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The Sava River: Transitioning to 
peace in the former Yugoslavia

Amar AolakhodžiD, Marija FilipoviD, Jana KovandžiD, 
and Stephen Stec

The Sava River flows through Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
Serbia on its way to join the Danube in Belgrade. This formerly national river 
became international as a result of the 1991–1995 Yugoslav conflicts. Following 
the end of hostilities, the need for joint management of the river according 
to up-to-date management principles provided the formerly warring parties an 
opportunity to build new regional cooperative institutions. Multiyear negotiations 
with international support produced the Framework Agreement on the Sava River 
Basin (FASRB) and the Protocol on the Navigation Regime to the FASRB;1 to 
implement these instruments, the International Sava River Basin Commission 
(ISRBC) was established in 2006 with headquarters in Zagreb, Croatia.

While armed hostilities have ceased between the countries of the former 
Yugoslavia, differences remain. For example, upstream countries have a strong interest 
in recreation and tourism, while for downstream countries, industry, agriculture, and 
navigation have higher priority. Slovenia, a European Union (EU) member state, has 
different concerns from the other states, which are still applying for EU member-
ship. However, many of these differences are now addressed through the ISRBC.

This chapter examines the negotiations that led to the FASRB and the ISRBC 
and assesses their performance to date. Following an overview of the conflict 
and a description of the Sava River Basin, the chapter describes post-conflict 
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challenges to joint management of the basin, earlier attempts at joint management, 
and the eventual establishment of the ISRBC—with the support of the inter-
national community, which saw the Sava River Basin as a key area for post-conflict 
cooperation and confidence building. The institutions and mechanisms that were 
established in this process are placed within the context of broader European and 
global processes. The chapter assesses the future prospects for the ISRBC’s work 
and recommends some important next steps. Finally, factors affecting the success 
of peacebuilding efforts in this arena are reviewed, along with lessons learned.

Background

The Yugoslav conflicts took place in a geographically and politically complex 
region. Its environment, already fragile due to decades of poor resource manage-
ment, was further stressed during the conflict.

dissolution of Yugoslavia

The conflicts in the 1990s that led to the dissolution of Yugoslavia were the 
deadliest hostilities in Europe since World War II. The conflicts in Croatia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992–1995 alone left an estimated 300,000 people 
dead and 3 million displaced (Glenny 2000). The conflicts had their roots in the 
breakdown of the Cold War order, in which communist ideology was able to 
unify Yugoslavia’s Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Bosnians,2 Albanians, and Macedonians 
(Carnegie Commission 2000). With the breakdown in support for the cosmopolitan 
socialist narrative that had defined the post–World War II period, nationalist 
narratives gained ascendancy (Bjelajac et al. 2007; Schwandner-Sievers and 
Fischer 2002; Prunk 1994). In the late 1980s, Serbian leader Slobodan Miloševid 
consolidated his political power by exploiting fear over the Kosovo Serb minority’s 
fate (Bjelajac et al. 2007).

In July 1991, Slovenia became the first part of the Socialist Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia to secede successfully, after a ten-day war against the Yugoslav 
People’s Army. Croatia had declared independence on June 25, 1991, but ethnic 
Serbs in the eastern Croatian districts of Krajina and Slavonia attempted to set 
up separate authorities and appealed to Belgrade for protection (Almond 1994). 
Paramilitary forces formed on ethnic lines throughout Croatia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (Almond 1994). In August, the Yugoslav People’s Army entered 
Croatia to support the Serbs in Krajina and Slavonia, and conflict erupted (Glenny 
2000). By the time Croatia was admitted to the United Nations in spring 1992, 
the Yugoslav People’s Army occupied Krajina, Eastern Slavonia, and Western 

2 Bosnian refers to someone of any ethnic or religious group from Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The term Bosniak, also used in this chapter, generally refers to Bosnian Muslims. 
Bosniaks are an ethnic South-Slavic group from the historical region of present-day 
Bosnia, characterized by adherence to Islam since the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
with a common culture and language.
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Slavonia, one-third of its territory (Almond 1994). In February 1992, the United 
Nations Protection Force was given a mandate to protect certain safe areas in 
Croatia; this mandate was gradually extended to further peacekeeping activities 
in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. From 1993 through 1995, Croatia’s 
army pushed the Yugoslav People’s Army and ethnic Serb residents out of Krajina 
and West Slavonia (Glenny 2000). When the conflict ended in 1995, an agree-
ment was reached on the gradual reintegration of the remaining Serb-held areas 
of Eastern Slavonia into Croatia, a process that was completed in 1998.

