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In the midst of the rising security challen
ges, daring Croatian politicians have to put 
delicate foreign and security issues on the 
table at the earliest opportunity. A new 
comprehensive National Security Strategy 
for the Republic of Croatia has to be created 
finally since the only one published in 
2002, is indisputably outdated. As a conse
quence, this paper will focus on Croatia’s 
current foreign and security perspective 
based on existing strategic documents and 
legislation. With that aim, firstly Croatia´s 
security frameworks will be identified. 
Then, a list of current and imminent th
reats will be presented. Croatia´s relations 
with some of its neighboring countries as 
well as with some global players will be 
given as well. Ultimately, the guidelines on 
how to proceed will be introduced. 

Croatia quo vadis? 

After it had ensured its territorial integri ty 
by ending the Homeland War in 1995 and 
had subsequently gained its indepen
dence as well as its international recogni
tion and finally had become a full NATO 
member in 2009 and EU member in 2013, 
the Republic of Croatia has remained 
without a clear foreign and security policy 
direction. In 2002, the Croatian Parliament 
adopted the first and so far only National 
Security Strategy (referred to as the 2002 
Strategy). According to the document, of
ficially entitled “Strategy for the Republic of 
Croatia´s National Security”1, it represents, 
in accordance with the Constitution of the 
Republic of Croatia, a conceptual docu
ment in which the Croatian Parliament, as 
the highest political and legislative body, 
determines and accepts political views on 
fundamental national security issues. Not 
only does the 2002 Strategy define national 
security as a condition in which fundamen
tal values of society and its institutions 
are protected, but also stresses how new 
solutions have to meet new challenges. 
However, as of today, the country´s foreign 
and security policy seems to be direction

less since the 2002 Strategy is unquestiona
bly obsolete2. In previous times there were 
several attempts by different governments 
to adopt a new one. Regrettably, all of tho
se have failed. Due to the lack of strategic 
coordination, institutions concerned with 
foreign and security policy developed 
their own docu ments which themati
cally complement the 2002 Strategy and 
meanwhile serve them as guidance. Just 
to name some of them: there exist the Na-
tional Strategy for Prevention and Fighting 
Terrorism (2015), Strategy on Participation 
of Croatia in International Missions and 
Operations (2014), the National Strategy 
for Development Cooperation (2015-2020), 
Strategic plan of the Ministry of Foreign and 
European Affairs (2016-2018) and Public 
Report of the Security and Intelligence 
Agency (2016). However praiseworthy this 
intention might be, the impression is given 
that crucial institutions concerned with 
foreign and security matters are develop
ing autonomously instead of following a 
single strategic document.

The foreign and security policy is often a 
reflection of the domestic policy, so it is in 
Croatia. At present, the Croatian society 
lacks of political direction caused by dys
functional institutions and missing leader
ship. As a result of disunity within the 
coalition, following disputes, controversial 
cabinet appointments and finally fraud 
allegations, the Croatian government has 
fallen earlier in June. After the politically 
inexperienced technocrat Orešković had 
been brought to power by the ruling 
rightwing coalition between the Croatian 
Democratic Union and the new reformist 
Most in January 2016, the same fickle 
coalition eventually turned against him. 
After ousting Orešković in a vote of no 
confidence, Croatian lawmakers voted to 
dissolve parliament. The country is now 
expected to hold new elections in Septem
ber 2016. Yet, Croatia is in desperate and 
urgent need of an allinclusive overview of 
current and future security threats which 

correspond to new realities. The redefini
tion of its relations to immediate and dis
tant neighbors is equally urgently needed. 
The country has to provide its citizens with 
an overall evaluation of the decades long 
UN and the OSCE membership as well of 
sevenyear NATO and the threeyear EU 
membership and decide what her new 
strategic priorities are.

