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There was little visible progress on human rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) in 2021. Public
officials stirred xenophobia, failed to tackle discrimination, and put pressure on journalists. War
crimes prosecutions slowed. Protections for women and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
(LGBT) people are inadequate.

Discrimination and Intolerance

In December 2020, the first local elections in 12 years were held in Mostard. Due to disagreements
about election law among the main ethnic parties, voters last had the chance to elect the city
government in 2008. Additional disagreements between the main parties meant it took two
additional months and a joint intervention by diplomats before the city council elected a new mayor.

In March 2021, the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers criticized the 11-year failure of political
leaders in BiH to implement a European Court of Human Rights ruling to amend the constitution and
election laws to end political discrimination against Jews, Roma, and others.

In April, the Roma Information Center, Kali Sara, reported that Roma were especially impacted
during the Covid-19 pandemic because about 35-40 percent had no insurance needed to access
health care. In the 2020/21 school year, Roma, people living in poverty, and children with disabilities
experienced greater obstacles in accessing online education due to lack of devices, reliable internet,
and special assistance.

A June European Parliament resolution called on the government to adopt a deinstitutionalization
strategy for people with disabilities and condemned a law allowing them to be deprived of their legal
capacity, or the right to make decisions for themselves.

In July, the Constitutional Court of BiH found the practice of “two schools under one roof”
discriminates against children because it physically segregates children at school based on ethnicity.

The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) recorded 98 hate crimes between
January and August 2021, mainly based on ethnicity or religion. At time of writing, there were seven
ongoing trials against perpetrators.

Accountability for War Crimes

The Revised National War Crimes Processing Strategy adopted in 2020 called for the most serious
war crimes to be processed by the end of 2023. However, in 2021, the OSCE documented a decline in
the number of prosecuted cases generally. In the first six months of 2021, the state prosecutor
indicted only two people for war crimes, one of whom was already in prison.

As of August, 250 war crimes cases involving 502 defendants were pending before courts in BiH,
according to the OSCE. A lack of willingness in the region to extradite those on war crimes charges
means that 80 of the defendants outside of BiH cannot be brought to trial.

According to the OSCE, in the first six months of 2021, courts in BiH rendered first instance
judgments in 12 cases against 22 defendants, of whom 14 were found guilty. In the same period, 5
cases against 10 defendants ended with final judgments being rendered, and 10 found guilty.

There are currently 57 pending cases against 125 defendants involving allegations of conflict-related
sexual violence. In the first six months of 2021, first instance judgments were rendered in 4 cases
against 8 defendants, of whom 3 were convicted, and 1 final judgment was rendered with 1
defendant convicted before Court of BiH.

The Bosnian state failed again to financially compensate a woman raped in the war as
recommended by the UN Committee Against Torture (CAT) in 2019.

http://www.ohr.int/joint-statement-on-the-election-of-mostar-mayor/
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=0900001680a1abf8
https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/sejdic-romi-u-bosni-i-hercegovini-su-diskriminirani-u-svim-sferama-zivota/210408058
https://www.portal-udar.net/online-nastava-u-bih-bez-sistemskih-rjesenja/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0317_EN.html
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/ustavni-sud-bih-odluka-dvije-skole-pod-jednim-krovom/31391591.html
https://www.osce.org/hatemonitorbih
https://detektor.ba/2021/08/11/misija-osce-a-bih-primjetan-pad-broja-zavrsenih-predmeta-za-ratne-zlocine/?lang=en
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/07/15/bosnian-prosecution-files-just-two-war-indictments-in-six-months/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/coming-to-terms-with-the-past-and-delivering-justice-is-the-only-way-to-achieve-reconciliation-in-the-former-yugoslavia
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/1/494881.pdf
https://trialinternational.org/latest-post/is-bosnia-turning-a-deaf-ear-to-un-recommendations/


In June, an appeals panel of the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals upheld the
2017 genocide conviction and life sentence of Bosnian Serb wartime military commander Ratko
Mladić.

The same month, in a press release by the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and
the UN special adviser on prevention of genocide, the special adviser warned against increasing
glorification of convicted war criminals in Bosnia.

Asylum Seekers and Migrants

The Service for Foreigner’s Affairs between January and August registered 10,075 irregular arrivals
with 9,057 persons expressing an intention to apply for asylum; a slight decrease compared to the
same period in 2020.

According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), in the first half of 2021, 67 persons submitted asylum
applications and 31 were issued decisions, with 1 granted refugee status, and 4 subsidiary
protection. Average processing time nearly doubled since 2018, from 223 to 419 days in 2021.
According to UNHCR, this has led many people to abandon the process before a decision is issued.

