ethnic states?

The lack of a separate EC crisis centre and a European armed force were countered

rather originally by establishing the European Community Monitoring Mission

(ECMM). On 7 June the Brioni agreement was signed under the guidance of the

EC troika.21 It provided for a dialogue between the warring parties in Yugoslavia, a

cease-fire and a three months moratorium on independence. The ECMM,

consisting of tens of observers, would oversee the cease-fire. Later ECMM would

expand to about 400 observers. They would be the eyes and ears of the EC in the

field. However, they mainly produced localized efforts at mediation.

Although the EC thought the Brioni agreement, realized during the third EC

troika mission since the declarations of independence, was a success worthwhile of

its own efforts,22 it only seemingly was a victory. The agreement left it to the

Yugoslavs themselves to start a dialogue, which had been impossible for years

already because of a stalemate between the supporters of (re)centralization and

those in favour of more decentralization. EC hopes that the federal authorities in

Belgrade still had any say in a Yugoslavia that was falling apart were not justified.

Demanding an effective ceasefire before political discussions could start meant that

precious time would be lost, especially considering the three months moratorium

on independence. While the EC formally clung to the unity and integrity of

Yugoslavia, Croatia and Slovenia could cherish the hope that after the lapse of three

months nothing could stop their independence any longer. Giving a rather restricted

interpretation of the ECMM’s mandate, its head, the Dutch diplomat Jo van der

Valk, confined its activities initially to Slovenia, causing the EC to lag behind the

outbreak of the conflict in Croatia.23 It was not to be the last time the international

19. Ibid., pp.219, 231-233, 242-243, 352, 358-365 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 5; Section 8; Section 9;

Chapter 2, Section 7; Chapter 2, Section 8; Section 9).

20. Ibid., pp.351-354 (Chapter 1, Section 8).

21. The text of this agreement is given in Review of International Affairs, Vol.42, Nos.995-7, pp.20-23.

22. See e.g. O. GARSCHAGEN, CVSE moet eer aan EG laten in crisispreventie (CSCE has to give

way to EC when it comes to crisis prevention), in: de Volkskrant, 13 July 1991.

23. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.236 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 8).
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community thought to have scored a diplomatic success in Yugoslavia, while the

regional actors were preparing themselves for the next conflict, in this case in

Croatia.

Despite the lack of sufficient knowledge of the region within the Netherlands

ministry of Foreign affairs, its most important policy-maker after the minister,

director of political affairs Peter van Walsum, realized early in the crisis that the

most important confrontation in Yugoslavia would take place in

Bosnia-Herzegovina, 44 percent of its population being Muslims, 31 percent Serbs

and 17 percent Croats.24 Once Milosevic had granted Slovenia’s secession in an

operetta-like war, it was unlikely that Croatia, Bosnia and Macedonia would

acquiesce in his domination of the federal presidium, where his puppets occupied

the seats of Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Vojvodina. In July the media reported

on rumours that Milosevic and Croatia’s president Franjo Tudjman were not only

on the brink of a war in Croatia, but were at the same time planning to divide

Bosnia, mainly according to ethnic lines. Van Walsum foresaw that this would lead

to a lot of bloodshed. On behalf of minister Van den Broek he sent a so-called

COREU25 message through the EC’s communication system to the other European

capitals proposing a voluntary revision of the internal boundaries of Yugoslavia in

order to establish maximum ethnical homogeneity.26 None of the other EC

governments was willing to support this proposal, however, with the exception of

the Danish government. The other EC members feared that such a revision would

open Pandora’s box, setting free claims for border revisions from Scotland to

Corsica and from Basques to the Soviet-Union. Van Walsum’s colleagues in The

Hague were as surprised by his COREU as the diplomats in other capitals.

According to Van Walsum’s own report, his close colleagues ‘tore the telegram to

shreds’ when they finally became aware of its contents.27 The rest of the ministry

staff was opposed to Van Walsum’s telegram not only because they were against the

idea of discussing the borders at all, but also because they took a positive stand in

favour of multi-ethnicity.28 The West chose multi-ethnic society as the model for

the new republics which they hoped would rise out of the old Yugoslavia. This was

a choice that, in Van Walsum's words, was ‘forced’ on Yugoslavia.29

The discussion on this topic would flare up again in late 1997 and early 1998 in

the coded messages passing between a number of staff members in Foreign affairs.

24. Ibid., p.246 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 10).

25. COREU is a European Community communication network between the member states and the

Commission for cooperation in the field of foreign policy and is especially used to make swift decisions

in emergencies.

26. P. van WALSUM, De ontbinding van Joegoslavië, Liber Amicorum voor Henry Wijnaendts, s.l.,

1997, p.80; Idem., Verder met Nederland. De kritische terugblik van een topdiplomaat, Balans,

Amsterdam, 2001, p.73; TIJDELIJKE COMMISSIE BESLUITVORMING UITZENDINGEN

(TCBU), Vertrekpunt Den Haag. Rapport, ’s-Gravenhage, The Hague, 2000 (Dutch Lower House

1999-2000, 26454, nos.7-10), III, deposition by A.P. van Walsum, 22/05/00, p.10.

27. P. van WALSUM, Nederland, op.cit., p.73.

28. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.249 (Part 1, Chapter I, Section 10).

29. P. van WALSUM, Nederland, op.cit., p. 76.
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At the time, Van Walsum had rejected the criticism of his colleagues that the

proposal he had made in his COREU message of 13 July 1991 was ‘indefensible,

irresponsible, unwise and impracticable’. He pointed out that the decision not to

discuss the internal boundaries of Yugoslavia had led to the creation of the

sovereign state of Bosnia-Herzegovina - a development that he regarded as highly

questionable. He was hurt by the allegation from inside the ministry that the

drawing of boundaries around ethnically homogeneous regions was ‘morally

indefensible’:

‘It goes without saying that it is better to maintain multi-ethnic structures under all

circumstances – but then that would have applied to Yugoslavia too. It is curious that

everyone realized that Europe did not have the power to save Yugoslavia, while it

was assumed unhesitatingly that we could keep Bosnia-Herzegovina together or that

the problem would not arise at that level’.30

Van Walsum was prepared to admit in 1998 that dividing up Yugoslavia along

ethnic lines was not an ideal solution,

‘but I find it difficult to see why it should be morally more indefensible than the course

actually chosen by the Twelve, which cost the lives of at least 150,000 people’.31

Even later than that, Van Walsum would stick to his opinion that the EC had

been too quick to assume that multi-ethnicity was the best solution for the new

states arising out of the old Yugoslavia.32

Loss of control by the EC-presidency

Meanwhile, in the summer of 1991, minister Van den Broek, who was acting

frantically to keep ceasefire agreements from being violated before the ink of the

agreements had dried, was rapidly losing his grip on the developments in

Yugoslavia. Already in early April 1991 after a visit of the EC troika to Yugoslavia

he had reported in the Dutch ministerial council that the nationalistic feelings in

Yugoslavia were so strong that he thought it almost impossible for the EC to exert

any influence on them at all.33 The Slovenian president Milan Kucan said that

during the Brioni talks Van den Broek had left the room uttering the words ‘What a

people! What a country!’.34 As Van den Broek himself told at an internal meeting of

Dutch diplomats, he had got the feeling during the first weeks of the conflict ‘to sit

at the table merely with horse thieves and brigands’.35 In his turn the Serbian

minister of Foreign affairs Vladislav Jovanovic was irritated by Van den Broek’s

30. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.249 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 10).