From a security recipient to a security 
provider: UN, OSCE, NATO and the EU

1. United Nations

Croatia has been a UN member since 1992. 
During the war, Zagreb hosted several UN 
peace missions and operations. Moreover, 
the United Nations Transitional Authority 
in Eastern Slavonia (UNTEAS) is considered 
as one of the most successful UN missions. 
At that time, Eastern Slavonia, Baranja and 
Western Sirmium peacefully reintegrated 
into Croatia by the means of the Erdut 
Agreement. Since then, from a recipient, 
Croatia has become a security provider 
within the UN. In 1999 it engaged for the 
first time in a UN mission in Sierra Leone 
(UNOMSIL). From 1999 until 2014 the 
country participated in 19 UN missions 
in total. Still, some civil society groups 
are calling for even stronger involvement 
due to Croatia´s war time and postwar 
experience3. In addition, judging by the de 
jure still valid 2002 Strategy, in terms of im
plementation, Croatia gives priority to UN 
and NATO missions. Unfortunately, in spite 
of proclaimed determination and perse
verance, Croatia’s support to international 
peace within the UN framework de creased. 
At the beginning of 2014, Croatia had 
28 nationals engaged in the UN peace
keeping missions. Today, Croatia contribu
tes 0.05% to UN peacekeeping budget and 
has only 17 nationals involved4. One of the 
reasons is naturally the ongoing economic 
crisis and consequential budget constrain. 
Nevertheless, the primary reason appears 
to be a lack of domestic public interest in 
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completed the process of full integration 
into NATO structures. Since then, the CAF 
gives significant contribution to NATO 
Smart Defense and Connected Forces 
Initiatives. The country has participated 
in several NATO missions and operations. 
Most notable examples being the ISAF 
mission in Afghanistan, support to Kosovo 
mission and participation in the Operation 
Unified Protector in Libya6. From July 2009 
and up until today Croatia is militarily 
present in Kosovo together with Kosovo 
Forces (KFOR). As the relationship between 
the organization and the country conti
nues to deepen, in January 2015 Zagreb 
took part in the Resolute Support Mission, 
a newly NATO peace operation in Afgha
nistan with a total of 105 members of the 
Armed Forces.

With the outbreak of wars in the Balkans, 
the European Union firstly objected the 
dissolution of Yugoslavia, fearing for the 
overall European security. That is why 
Croatia was initially primarily focused on 
deepening its cooperation with NATO. 
At the end, the United States were the 
one bringing the solution and peace to 
Croatia, not Europe.7 Today, equal footing 
is given both to NATO and the EU. All Cro
atian official documents concerned with 
foreign and security relations, pari-passu 
name both as key priorities. Moreover, 
by stressing how the autonomy of each 
organization should not be endangered, 
one can notice that Croatia sees security 
and defense policy of the European Union 
exclusively as complementary to NATO. 
Even newly strategic documents such as 
Croatian Forces Long-Term Development 
Plan 2015-2024 imply how Croatia will de
velop a singles set of forces for both NATO 
and the EU8.

4. The European Union

By finally joining the EU in July 2013, after 
a decade long application process, Croatia 
entered into a new stage of foreign policy 
creation. Not only did it become a subject 
to the EU CFSP/CSDP, but also a member 
of the EDA and the EUSC9. By becoming a 
member of the Union for the Mediterrane
an, Croatia had the early access to the EU 
Mediterranean Policy, likewise. Croatia pro

fited on the energysecurity plan, as well. 
Due to the conflicts between Russia and 
Ukraine and with the aim of approaching 
the establishment of the Energy Commu
nity, the EU chose to diversify its energy 
resources. An important example concer
ning Croatia in that respect is the construc
tion of the LNG Terminal on Croatian island 
Krk which became one of the EU’s most 
important energy projects financed up 
until today with 4.9 million euros.

 The head of the EU delegation in Bosnia, 
Lars Gunnar Wigemark has recently stated 
that the EU made a big mistake when it 
failed to perform decisively in the Balkans 
in the 90´s because at the time it did not 
have the Common Foreign and Security 
Policy (CFSP)10. As in present, the so called 
Western Balkans is seen by many as the 
region where CFSP/CSDP should be tested 
and practiced. Interestingly enough, the 
term Western Balkans itself was introduced 
at the Zagreb Summit of the EU when Cro
atia initiated its Stabilization and Associa
tion Process (SAP). Since then, Croatia sees 
itself as “the transitional mentor” in the re
gion due to its experience in postconflict 
state building11. Thus, it does not come as 
a surprise that the new Ministry of Foreign 
and European Affairs Strategic plan for 
the 2016-2018, directly relates the imple
mentation of the Croatia´s foreign policy 
within the framework of the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy. With regards 
to Croatia’s help in EU peacekeeping missi
ons, EUPOL Afghanistan was the first CSDP 
mission Croatia joined in 2002. At present, 
Croatia is engaged in several EU missions: 
EULEX Kosovo, EUPOL Afghanistan, EUMM 
Georgia, EUPOL COPPS and EU NAVFOR 
Somalia  Atalanta12. So far it had also 
participated in the two EU Battlegroups. In 
the first half of 2011, Croatia took part in 
the Nordic BG led by Sweden as well as in 
the BG led by Germany in 201213. Posi
tive experiences gathered during these 
engagements have led to a decision that 
Croatia takes part in EUBG every three to 
four years14. Accordingly, new Croatian par
ticipation is expected in the second half 
of 2017.  Following the recent UK decision 
to leave the EU and ergo relinquish the 
Council presidency in the second half of 
2017, Croatia has now been added to the 