Five state-operated reception centers are mostly overcrowded and around 1,500 migrants had to be
accommodated elsewhere. Routine violent pushbacks into Bosnia by Croatian police exacerbate the
poor situation for migrants, who often depend on civil society for medical care and basic needs.

Hostility against migrants was amplified during the local elections with some mayoral candidates in
border towns running on an anti-migrant and refugee platform. People working on migration issues
faced attacks and threats.

Domestic and Other Gender-Based Violence

After delays and criticism by the EU Delegation in Bosnia, the Federation of BiH entity adopted a
draft law on protection from domestic violence. The draft was sent for a 60-day public discussion at
the time of writing.

Ombudswoman Jasminka Dzumhur stated in March 2021 that criminal legislation in Bosnia does not
align with obligations to combat gender-based violence in the Convention on Preventing and
Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, known as Istanbul Convention, which
Bosnia ratified in 2013.

The European Parliament in September urged the Bosnian authorities to harmonize and implement
legislation in line with the Istanbul Convention. The body responsible for monitoring compliance with
the Istanbul Convention visited Bosnia in October to evaluate its implementation.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Research published in June by the Sarajevo Open Center, an LGBTI and women’s rights group, found
that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people face discrimination in education,
employment, and housing. According to the Ombuds Office report in May, there has not been much
concrete progress in ensuring equality for people in same-sex partnerships.

The third Sarajevo Pride march went without incident despite an anti-LGBT protest on the same day.
In 2021, local cantonal government provided over US$15,000 for security during the event, a cost
march organizers previously had to cover.

Between January and September 2021, the Sarajevo Open Center recorded seven hate incidents
against LGBTI people, two of which were physical attacks.

Freedom of Media

According to information provided to Human Rights Watch by the journalists’ association BH
Novinari, between January and July 2021, there were 42 threats against journalists, of which one was
a physical attack. BH Novinari recorded several complaints from journalists against police and
officials in Lipa migrant camp including threats, improper denial of access and forcing journalists to
delete recorded material. An employee of the Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees was
disciplined for threatening a journalist.

A September survey by BH Novinari involving 440 media professionals showed that in the last three
years, over 40 percent of respondents indicated they had been subject to threats and intimidation, in
most cases by politicians and public officials.

https://www.irmct.org/en/news/21-06-08-appeals-chamber-international-residual-mechanism-criminal-tribunals-delivers
https://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=27150&LangID=E
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/BiH%20UNHCR%20Operational%20update%20-%20June%202021.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/BiH%20UNHCR%20Operational%20update%20-%20June%202021.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/aug/31/croatian-police-accused-of-robbing-and-pushing-back-to-bosnia-afghans
https://reliefweb.int/report/bosnia-and-herzegovina/un-bosnia-and-herzegovina-concerned-violent-pushback-migrants-asylum
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/12/2/bosnia-migrants-asylum-winter-eu-border-pushbacks
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26476&LangID=E
https://www.dw.com/hr/bih-dobrovoljni-pomaga%C4%8Di-pod-pritiskom/a-56733560
https://ba.n1info.com/english/news/eu-ambassador-calls-on-adoption-of-fbih-law-on-protection-from-domestic-violence/
https://bhrt.ba/pd-pfbih-zakon-o-zastiti-od-nasilja-u-porodici-upucen-u-javnu-raspravu-od-60-dana/
https://bhnovinari.ba/bs/2021/03/18/konferencija-bh-novinara-mediji-imaju-kljucnu-ulogu-u-podizanju-svijesti-o-rodno-zasnovanom-nasilju/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2021-0185_EN.html
https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-convention/text-of-the-convention
https://soc.ba/socio-ekonomski-polozaj-lezbijki-gej-biseksualnih-transrodnih-i-interseksualnih-osoba-u-bosni-i-hercegovini/
https://www.ombudsmen.gov.ba/Novost.aspx?newsid=1818&lang=BS
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/08/14/sarajevos-pride-parade-calls-for-more-rights-for-lgbt-community/
https://povorkaponosa.ba/2021/08/09/velika-pobjeda-bh-aktivizma-institucije-podrzale-bh-povorku-ponosa/
https://bhnovinari.ba/bs/2021/06/04/sluzbenik-mljpi-zbog-prijetnji-i-vrijedjanja-novinarke-kaznjen-tromjesecnim-umanjenjem-place/?fbclid=IwAR11IvpSkrM_aECHbVWL64cbZhFVJNrOGCWdoF0SpbHpGB5caFZDmSrtRSg
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Following smears against journalist Tanja Topic by the Chairman of the BiH Presidency Milorad Dodik
in May 2021, diplomats in Bosnia called on public officials to refrain from threats and misogynistic
comments against media professionals.

BH Novinari registered increased gender-based violence against women in the media, with 70
incidents over five years, including death threats, verbal and physical threats, and discrimination at
work.
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