31. Ibid. Cf. P. van WALSUM, Nederland, op.cit., p.78 and Idem, Ontbinding, op.cit., p.82

32. TCBU, Vertrekpunt, III, deposition by A.P. van Walsum, 22/05/00, pp.9-10.

33. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit. (The history preceding the conflict: Yugoslavia up

till 1991, Chapter 5).

34. L. SILBER and A. LITTLE, The Death of Yugoslavia, Penguin, London 19962(1995), p.164.

35. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.343 (Part I, Chapter 2, Section 7).
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lack of will to learn more about Yugoslavia, which he thought was indicative of

both the EC’s and Van den Broek’s arrogance.36

From 2 to 4 August Van den Broek visited Belgrade to reach an agreement on

permitting the ECMM to monitor in Croatia as well. Milosevic and the other Serb

politicians reacted negatively. They said they would welcome EC representatives as

politicians, diplomats, businessmen and tourists, but not as peacekeepers or

monitors.37 Van den Broek felt insulted by the disdainful approach by Serbia’s

leaders. Afterwards he gave a press conference at which he said he felt compassion

for a people that had leaders like Milosevic. According to the Dutch minister, who

looked noticeably exhausted and who would later recall the Yugoslav crisis as the

low of his ten years as minister,38 there was little left the EC could do for

Yugoslavia.39 Many commentators felt that Van den Broek had behaved rather

undiplomatically by airing his frustration with so much ostentation.40

On 6 August at an extraordinary session of the European Political Co-operation

(EPC) the other EC-ministers of Foreign affairs urged Van den Broek not to stop

his efforts.41 Meanwhile the major European powers began to take the reigns from

his hands. The UK government took the initiative for a conference on Yugoslavia to

be held in The Hague and to be chaired by Lord Carrington.42 At about the same

time the French-German axis, which had broken down in the early days of the

conflict, was under repair. On 27 August Van den Broek drew a blank during a

meeting of the EPC ministers with a strong anti-Serbian declaration, in which

Serbia was threatened to be excluded from the coming conference on Yugoslavia.43

It appeared that the German and French governments had already discussed

how the conference should proceed and for that reason they thought it would be

36. Ibid., pp.228, 480 (Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 7; Chapter 3, Section 12).

37. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.338 (Part 1, Chapter 2, Part 7).

38. J. BRON DIK, De Hollanditis ligt gelukkig achter ons, er is weer internationaal respect (Fortunately

Hollanditis is history and once again there is an international perspective), in: CD/Actueel,

13(1993), p.4.

39. W. NIEUWENHUIS, Van den Broek vermoeid en ontmoedigd ('Van den Broek weary and discouraged),

in: NRC Handelsblad, 5 August 1991; P. NIJDAM, EG-missie mislukt in Joegoslavië (EC

mission fails in Yugoslavia), in: Telegraaf, 5 August 1991; and Van den Broek verbitterd en somber

na mislukking EG-trojka. 'Servië saboteert vredesmissie' ('Van den Broek bitter and gloomy after

EC troika failure. Serbia sabotages peace mission), in: Trouw, 5 August 1991.

40. S. ENGELBERG, Carving Out a Greater Serbia, in: The New York Times, 1 September 1991;

Idem., Bijbaantje (Job on the side), in: NRC Handelsblad, 30 August 1991; W. JOUSTRA, Waar

niet wordt gepraat, vallen doden (Where talking stops, people die), in: de Volkskrant, 7 August 91.

See also Joegoslavië, in: de Volkskrant, 6 August 1991.

41. See e.g. H.-D. GENSCHER, Erinnerungen, Siedler, Berlin, 1995, p.944.

42. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.345 (Part 1, Chapter 2, Section 7).

43. H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit, pp.946-948; M. LIBAL, Limits of Persuasion. Germany and the Yugoslav

Crisis, 1991-1992, Westport, Connecticut/London, 1997, pp.40-41; N. BOTH, From Indifference

to Entrapment. The Netherlands and the Yugoslav Crisis 1990-1995, Amsterdam University

Press, Amsterdam, 2000, p.119. See also R. MEINES, Genscher en Dumas prijzen Den Haag,

maar niet te veel (Genscher and Dumas praise The Hague, but not too much), in: NRC Handelsblad,

4 September 1991.
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better to continue the EC’s official policy of even-handedness. Besides, Genscher

and Mitterrand held talks with the main Yugoslav actors about the upcoming

conference, without previously informing Van den Broek. A little later, during a

press conference on 12 September, Mitterrand said that he could not exclude the

possibility of independence of Croatia and Slovenia at a certain stage in the

future.44 Four days later French Foreign minister Roland Dumas told on French

television that the problem was no longer whether Croatia and Slovenia would

become independent, but only how.45 On 19 September finally Kohl and Mitterrand

reached a compromise on their positions regarding Yugoslavia along the line that

Germany ‘weder allein steht noch allein geht’.46 Kohl promised that Germany

would take no unilateral step and would guarantee respect for the rights of

minorities in Yugoslavia, while Mitterrand accepted Croatia’s and Slovenia’s right

to self-determination in principle.47

Furthermore they agreed that their representatives at the UN would ask for a

peacekeeping force to be sent to Yugoslavia, as the EC did not have the means and

the WEU for political reasons had been unable to do so.48 On 25 September the

Security Council decided to establish an arms embargo for the whole territory of

Yugoslavia, a resolution that was most advantageous for Serbia, which had the

most weapons at its disposal.49 It was also decided that the former Secretary of

State Cyrus Vance would become the UN’s representative for Yugoslavia.

Van den Broek’s time limit for recognition

On 8 October, after the expiry of the Brioni moratorium, Croatia and Slovenia

declared themselves definitively independent, thus putting pressure on the EC, as

Germany favoured a speedy recognition, whereas the British and French

governments opted for a more cautious approach. Van den Broek thought to find a

way out by offering, during telephone conversations with Washington and European

44. K.P. ZEITLER, Deutschlands Rolle bei der völkerrechtlichen Anerkennung der Republik Kroatien

unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des deutschen Aussenministers Genscher, editor, Marburg,

2000, p.97.

45. Ibid., p.305.

46. Initiative bei Mitterrands Besuch in Deutschland, in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, 20 September 1991.

47. P.V. JAKOBSEN, Multilateralism Matters, But How? The Impact of Multilateralism on Great

Power Policy towards the Break-up of Yugoslavia, in: Cooperation and conflict, vol.30, 4(1995),

pp.371, 375-376 and 378-379; K.P. ZEITLER, op,cit., p.97.

48. D. GOW, J. PALMER, Mitterrand and Kohl urge UN intervention in Yugoslavia, in: The Guardian,

19 September 1991.

49. Security Council, Resolution 713.
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capitals, the prospect of an automatic recognition if the Yugoslavia conference would

not produce any results within the next two months.50 What made Van den Broek

decide to alter his course?