deeper Croatian engagement. This lack 
of interest for the UN is equally identified 
in the activities of political elites. In fact, 
political parties in their programs do not 
mention the role of Croatia in the UN at all.
 
2. OSCE

The OSCE membership is being neglected, 
likewise. Croatia became a fullfledged 
OSCE participant,in March 1992. Because 
of its wartime experience in 90’s, Croatia 
was often on the OSCE agenda as a re
ceiver of international aid. The organiza
tion played a major role monitoring the 
war crimes proceedings as well as the way 
internally displaced people were being 
trea ted. After 15 years of the OSCE field 
presence, the Office in Zagreb closed in 
2012, after successful completion of its 
mandate. In recent years, one can notice 
Croatia´s reduced interest for the organi
zation. In 2014, the country contributed 
200,347€ or 0.1% to the Organization´s 
unified budget and had 7 nationals de
ployed. In 2015, that amount decreased 
to 199,770 € and 5 nationals. For now, it 
looks like Croatia is mainly interested in 
the election protection offered by the 
organization. Altogether the OSCE has 
previously observed ten elections in Croa
tia, most recently, parliamentary elections 
in Novem ber 20155. Nevertheless, the 
prospect of this cooperation is getting 
more and more precarious caused by the 
mentioned decrease in budget.

3. NATO

As proved in the more recent 2014 Strategy 
on Participation of Croatia in International 
Missions and Operations, the importance is 
now a priori given to NATO and EU mem
bership. Id est, the first concern shifted 
towards the US and European countries. 
Thus, it looks as if NATO and EUled missi
ons are now considered strategic priorities. 
Croatia´s support to NATO started in 1995 
when it engaged in Bosnia and Herzegovi
na by assisting in IFOR and SFOR missions. 
Consequently, the cooperation deepened 
in 2000, when Croatia entered NATO’s Part
nership for Peace and ultimately became 
a full member in April 2009. At the end 
of 2012, the Croatian Armed Forces (CAF) 
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list of the presidency holders. Much earlier 
than expected, i.e starting with January 
2020, a young member state will for the 
first time carry a very significant role of the 
presidency of the Council of the EU15.

Replacing security solutions: regional 
initiatives 

When it comes to security protection, 
Zagreb does not exclusively rely on the 
aforementioned security organizations 
due to their complex and often inefficient 
modus operandi. For the last years both 
NATO and the EU tried to convince Euro
pean countries to cooperate on certain 
capability areas. Many European nations, 
including Croatia, have instead decided 
to participate in regional multidefense 
cooperations and forums. Moreover, for 
the last five years, it appears like there has 
been a proliferation of regional initiati
ves in Europe. The most notable being 
NORDEFCO, CEDC, the Baltic countries, 
Benelux and Viségrad Four16. One of the 
first regional multilateral cooperations 
that Croatia joined was the South East 
European Cooperation Process (SEECP) in 
1996. Later on Croatia acceded similar, yet 
thematically diverse regional initiatives 
such as RACVIAC, CENCOOP, USAdriatic 
Charter (A5), AdriaticIonian Initiative, 
Multinational Land Force (MLF), Defense 
Cooperation Initiative (DECI). In addition, 
Croatia has recently found supplementary 
security stronghold in the Central Euro
pean Defense Cooperation (CEDC) and 
holds an important role as a Framework 
Nation for the training of Special Operati
on Forces. The current Croatian president 
Kolinda GrabarKitarović has an additional 
political and security vision for the country. 
Since she assumed office in February 2015, 
GrabarKitarović announced a new coope
ration between Central European states 
entitled the Adriatic-Baltic-Black Sea Initi-
ative. By focusing primarily on transport 
and energy, the Croatian president aims 
to strengthen political as well as economic 
cooperation of the yet informal coalition 
consisting of twelve European states. Not 
only are all twelve countries EU member 
states, but also, apart from Austria, they 
are part of NATO17. 