In the first week of October there was optimism that Carrington had reached a

break-through at the Yugoslavia conference, after Milosevic had responded

favourably to a proposed over-all solution for Yugoslavia. At an informal meeting

of the ministers of Foreign affairs of the Twelve at Haarzuilens Castle on 5 and 6

October, Van den Broek announced that Serbia now appeared resigned to

recognizing the republics that were pursuing independence.51 On the other hand,

the ministers expressed dismay at the violence displayed by the JNA (Yugoslav

National Army) in Croatia.52 Genscher demanded the immediate withdrawal of the

JNA from Croatia and stated that, if necessary, Germany would proceed alone to

the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia. The twelve EC ministers also decided, if

no ceasefire was in effect after 7 October, to resort to sanctions against reluctant

parties and the termination of the cooperation agreement between the EC and

Yugoslavia. On the other hand, a cooperation agreement would be concluded with

the cooperative parties. This not only marked the EC's turn to a biased course,

which it had been reluctant to take until then because of the mediation that it

wished to provide in the Yugoslavia Conference, but it also created the impression

that it was anticipating the recognition of Croatia, Slovenia and possibly other

republics. However, on 8 October, after intensive telephone consultation, Van den

Broek belatedly reached agreement with the deputy minister of Defence of

Yugoslavia, Admiral Brovet, and the head of the ECMM mission, Van Houten, on a

suspension of hostilities. This meant that the sanctions would not go ahead.53

Van den Broek badly needed a success. On Monday 30 September 1991, 'black

Monday', the Dutch draft treaty for a political union was torpedoed by all other

member states of the European Community except Belgium. 'We looked like

complete idiots', concluded Van den Broek himself.54 On 8 October, the three

month moratorium set down in the Brioni agreement on the implementation of the

proclamations of independence of Croatia and Slovenia expired. Both republics

reaffirmed their independence and made a start on its implementation, including in

the area of currency.

As EC president, Van den Broek still had to take account of the differences

between Germany, which wanted rapid recognition, and France and Great Britain,

which were not in favour. An example illustrating the tensions that this could cause

50. N. BOTH, op.cit., p.123; R. MEINES, EC: leger verlaat Kroatië; leger weet van niets (EC: army

leaves Croatia; army aware of nothing), in: NRC Handelsblad, 11 October 1991. H. HETZEL, In

zwei Monaten entscheiden wir über die Anerkennung, in: Die Presse, 18 October 1991. See also

H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit., pp.954-955.

51. N. BOTH, op.cit., p.125.

52. H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit., p.953.

53. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., Part 1, Chapter 2, Section 9.

54. R. MEINES, De Haagse zelfmoord (The suicide of The Hague), in: NRC Handelsblad, 2 October

1991.

Activist and Catalyst 149

within the EC was minister Douglas Hurd of Great Britain, who under different

circumstances was a none too warm supporter of European integration, on seeing

the opportunity to curb German brashness, suddenly discovered the usefulness of

the EC. In his address to the British Conservative Party Congress on 8 October, he

said that:

‘the luxury and danger of the West European powers pursuing national policy on

their own in Eastern Europe belong in the first and not the last decade of this century.

Even if the European Community had not been invented in 1956, we should have to

invent it now for this reason. Had we not become a member in 1973, we should have

to do so now’.55

Van den Broek’s way out, the two months’ time limit for recognition, caused no

problems in Paris. On 9 October Roland Dumas stated at the Assemblée Nationale

that Yugoslavia no longer existed and that the EC would have to draw logical

conclusions from this fact.56 Bonn was obviously pleasantly surprised by the sudden

change of course of the Dutch minister of Foreign affairs.57 Lord Carrington on the

other hand was taken by surprise by Van den Broek’s change of course and not

amused. It was to be expected that knowledge of this prospect would reduce the

remaining willingness of Croatia and Slovenia to make any concessions at the

conference table.58 However, the conference came to a dead end anyway on 18

October, when Milosevic showed his unwillingness to offer the Albanians in Kosovo

the same minority protection that would be granted to Serbs outside Serbia.

End of the war in Croatia, beginning of the war in Bosnia

During the weekend of 9 and 10 November the political leaders in Belgrade and

Zagreb suddenly showed their readiness to agree upon a ceasefire in Croatia.59

There were several reasons for this change of attitude. One of them was that,

contrary to what has often been said, Milosevic was personally afraid of sanctions,

with which the EC had threatened his regime on 8 November.60 He had counted on

Greek resistance against such a move.61 Another reason was that after the failure of

the Yugoslavia conference the recognition of Croatia seemed to be only a matter of

time. Therefore, Milosevic wanted to arrange an agreement with Tudjman as soon

as possible, after which the next phase of the conflict could begin: the war in

55. Quoted in: J. ROPER, Yugoslavia and European Security. EC, NATO, WEU, CSCE – which task

for whom?, in: Review of International Affairs, vol.43, no.1002(1 March 1992), p.2.

56. P.V. JAKOBSEN, op.cit., p.379; K.P. ZEITLER, op,cit., p.97.

57. H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit., p.955.

58. N. BOTH, op.cit., pp.125-126.

59. B. JOVIĆ, Poslednji dani SFRJ, Beograd 1996, p.408. See also J. PEREZ DE CUELLAR,

Pilgrimage for Peace. A Secretary-General’s Memoir, MacMillan, Basingstoke/London, 1997,

p.487.

60. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., pp.386-387 (Part I, Chapter 2, Section 9).

61. Ibid., p. 387 (Part I, Chapter 2, Section 9).
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Bosnia-Herzegovina. It was not a coincidence that during the weekend of 9 and 10

November the Bosnian Serbs declared themselves against the sovereignty, which

had been proclaimed by the Croatian and Muslim representatives in the Bosnian

parliament four weeks earlier. Reports of internal discussions prove that Milosevic

now saw the Serb occupied territories in Croatia mainly as a means to bring about

Tudjman’s cooperation in the splitting up of Bosnia, which they had discussed

before. Milosevic counted upon Tudjman’s need for a success to compensate for

the fact that over a quarter of his country was occupied.62

Meanwhile UN’s representative Cyrus Vance made things easy for Milosevic by

stating that UN peacekeeping troops, if accepted, would be stationed along the

existing frontlines, like in Cyprus. Considering the situation in Bosnia, where a war

was about to break out and where Milosevic and the Bosnian Serbs claimed two

thirds of its territory, these promises must have been music to Milosevic’s ears.

That solution for Croatia could later be repeated in Bosnia.63

So, on 2 January 1992 the cease-fire in Croatia became a fact and this time it

held more or less. Upon the belligerents’ request then a UN peacekeeping force,

UNPROFOR, was stationed in the spring of 1992. Again, just like for the Brioni

agreement, the international community thought to have scored a success, while in

fact the parties on the ground were preparing for the next round in the conflict.

The recognition of Croatia and Slovenia

Although his fellow countrymen pressed hard for recognition of Croatia and

Slovenia, German chancellor Kohl had always tried to avoid that this would stand

in the way of the establishment of the European Union. The latter was on the

agenda of the EC-summit that would take place in the Dutch city of Maastricht on 9

and 10 December. Therefore Kohl thought he could safely announce on 8

November that, if no results would have been reached in negotiations on

Yugoslavia before the end of the year, the German government would no longer

refrain from recognizing Croatia and Slovenia.64 That announcement was not much

out of line with the two months’ term Van den Broek had set on 8 and 9 October.