Current security challenges

With its accession to NATO and the EU, it 
looks like Croatia has removed the security 
threats from its agenda. Unfortunately, 
Croatia has many reasons for concern. 
According to the recent 2016 Public Report 
of Croatia´s Security and Intelligence 
Agency (SOA), even though the security 
situation in Croatia in the previous periods 
was stable, today the stability and security 
of the country is being more and more 
challenged18. The threats highlighted 
by the report are inter alia the increased 
expression of Chetnik extremism on the 
Croatian territory among young populati
on, corruption causing serious economic 
crimes and the “Balkan smuggling route” 
on which Croatia has been used as a tran
sit country. Croatian intelligence explicitly 
warned its citizens against the destabi
lizing effects of the crises in Syria, Iraq, 
Libya, Ukraine and the refugee crisis. As 
the cause of the European refugee crisis, 
more than 600,000 refugees and migrants 
passed the country in 2015. Although the 
migration flow through Croatia passed wit
hout major security incidents, it has been 
confirmed that it served terrorist organiza
tions to bring their supporters into Europe. 
Terrorist attacks all over Europe, especially 
in France, Belgium and BosniaHerzegovi
na have increased the risk for terrorism in 
Croatia. Moreover, Croatia itself has been 
a target of a terrorist act. The kidnapping 
and execution of Croatian citizen Tomislav 
Salopek in Egypt in the summer of 2015 
furthermore reminded Croatia of the spill
over effect of terrorism. 

900 radical Islamists from Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (BIH), Kosovo, Macedo
nia and Sadžak region went to Syria and 
Iraq in order to fight for ISIS and 300 of 
them have returned back to their home 
countries19. SOA´s Report warns of radical 
enclaves in the near neighborhood as well. 
Due to its geographical position and the 
fact that Croatians are one of BIH´s three 
constitutive nations, the overall situation 
in BIH always had a direct effect on Croati
an national security. Even newly National 
Strategy for Development Cooperation  
(2015-2020) names BIH as of crucial impor
tance. The reappearance of the ultrastrict 

approach to Islam known as Salafism/Wah
habism in BIH could unfortunately evoke 
some malicious ghosts of the past. Repor
tedly, only 20 km away from the Croatian 
border near the town Velika Kladuša, there 
are around 40 families living according to 
Sharia law and carrying the symbols of the 
Islamic state. Moreover, in that same town, 
there is a village Gornja Maoča reputedly 
being the main Salafi stronghold for the 
recruitment in the region. Particularly 
upsetting is the ISIS propaganda video 
showing Balkan fighters threatening to 
spread jihad around SouthEastern Europe. 
As stated in the National Strategy for 
Prevention and Fighting Terrorism (2015), 
South Eastern Europe is Croatia´s first and 
foremost region where terrorism should 
be fought. Furthermore, the 2002 Strategy 
accurately points out how Croatia cannot 
achieve an optimal degree of national 
security without peace and security within 
its immediate surroundings. Hence, raising 
radical Islam in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
as well as the increasing professionaliza
tion of terrorists acting in the region and 
abroad should be of special concern for 
Croatian political elites when issuing the 
new National Security Strategy.

Foreign relations

It is beyond doubt that many diplomatic 
relations with countries on Croatia´s direct 
border have been shaken, especially due 
to the recent European refugee crisis. Still, 
the 2002 Strategy describes diplomatic 
relations between Croatia and Slovenia 
as highleveled, and CroatiaHungarian 
relations as impeccable. The issue of sa
vings of Croatian citizens in the Ljubljana 
Bank up until today did not affect the close 
relations of the two countries. Still, the 
situation changed regarding the delicate 
border issue in the Piran Bay. Due to the 
severe breaches in the arbitration process 
on the Slovenian side, Croatia decided to 
end an international arbitration agree
ment in April 2015. Up to the present, a 
final solution on how to proceed has not 
been found. The closure of the borders for 
the refugees on the Balkan route in 2015 
furthermore complicated this historically 
close relationship. 
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The same applies to Hungary, who as a 
response decided to build a wire fence in 
order to direct refugees to other coun
tries, namely, Croatia. Historically, the 
relationship between Croatia and Serbia 
has not always been the warmest. Since 
Serbia was part of the refugeeborder 
dispute, luckily both countries eventually 
started to work together in order to fight 
human traffickers. However, the fact that 
the Serbian radical Vojislav Šešelj recently 
entered the Serbian parliament is dis
turbing and additionally threatens the 
progress in foreign relations. Regardless of 
the ICTY20 acquitting Šešelj of war crimes, 
the Croatian public is craving for change in 
the second instance verdict. Also, tensi
ons deepened when Croatia purchased 
ballistic missiles from the USA which can 
carry out attacks up to a radius of 300 
km. As a response, the Serbian PM Vučić 
announced a purchase of heavy weapons 
from Russia promising they will not be 
used offensively. Despite all, in the spirit of 
good neighborly relations the acting FM 
Miro Kovač, announced earlier in June that 
all Croatian demands are being incorpo
rated in the negotiating position and that 
Croatia will not block Serbian entry into 
the EU. However, yet it is to wait and see 
for the final outcome of the negotiations.