Shortly after this announcement the German government entered into a round of

consultations with politicians of dissolving Yugoslavia. It became clear to the

British and French governments that Bonn could no longer be stopped. Both

62. Ibid., (Part I, Chapter 2, Section 9).

63. Cf. O. KESIC, Defeating “Greater Serbia”, Building Greater Milosevic, in: C.P. DANOPOULOS,

K.G. MESSAS (eds.), Crises in the Balkans. Views from the Participants, Westview, Boulder, Colorado,

1997, p.61

64. Bonn wil snel resultaten in Joegoslavië. Dreigement met erkenning (Bonn wants fast results in

Yugoslavia. Threat of recognition), in: NRC Handelsblad, 9 November 1991; K.P. ZEITLER,

op.cit., p.142.
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governments reduced their objections against recognition mainly to request prior

guarantees for the rights of ethnic minorities.65

On 26 November there was a meeting of Christian-democrat leaders in the

castle Stuyvenberg near Brussels. Among those present were chancellor Kohl and

the Prime ministers Giulio Andreotti, Ruud Lubbers, Wilfried Martens,

Constantine Mitsotakis and Jacques Santer. At this meeting it was decided that

recognition of Croatia and Slovenia had to occur before Christmas, in fact the

German viewpoint.66 Although the participants did not make this agreement public,

within twenty-four hours Kohl declared in the Bundestag that the German

government would recognize both republics before Christmas. He added that he

hoped that as many other EC-members would follow the German decision.67 A day

later Andreotti announced that his government would support the German

decision.68 In an interview with Die Welt Lubbers said that he was not surprised by

the German and Italian announcements. The deadline was new, he said, but

according to him the balance sheet had to be made up before the end of the year

anyway.69 The Dutch newspaper de Volkskrant repeated Lubbers’ remarks for

Dutch readers70 and the Dutch ambassador in Bonn reported to his ministry on the

Stuyvenberg decision.71 Nevertheless, Van den Broek would say later that he had

been completely unaware of these developments.72

After the summit in Maastricht on the monetary and political union had

succeeded, indeed nothing stood in the way of a special EPC-meeting a week later,

on 16 December, about Yugoslavia. Prior to this meeting especially the American

government and UN secretary-general Perez de Cuellar put pressure on the EC to

refrain from recognition as they feared that it might hamper the peace settlement

65. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., pp.398, 46, 467 (Part 1, Chapter 3, Sections 1 and 10).

66. N. BOTH, op.cit., p.131.

67. H.-J. AXT, Hat Genscher Jugoslawien entzweit? Mythen und Fakten zur Aussenpolitik des vereinten

Deutschlands, in: Europa Archiv, no.12(25. Juni 1993), p. 352; D. EISERMANN, Der
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1995, Nomos, Baden-Baden, 2000, p.74; H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit., p.958; J.M. BIK, Bonn erkent
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Rome steunt Kohl in eis tot erkenning (Rome supports Kohl’s demand for recognition), in: de

Volkskrant, 29 November 1991.
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for Croatia and lead to an expansion of the war to Bosnia.73 One day before the

EPC-meeting the Security Council adopted a resolution that called upon all states

to refrain from actions that could heighten the tensions and retard a peaceful

outcome in Yugoslavia. It was no secret that this resolution was intended for

Germany in the light of its urge for recognition.74

Van den Broek who suddenly once again realized the dangers that were

threatening Bosnia75 tried to delay the recognition and Van Walsum even seemed to

succeed in doing so during the meeting of the political directors of the ministries of

Foreign affairs.76 However, Van den Broek gave up when he received a message from

Mitterrand, addressed to Lubbers, Kohl and Major, in which the French president

wrote that European unity had to be maintained, both with regard to the recognition

as to the conditions for the protection of minorities. If the latter were accepted by

Croatia and Slovenia, the twelve EC-states should recognize them simultaneously.77

This proved once again that the French-German axis was working and it showed the

way out for the EC. In the early morning of 17 December the Twelve decided to make

the recognition of those former Yugoslav republics dependent upon the inviolability

of the republican borders and the protection of the human rights, including those of

minorities. Explaining the decision to the Dutch embassy in Belgrade, Van den Broek

declared that he himself would not have wished that there had been no consensus

among the Twelve at the end of the Dutch presidency of the EC.78 It was difficult to

see how the German urge for recognition, which had been there from early July,

could have been reined in any longer, taken into consideration the growing EC

criticism of Serb behaviour. Furthermore it could not be ruled out that Germany,

eventually followed by some other countries, would proceed to recognition on its

own, as Kohl had announced. It seems that none of the member states wanted this to

happen. They saw the question of recognition as the first test for the EC to prove that

they could reach consensus in the Maastricht spirit. As an anonymous high

EC-diplomat stated on 16 December 1991: ‘It will be very bad news indeed if the

aspirations to a common policy fall at the first fence’.79 And as Dumas said, the unity

of the EC was much more worthwhile to him than the ‘épiphénomène’ Yugoslavia:

‘L’éclatement de la Yougoslavie est un drame, celui de la Communauté serait une

catastrophe’.80 This desire to maintain an EC consensus left Van den Broek no other

73. J. PEREZ DE CUELLAR, op.cit., pp.492-494; Dutch Lower House, 1991-1992, 22 181 no.20, p.7;

M. WELLER, The International Response to the Dissolution of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,

in: American Journal of International Law, 3(1992), p.587; W. ZIMMERMANN, op.cit.,

pp.176-177; J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p. 463 (Part 1, Chapter 3, Section 10).

74. Security Council resolution 724.

75. N. BOTH, op.cit., p.134.

76. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.464 (Part 1, Chapter 3, Section 10).
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choice than to acquiesce to that fact. And so, immediately after the Maastricht treaty

it became clear that a common foreign and security policy of the EC could be forced

to the will of the most determined member state, just as would happen with the Greek

resistance against the recognition of Macedonia, a question that dragged on for

eighteen months despite the wishes of all other EC-members.

The EC-ministers also agreed that an arbitral commission presided by the French

judge Robert Badinter would determine whether the criteria for recognition were

met. In so far as this would be the case, the recognition for the republics could be

implemented on 15 January 1992. However, the German government broke any

connection between the advise of the Badinter commission and the decision on

implementation, when in the early morning of 17 December 1991, as soon as his

EC-colleagues had consented to recognition in principle, Genscher told them that his

government would announce its recognition of Croatia and Slovenia on 19

December.81 Obviously the German government did not want to be caught by a

negative advise of the Badinter commission, which would prevent it from taking a

positive decision. The German government could not even wait that long and

announced publicly on 18 December that it recognized both republics, thereby

frustrating the possibility of extracting better guarantees from the Croatian

government on minority protection. As a ‘courtesy’ to their EC-partners the German

government upheld the implementation of its decision till 15 January 1992.

Consequences for Bosnia?

That term would gain special significance for Bosnia-Herzegovina, but not, as

many thought, because recognition came too early but because it was given too late

to this republic. After the Bosnian government had asked the EC for recognition on

20 December 1991 the Bosnian-Serb nationalist leader Radovan Karadzic claimed

that Bosnia no longer existed82 and he warned that half a million people would die

because of this request.83 On 9 January the Bosnian-Serb leaders proclaimed the

Republika Srpska, which would comprise two thirds of Bosnian territory.

On 15 January 1992 the EC recognized Slovenia and Croatia, even though the

Badinter commission stated that the latter did not offer sufficient guarantees for

minority rights.84 However, the Twelve did heed the commission’s advice to

81. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.468 (Part 1, Chapter 3, Section 10); H.-D. GENSCHER,
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postpone recognition of Bosnia-Herzegovina till a referendum had been held on the

issue of independence. The result of this referendum, held in late February, early

March, was hardly surprising. Most Serbs abstained from voting, while Croats and

Muslims voted almost unanimously in favour.

Genscher has always maintained that without Germany’s insistence on recognition

the war in Croatia would have continued.85 This was an over-estimation of the influence

of the West. The actors in the region had their own rationale to end that war.86

Genscher’s claim is as vain as those of his critics who stated that the ‘premature’

recognition, forced on the EC by Bonn, led to the war in Bosnia. Preparations for that

war had been made already before the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia.

Already in the spring of 1991, even before the independence declarations of these

two republics, the leadership of the nationalistic Muslim party SDA began to build up

two paramilitary groupings: the Patriotic League and the Zelene Beretke (Green

Berets). On 10 June 1991, two weeks before the declarations of independence by

Croatia and Slovenia, the SDA leadership decided to follow a course of trying to

obtain recognition for Bosnia-Herzegovina on the one hand and preparing for the

defence of Bosnia-Herzegovina on the other.87 In that same month the federal army

JNA tried to collect the weapons that were being used by the territorial defence forces

in Bosnia to prevent them from being used by the Muslims. Subsequently the federal

army provided the Bosnian Serbs with them. In the fall of 1991 the Serbs proclaimed

autonomous areas in Bosnia. The population in these areas was partly mobilised and

no longer paid their taxes to the central authorities in Sarajevo. In early December

1991 Milosevic ordered that the federal troops in Bosnia be transformed into almost

completely Bosnian Serb troops, so that if Bosnia’s independence would be

recognized only its command still needed to be changed.88 Within three weeks 85 per

cent of the federal troops in Bosnia consisted of Bosnian Serbs.89 At the same time

the federal army started to dig in artillery on the hilltops surrounding Sarajevo, their

barrels pointing towards the city.

So, the question of recognition by the EC had become a dreadful mess. The idea

that consensus among the Twelve would automatically lead to worthwhile solutions

in Yugoslavia was once more belied. Republics that in principle satisfied the criteria

for recognition – Bosnia and Macedonia – did not (yet) obtain approval. However,

Croatia, which did not give sufficient guarantees for the minorities, was

recognized, because the other EC-countries did not want to fall out of line with

85. H.-D. GENSCHER, op.cit., pp.960, 963 and 966; L. SILBER and A. LITTLE, op.cit., p.199.
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Germany. The EC also overlooked the fact that Croatia’s president Tudjman had

repeatedly shown himself eager to obtain parts of Bosnia. Which guarantees did the

EC obtain from Croatia that it would allow Bosnia to have the full independence

and integrity Croatia had been aspiring for itself? And which means did the EC

have at their disposal to support its recognition militarily, if need be? In late

December 1991 the EC and in particular Van den Broek urged for the dispatch of a

UN peacekeeping force to Bosnia. However, Vance took the classical viewpoint

that such a force could be deployed only after a conflict, not before.90

The intensive interference with Yugoslavia, that more or less coincidentally forced

itself upon the Netherlands government, explains according to some of those

involved why it remained so strongly involved with the events there in the following

years.91 The interference, caused by its role as EC-president, had raised the standards

for Dutch efforts so much that it felt the need to do more than it would have done

without that coincidence during the second half of 1991. Besides, Dutch parliament

had played a rather uncritical role vis-à-vis the Dutch government. This was caused

on the one hand by the fact that they shared the annoyance of the Dutch government

about the failure of the EC to reach a solution, on the other hand by the fact that

during an EC-presidency it was common for Dutch parliamentarians not to hinder

their own minister of Foreign affairs too much.

American-Dutch alliance, French obstruction

However, initially this state of heightened commitment did not show itself after the

outbreak of the war in Bosnia in late March, early April. This changed when the

American government started to interfere more with developments in Yugoslavia

almost a year into the conflict. In March 1992 the American government had

already torpedoed an EC scheme for dividing Bosnia into cantons on an ethnic

basis. During the first weeks of that month Baker had also urged the

EC-governments to recognize Bosnia-Herzegovina in order to enhance the chances

of its survival. Furthermore, Washington wished to avoid a situation in which it

would be solely responsible for the new state. The American government stated

that, if the EC governments did not recognize Bosnia, Washington would not

90. L. ORNSTEIN, Minister Van den Broek: “Ik zou zeggen: beginnen met een schot voor de boeg”

(Minister Van den Broek: “Let's start with a warning shot”), in: Vrij Nederland, 31 October 1992,
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recognize Croatia and Slovenia either.92 Therefore, the EC and the USA decided to

bestow recognition upon Bosnia almost simultaneously on 6 and 7 April.

However, it was an illusion to think that this could still stop the violence.

Already by then the federal army, Serb paramilitary and Bosnian-Serb militias had

begun their ethnic cleansing, especially in the Northwest and Northeast of Bosnia.

In the third week of May, even before a mortar attack on people waiting in line for

bread distribution killed 18 people and wounded 160 on 27 May, the US

government, pressed by information about atrocities and the American public’s

reaction, began to urge for more international involvement with the situation in

Bosnia. During an international conference in Lisbon on aiding the countries of the

former Soviet-Union, Baker appealed upon the rest of the world to stop the

bloodshed. The American minister and his diplomats gave the impression that the

US government was willing to give support, both in logistics and from the air, for

humanitarian convoys, provided that other countries were willing to carry the

heaviest burden of such an operation. Baker also championed the ending of the

siege of the airport of Sarajevo.93

Three days after the mortar attack the Security Council adopted resolution 757,

which punished the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia with unprecedented sanctions.

All commerce with Serbia and Montenegro was prohibited, as were almost all

financial transactions, all scholarly, cultural and sports contacts and the level of

diplomatic representation was to be seriously downscaled. Only delivery of food

and medicines were still allowed.

Referring to chapter 7 of the UN Charter, the resolution made use of military

means possible to enforce a peaceful solution for the crisis in Yugoslavia. The

resolution also demanded that

‘all parties and others concerned create immediately the necessary conditions for

unimpeded delivery of humanitarian supplies to Sarajevo and other destinations in

Bosnia and Herzegovina, including the establishment of a security zone encompassing

Sarajevo and its airport[…]’.

According to Van den Broek this almost complete boycott against Serbia was only

a first step. If Serbia would continue its starving of the Muslims, military protection

of the humanitarian convoys could be a next step.94 Meanwhile the American

government did not think much of the EC’s thirst for action. On 1 June an anonymous
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American official stated that the Europeans ‘could not even organize a convoy of

three cars if their lives depended upon it’.95 However, the Dutch quality newspaper

NRC Handelsblad put up the question whether there was a kind of secret

Dutch-American agenda. According to this newspaper the Dutch government ‘as a

notorious international moralist’ would certainly appreciate the tougher stand

Washington was taking with the Serbs.96 It was therefore no surprise that in early

June Van den Broek, in opposition to his European colleagues, supported an

American proposal to use NATO-means to open up the airport of Sarajevo for

food-flights and to accompany food-convoys to their destination.97 No wonder also

that in the middle of June the American government asked the authorities in The

Hague to provide trucks and drivers for food transports.98 Dutch representatives in

international organizations almost immediately announced their government’s

willingness to respond favourably to this request.99

On 25 and 26 June the American government in consultation with the European

Council in Lisbon threatened with the use of force if the Bosnian-Serb troops would

not release Sarajevo’s airport.100 According to the US plans the European

governments would provide for transport by air to Sarajevo and for convoys to other

destinations in Bosnia. The American Fleet in the Mediterranean would coordinate

the operation, whereas European military would have to execute the operation on the

ground.101 According to several press reports American troops in Germany were

already in a state of heightened activity in connection with the proposed airlift.102 The