The relationships with some other impor
tant global players such as Iran, Turkey, 
Russia and China have to be defined and 
publically known as well. Interestingly, 
President GrabarKitarović recent diplo
matic visits to Iran resulted in President 
Rouhani addressing how Croatia can be a 
number one gateway to Iran’s closer ties 
with Europe. Turkey appears to be open 
in helping Croatia vis à vis BIH. In April 
this year, during an official visit to Croatia, 
President Erdogan introduced a possibility 
of establishing a trilateral cooperation 
between Croatia, Turkey and BIH. This 
initiative aims to politically emancipate 
torn BIH. With Russia, it looks like, despite 
the EU sanctions, Croatia is cherishing 
close economic ties. Last but not least, the 
SinoCroatian cooperation reportedly aims 
to merge GrabarKitarović’s Adriatic-Baltic-
Black Sea Initiative and Jinping’s One Belt, 
One Road Initiative21. By keeping these new 
realities in mind, Croatian political elites 

tually engage? What did change in terms 
of close and distant neighbourly relations? 
As a result of all these considerations, an 
interdisciplinary expert committee should 
be established followed by a wide public 
debate. It would be very much recommen
dable to use the existing documents and 
plans which have already been prepared 
by the numerous institutions as a first 
input. Furthermore, a close cooperation of 
these same institutions should be ensured 
and maintained. A regular periodical re
view of the document is another element 
that should be included in a new strategy 
in order to start timely actions and correct 
outdated strategic concepts. That is why 
an establishment of an independent, apo
litical body, like the Information Commis
sioner, aiming to monitor the implementa
tion of the new National Security Strategy, 
should be set up as well.  

Finally, after the adoption in Parliament, 
the new holistic National Security Strategy 
has to be presented to the Croatian citi
zens and implemented as soon as possible.

Apolonija Rihtarić is ERASMUS intern 
at the AIES.
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will have to address and clearly redefine 
foreign relations with some of its immedia
te and distant neighbors.

What’s next?

Croatian political elites have to inform 
and warn the citizens against rising direct 
and indirect security threats in the ever 
challenging world as well as to identify to 
which security frameworks Croatia is more 
sympathetic to. The security protection 
of Croatia within NATO and the European 
hub is indispensable and therefore it 
needs to be newly evaluated as well. The 
UN and the OSCE memberships, numerous 
regional cooperation forums and bilateral 
relations are equally important in order 
to face rising security challenges. Still, 
the upcoming Croatian leadership has to 
decide and agree on new foreign and se
curity policy goals. This has to start with an 
overall reevaluation of Croatia’s direct and 
imminent domestic as well as international 
threats. Most importantly, a single docu
ment, with a clear timeframe (unlike the 
2002 Strategy) has to be created since the 
current framework of action is misleading 
and ineffective.

During this evaluation process some other 
very important decisions have to be made 
and taken into consideration. When it 
comes to Croatia’s engagement on the 
ground, the scope of country’s capabilities 
has to be defined at the early stage. At 
the internal level, the document should 
provide guidance for the future of military, 
police and reserve forces. While at the 
international level, Croatia has to follow 
the example of many other European 
countries, by giving the exact deployment 
numbers for each particular organization, 
with a clear explanation. Why does Croatia 
give more soldiers and money to NATO 
than to the EU, or less to OSCE than to the 
UN? Is it due to historical, economic or 
strategic reasons or it is due to country’s 
nonchalance? The definition of the level of 
Croatia’s political ambition is a prerequisite 
for its security development. The same 
applies to its foreign policies. What are the 
concrete results of numerous official visits 
undertaken by Croatian politicians? In 
which diplomatic ventures will Croatia ac
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