82nd airborne division was standing by for action on and around Sarajevo’s airport

and the American 6th Fleet was heading for the Adriatic.103 It was reported that

American forces had already picked targets for attack.104

Lubbers was enthusiastic about this American readiness for action. The tragic

situation in Bosnia reminded him of the traumatic experiences during the hunger
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winter in the last year of the German occupation of the Netherlands during the

Second World War. Together with Van den Broek he pressed his EC colleagues in

Lisbon to provide military protection for the convoys. To him ‘another bleach

declaration’ would not be acceptable.105 After the summit had ended he told

journalists that Italy, Germany and the UK had resisted military action, though.106

However, the most effective sabotage would come from France. With a grand

gesture Mitterrand flew to Sarajevo. It seemed to be an act of audacity and

wariness. In reality the visit by the French head of state had been prepared in the

days before and it offered the Serbs a welcome possibility to retreat with honour

from the airport and thereby preventing the execution of the American plans.107

The double role of critic and beggar

After the airport had been released, trucks could distribute food throughout Bosnia.

This made materialization of the Dutch offer of trucks and drivers urgent. However,

impressed by the degree of violence in Bosnia the Dutch government did not want to

dispatch their drivers without military protection.108 The government in The Hague

had no combat units at their disposal, though, that could be sent on a peacekeeping

mission, as such units were partly composed of draftees, who could only be

dispatched on a voluntary basis. They could withdraw their consent at a very late

stage before their dispatch. As combat units should operate as well-drilled and tightly

structured units, such volunteering was seen as an insurmountable obstacle.

Meanwhile the shooting and bombing of Sarajevo, but especially the images of

large waves of refugees, caused by ethnic cleansing, had shocked Dutch public

opinion. Many city and town councils in The Netherlands, and private persons as

well offered housing facilities for the refugees. Then came the pictures of inmates

of a camp in Trnopolje behind barbed wire reminiscent of the Second World War.

Dutch parliamentarians convened several times during summer recess amidst this

emotional setting to desire steps from the government to lessen the humanitarian

crisis, steps the Dutch government was already willing to take itself. Dutch

parliament therefore addressed ever more the international community over the

heads of its own government, which did nothing to moderate this outcry. Van den

Broek stated that, given the circumstances in Bosnia, it was in any case better to do

something than to do nothing. Therefore he advised the members of parliament not
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to elaborate on possible risks of a dispatch of troops.109 And Lubbers said: ‘In case

of doubt we have to do something’.110

After the broadcasting of the pictures of Trnopolje the UK dispatched 1,800

soldiers under very strict conditions and the French government sent an additional

1,100 troops, but the American government kept refusing to contribute ground

troops and decision-making in NATO about Yugoslavia seemed nearly impossible.

Almost all Dutch parliamentarians felt dissatisfaction about this virtual impotence.

At the same time it seemed that there was a feeling of relief in The Hague that after

the strong differences of opinion in the 1980’s over placement of cruise missiles

and the initial reluctance of the Dutch Labour Party against Dutch participation in

the first Gulf war this time consensus was prevalent. The urge to create a good

image for the Netherlands, especially felt at the ministry of Foreign affairs in The

Hague, the need for the armed forces to show their value in an effort to counter

budget cuts and traditional Dutch idealism in international politics all worked in the

same direction.

Besides, Dutch politicians and some diplomats took foreign opinions too little

into account. The predominant idea was that it would not hurt if the Netherlands

marched ahead of the others: ‘In the end the rest will follow’.111 Often that what is

desirable plays a larger role in Dutch foreign policy than what is feasible. While

other countries placed themselves on the standpoint of Verantwortungsethik (ethics

of responsibility) in a Weberian sense,112 Dutch politicians operated according to

the principle of Gesinnungsethik (ethics of intentions). Furthermore Dutch politics,

in which there was hardly a sense of raison d’Etat, was comparatively easily

accessible for public opinion and pressure groups.113 As the sense of national

interest was also weakly developed, emotions could raise high in the debate on

Bosnia.114 As far as there is a sense of national interest in the Netherlands it often

coincides with the constitutional duty to further the rule of international law.

Therefore there were few institutional impediments for the humanitarian thirst for

action. Contrary to countries like the US, UK and France, the Netherlands had

hardly experienced military action since the transfer of sovereignty to Indonesia in

1949, resulting in a lack of understanding of what it meant to place soldiers in the

middle of a conflict. Finally, there was a strong tendency, e.g. with Lubbers, to

compare the situation in Bosnia with that of the Second World War.115Suggestions
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111. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., p.722 (Part 1, Chapter 6, Section 18).
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have been made that the growing awareness that Dutchmen had done relatively

little for the Dutch Jews during the German occupation contributed to the call to

show this time that Dutchmen could assert themselves.116

Meanwhile it made a strange impression that Dutch politicians, while criticizing

other nations for doing too little, had to beg – hat in hand – in London and Paris to

provide military protection for their drivers. Several Dutch analysts and

commentators warned for the risks of such criticism as the Netherlands could not

contribute combat troops themselves.117 Against that background the Dutch army

commander general Rien Wilmink gave two interviews in August 1992, shortly

before his retirement, in which he stated that the only combat unit the Netherlands

could dispatch was the airmobile brigade.118 This would be the first professional

and therefore voluntary combat unit. However, it was still being trained and the first

battalion would not be ready before the beginning of 1994. Intentionally or not,

Wilmink sketched the course to follow for politicians, press and experts. The

airmobile brigade was more or less the bait with which Dutch Defence minister

Relus ter Beek had seduced the army to accept budget cuts on all other fronts. It

was viewed as the hobbyhorse of the army and a very expensive hobbyhorse at that.

The number of voices that were raised to get the taxpayers their money worth by

dispatching the airmobile brigade to Bosnia increased since the summer of 1992.119

Such a dispatch would also stop the Dutch from not having a word to say for

themselves.
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The Netherlands eccentric in international politics

Meanwhile the Dutch government contributed as much as it could. After it had

contributed a signals battalion to UNPROFOR in the spring of 1992, two transport

units followed in the autumn of that year, and in the spring of 1993 the Netherlands

would participate with F-16-planes in the enforcement of the no-fly zone over

Bosnia. However, at the end of 1992 and the beginning of 1993 the chief defence

staff general Arie van der Vlis and the new army commander general Hans Couzy

warned repeatedly of optimism about the capacity of the international community

to force a solution on Bosnia with military means. Van der Vlis turned himself

vehemently against the concept of safe havens or safe areas, which had little

support internationally, but could count on much sympathy among Dutch

politicians.120

This did not withhold Lubbers and Van den Broek from putting Yugoslavia on

the agenda of the European Council in Edinburgh on 11 and 12 December. There

was an enormous annoyance among Dutch politicians over the reticence the British

EC-presidency had shown with regard to this issue in the preceding months. This

time suggestions were reaching Van den Broek not only from Dutch parliament, but

also from within his own ministry and from Lubbers to influence public opinion

abroad in order to overcome the reservations made by other Western

governments.121 The day before the meeting in Edinburgh, Lubbers said in Dutch

parliament that time had come for more action by the international community and

120. Dutch TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Het Capitool, 22 November 1992, 12 noon: Stafchef waarschuwt

voor ingrijpen Balkan (Chief of Defence Staff warns against intervention in Balkans), in: Trouw,

23 November 1992; Generaal huiverig voor veiligheidszones Bosnië (General unhappy about idea

of Safe Areas in Bosnia), in: de Volkskrant, 23 November 1992; Van der Vlis: Pas op met veiligheidszones

(General Van der Vlis says, “Be aware of Safe Areas”), in: Defensiekrant, 26 November

1992; L. ORNSTEIN, M. van WEEZEL, Het warme bad en de koude douche van Relus ter

Beek (A hot bath and a cold shower for Defence Minister Relus ter Beek), in: Vrij Nederland, 12

December 1992, p.11; Dutch TV, Nederland 3, NOS, Journaal (News), 29 December 1992, 8.00

pm; G. den ELT, Onrust in VN-bataljon (Restlessness in UN-Battalion), in: Algemeen Dagblad,

30 December 1992; CDA en PvdA hekelen uitspraken generaal Couzy (CDA and PvdA denounce

Couzy’s remarks), by: Algemeen Nederlands Persbureau (ANP), 25 March 1993, 5.50 pm; Generaal

Couzy heeft twijfels over ingrijpen in Bosnië (General Couzy has doubts about intervening

in Bosnia), by: ANP, 25 March 1993, 1.05 pm; Waarschuwing Couzy valt fout in Kamer, Bevelhebber

bezorgd om veiligheid Bosnië (Couzy’s warning irks Parliament, Commander concerned

about safety in Bosnia), in: de Telegraaf, 26 March 1993; Couzy, in: de Telegraaf, 27 March 1993;

Generaal vreest zinloze interventie (General afraid of meaningless intervention), in: Trouw, 25

March 1993; Waarschuwing Couzy schiet Kamer in het verkeerde keelgat (Couzy’s warning annoys

Parliament), in: Trouw, 26 March 1993; Dutch Radio 1, KRO, Echo, 14 January 1993, 1.10

pm; PvdA en VVD willen dat bevelhebber landmacht zwijgt (PvdA and VVD want to silence Commander),

by: ANP, 14 January 1993, 7.14 pm.; P. PETIT, J. WARNERS, Legertop vreest hoog dodental

and Ik een politiek onbenul, dan lach ik in mijn vuistje (Army brass fears high number of

casualties, and, I a nonentity? That makes me laugh to myself), in: Algemeen Dagblad, 25 March

1993; J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., pp.769, 883-884 (Part 1, Chapter 8, Section 2;

Chapter 10, Section 4).

121. J.C.H. BLOM and P. ROMIJN (eds.), op.cit., pp.781, 785-787 (Part 1, Chapter 8, Section 3).

162 Bob de Graaff

that there should be no more delays caused by the question which international

organization had to take the lead. ‘Honestly and coarsely speaking’ he could ‘not

give a damn’.122 However, Lubbers and Van den Broek did not get their views

across to their colleagues in Edinburgh. The British government, supported by the

Belgian one, was still dead-set against a real military intervention. And France was

against any action by NATO.

Afterwards Lubbers said he had felt like talking to a wall in Edinburgh.123 In

Dutch parliament he mentioned that once again he had realized ‘that the

Netherlands with its degree of involvement held a very special position’.124 He told

the press that the country behaved ‘eccentric in the field of foreign politics’.125

However, the extraordinary position of the Dutch ministers, which according to one

of the parliamentarians began to look like ‘political masochism’,126 was in for

another round of applause in the Netherlands. Vice-prime minister Wim Kok said

that nobody could prohibit the Netherlands from protesting over and over again

against the way things were going.127

At the end of 1992 Van den Broek became EC commissioner and shortly

afterwards Peter Kooijmans, a professor in international law who had won his spurs

in the field of human rights, succeeded him in office. On 28 February 1993 he

publicly stated his opinion that not only a Tribunal for war crimes and serious

human rights violations committed in (former) Yugoslavia should be established in

The Hague, but also that the Dutch government should contribute with troops to an

international force for the implementation of a peace plan about which the

mediators Cyrus Vance and Lord David Owen had been deliberating for two

months already.128
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In early March both officials of the ministry for Foreign affairs and Dutch

parliamentarians were industriously looking for ways to dispatch such troops

despite of the problems raised by the draftees. Kooijmans made himself the

mouthpiece of both movements.129 Ter Beek, feeling pressed, instructed chief

defence staff Van der Vlis to do everything possible to get the airmobile brigade

ready for participation in a peace implementation force.130 Although the Dutch

ministry of Defence did not yet mention the brigade in the inventory it sent to

NATO, Dutch diplomats began to mention that possibility in their contacts with

foreign colleagues.131 However, the Bosnian Serbs rejected the Vance/Owen-plan.

Safe areas

Meanwhile at a moment when it was all but overrun by the Bosnian-Serb army, the

Muslim enclave Srebrenica was saved by a resolution of the Security Council on 17

April, which declared the town and its immediate surroundings to be a ‘safe

area’.132 About 150 Canadian UN-blue helmets were stationed there. In the

following weeks Kooijmans showed himself to be a champion of the creation of

safe areas or, preferably, of safe havens, which would have a well-known status in

international law.133 During the night of 6 to 7 May his wish was at least partially

fulfilled when the Security Council added the safe areas Sarajevo, Zepa, Gorazde,

Tuzla and Bihac to Srebrenica.134

On 22 May the governments of the US, Russia, the UK, France and Spain

agreed on a so-called Joint Action Programme.135 Above all it was meant to help

themselves out of an embarrassing situation, more a ‘do-little’-plan136 to bring the

US, Russia and the European countries on a common course than a real solution for

Bosnia. The only point of importance for Bosnia was the final acceptance of the

safe areas and the readiness of the US government to provide air support for them.

More interesting to the signatories was that on the one hand the programme did not

oblige the US to contribute ground troops and on the other hand it saved British and

French troops from large scale air attacks, which could lead to Serb retaliations

against them.
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After the programme had been agreed upon there were difficult questions to be

answered. How many troops were needed to make a ‘safe area’ really safe? And

what would be protected in a ‘safe area’? UN secretary-general Boutros

Boutros-Ghali estimated that 34,000 UN-peacekeepers would be needed for the

protection of the safe areas. None of the signatories of the Joint Action Programme

was willing to contribute troops, however. Therefore Boutros-Ghali decreased the

UN’s ambitions to the so-called light option. That option required only 7,600

troops, which would deter possible Bosnian-Serb aggression by their presence

rather than by strength.137 It proved difficult to get even these 7,600 troops together.

Resolution 836, which established the status of the safe areas, stated only that

these areas ‘should be safe from attack’. NATO airplanes could provide additional

protection.

Dutch switches

At the end of April, and the beginning of May 1993 the Dutch cabinet as a whole

made clear that it intended to prepare the airmobile brigade for deployment in

Bosnia as soon as possible.138 By mid-May the Dutch parliament in fact seconded

that position in a motion.139

On 16 June the Dutch government informed the UN and NATO that it was

willing to contribute a logistical unit of 400 soldiers for the safe areas. It also

announced to count on a possible deployment of a battalion of the airmobile

brigade for a peace-plan from early 1994. The government in The Hague was

hoping that this offer would convince other governments to make similar

contributions.140 Therefore Lubbers and Kooijmans mentioned this offer at the

European Council in Copenhagen on 21 and 22 June, as well. However, the Dutch

hope that this offer would work as a catalyst was not fulfilled.141 Only the French

government seemed to follow up with an offer of 1,450 men, but later it appeared

that Paris would simultaneously recall 1,308 troops from Croatia, resulting in an

addition of only 142 men. The Dutch offer had not only been intended as an

example. Both Dutch politicians and officials at the Dutch ministry of Foreign

affairs believed that it was time to deliver after so much moralizing.142
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Furthermore, the Dutch government knew already during the Copenhagen

summit that the Dutch army would not be able to materialize the offer of a 400 men

strong logistical unit.143 The offer was mainly made as a political signal.144 In

August it was therefore decided to exchange the offer of a logistical unit, which had

already been promised unofficially to the UN, by an airmobile battalion.145

This raised the question for what purpose the battalion was intended: was it to

be deployed in the framework of the peace-plan, as had been said earlier, or rather

within the safe areas, for which end the logistical unit had been promised? For

several reasons it should be assumed that the new offer was rather meant for the

safe areas. An actual contribution to the UN can only be made on the basis of

requirements of the UN and such requirements in their turn only find a basis in UN

resolutions. Well then, there was only a resolution on the safe areas (836), none on

the implementation of a peace-plan.

Furthermore the Dutch government raised serious objections against the new

peace-plan that was being discussed. It carried the names of Lord Owen and the

successor of Vance, Thorvald Stoltenberg, but in reality it was a plan made by

Milosevic and Tudjman, which came down to an ethnical division of Bosnia in

three separate parts. The Dutch government was very much opposed to what one of

their diplomats called this ‘leverage die-out’.146 Kooijmans took the position that, if

the final version of the plan would still be unfair in the eyes of the Dutch

government, it would not provide troops for its implementation.147 Neither the US

government nor the Belgian EC-presidency was able to change his mind.148There

was little else Owen and Stoltenberg could do than to visit Kooijmans personally in

order to moderate his resistance.149

In these same days Kooijmans’ colleague, minister of Defence Ter Beek,

drafted a letter to Boutros-Ghali, in which he offered an airmobile battalion instead

of the logistical unit for the peace-plan.150 It was rather strange that one minister

was heavily opposing the peace-plan, while another was offering troops for it.

Therefore the ministry of Foreign affairs changed the purpose of the troops in the

draft; they would be contributed for deployment in the safe areas, which was also

logical as only to that end troops were asked for.151

On 7 September Ter Beek made this offer to Boutros-Ghali in person at the UN

headquarters.152 However, in the following weeks the ministry of Foreign affairs
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caused confusion by stating that the contribution had been made in favour of a

peace-plan.153 The peace-plan actually disappeared behind the horizon from late

September, because the Bosnian government rejected it.

The area of deployment

Initially it was unknown where the Dutch battalion would be deployed. There were

rumours circulating about different locations, but most often mention was made of

Central-Bosnia, where convoys had to be secured, and Srebrenica, either in

combination with another enclave or without.154 After a Dutch military mission to

Bosnia at the end of September had got no clear information about the area of

deployment, chief defence staff Van der Vlis made known his objections against

Srebrenica to Ter Beek on 8 October. Srebrenica would cause tremendous logistical

problems and the troops in Srebrenica would be fully dependent on the goodwill of

the Bosnian-Serb military, which dominated the surrounding terrain.155

After Boutros-Ghali had formally accepted the Dutch offer, Ter Beek himself

visited Bosnia from 9 till 11 November. However, he became no wiser as to the

area of deployment. Nevertheless, upon his return to the Netherlands he decided to

bring up the decision about the dispatch of the battalion in the ministerial council.

He did not let himself be withheld by objections from generals Van der Vlis and

Couzy. There was only one objection that would have convinced Ter Beek and that

concerned the safety of the Dutch peacekeepers. However, on this issue the two

generals reassured the minister: they thought the Bosnian Serbs would be sensible

enough to leave the UN blue helmets in peace.156

On 12 November the ministerial council decided in principle in favour of the

dispatch. It would debate the decision again once the location would be known.157

Four days later Dutch parliament agreed unanimously, albeit that the Labour

spokesman made a reservation as to the location.158

At the end of November a Netherlands military mission flew to Zagreb to learn

more about this. It soon turned out that the Dutch battalion would be deployed in

Srebrenica (and initially also in Zepa). The mission was under the impression that

this location, which had been refused by e.g. the Scandinavian governments,159 had
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been set apart for the Dutch by the UN from the very beginning. Later

UNPROFOR’s commander in Bosnia, the Belgian general Francois Briquemont,

confirmed that the ‘unwanted’ among the safe areas had since long been set aside

for the Dutch.160 This could be done, since the Dutch government, contrary to other

governments, had set no conditions at all as to the area of deployment. Later

Briquemont would say that it was a pity that the Dutch government did not refuse

the location Srebrenica. While on the one hand it had been his duty to ‘sell’

Srebrenica to the Dutch, he had retained a silent hope that the Dutch would refuse.

In that case the Security Council would have been forced to review their policy

with regard to the safe areas, which Briquemont thought to be disastrous, and to

come up with a new mandate.161 Now that the Dutch military and politicians

thought it impossible to go back on their offer, this policy could be continued for

another year and a half.

Once the location became known, the Dutch government and Dutch parliament

both forgot that only a few weeks before they had wanted to reconsider their

dispatch decision in the light of the information on the area of deployment. The

ministerial council treated the information as a formality.162 Dutch parliament

debated the location for the first time really on 1 February 1994, when the advance

part of the battalion was already on the spot.163 The fact that it lasted till

mid-January before the Bosnian Serbs had admitted a Dutch reconnaissance

mission to Srebrenica had not led to a political debate in The Hague.

Conclusion

In March the main force of the first battalion of the airmobile brigade, Dutchbat I,

deployed in Srebrenica. Twice there would be a relief, by Dutchbat II and Dutchbat

III, the latter of which would witness the fatal Bosnian-Serb attack on the enclave

in July 1995. Nobody could have predicted that attack in 1993. On the other hand

the UN called the Serbs’ bluff in 1993 by counting on deterrence by presence. The

Dutch government mortgaged Dutchbat’s future heavily by accepting Srebrenica,

the enclave where after the relief of the Canadian military no other government was

willing to send its troops. The Dutch dispatch decision was the outcome of a

process that had begun almost thirty months earlier at the beginning of the Dutch

EC-presidency. The coincidence of that presidency with the outbreak of the

Yugoslav crisis had raised a level of involvement for the Dutch government from
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which it subsequently could not distance itself. After the war in

Bosnia-Herzegovina had begun, the Dutch government was ahead of all others

during international consultations on (former) Yugoslavia, acting according to a

Gesinnungsethik, whereas other governments were more alive to the feasibility of

different scenario’s and possible (negative) consequences. The Dutch government

thought it was better to do something than to do nothing. Their dissenting opinion

forced them, as soon as the first opportunity presented itself, to contribute a combat

unit for deployment in the safe areas, which they had championed themselves so

much. In the end, this led to the ironic, but above all tragic situation in which the

Netherlands, which had been advocating a more active role of the UN troops in

Bosnia, had to experience how their military in Srebrenica got the unintended role

of bystanders, a position the Dutch government itself had tried to avoid at all costs.