Serb leader Miloševid and Croatian leader Franjo Tudjman had agreed in 
March 1991 to divide Bosnia and Herzegovina between their two countries. In 
fulfillment of this agreement, Croatian forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina declared 
certain territories to comprise the Croatian Republic of Herceg-Bosna. In January 
1992, Serb-dominated areas declared the existence of the Serbian Republic of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, later renamed Republika Srpska. That April, the Bosnian 
parliament (with ethnic Serb representatives abstaining) declared independence 
and established the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Yugoslav army’s 
military assets were transferred to the Army of Republika Srpska, which engaged in 
military action in concert with Bosnian Serb and Serbian militias in their attempts 
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Note: Upon the collapse of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY, also known as the former 
Yugoslavia), the SFRY republics of Serbia and Montenegro joined to become the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia, which––in 2003––became the Union of Serbia and Montenegro. On June 2, 2006, Montenegro 
declared its independence from Serbia, and two states were formed: Serbia and Montenegro.
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to partition Bosnia and Herzegovina along ethnic lines. In May, Radovan Karadžid, 
the leader of Republika Srpska, and Mate Boban, the leader of the Croatian 
Republic of Herceg-Bosna, signed the Graz Agreement, which divided Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, leaving a small Bosniak buffer state.

After this agreement, Croatian and Bosnian forces fought in what has been called 
the Croat-Bosniak War. This ended in early 1994 with the Washington Agreement, 
under which the Croats and Bosniaks agreed to form the Federation of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. The Washington Agreement specified that the use of natural resources 
and the formulation of joint environmental policies within this federation, and 
its possible confederation with the Republic of Croatia, would be formulated 
jointly by the central government and the canton governments (USIP 1997).

Despite the Croat-Bosniak alliance, the government of Croatia reached a 
separate ceasefire with Serb forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina in March 1994, 
and shortly thereafter Serb forces began to attack the UN safe havens in eastern 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, prompting a bombing campaign by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO). In July 1995, Serb forces moved against the other 
safe havens, culminating in the Srebrenica massacre, in which approximately 
8,000 Bosnian Muslims were killed—the largest act of genocide in Europe since 
World War II. Increasing pressure to settle the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
resulted in the General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
known as the Dayton Peace Agreement, which was signed in December 1995. By 
the end of the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina, half of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
population of 4 million had been killed, injured, or displaced (Glenny 2000). 
Renewed military activity in the Sava River Basin took place in spring 1999 
with NATO bombing of Serbian infrastructure during the Kosovo conflict.

The countries that emerged from the dissolution of Yugoslavia (with the 
exception of Slovenia) suffered major disruption of their economic and social 
fabric and have continued to lag behind the rest of Central and Eastern Europe 
in various indicators of human development.3 Long-term environmental damage 
resulted from the widespread use of landmines; the use of depleted uranium 
munitions, particularly in Serbia during the Kosovo conflict;4 the destruction of 
chemical facilities and other critical infrastructure; and the impacts of refugees 
and displaced persons (UNEP and UNCHS 1999). More than 1 million landmines 
and 1 billion small-arms rounds remained scattered across Croatia after the 
conflict ended (GOC 1998). In the period 1990–1998, as much as 24 percent of 

3 In 1985 Yugoslavia had a UN Human Development Index (HDI) of 0.913. (The HDI is a 
composite index that measures development by combining indicators of life expectancy, 
educational attainment, and income, expressed as a value between 0 and 1.) Conflict caused 
the HDIs in the region to drop significantly. In 1995, Croatia’s HDI was 0.759; in 1999, the 
HDI for the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (then consisting of Serbia and Montenegro) was 
only 0.729. In 1985, Yugoslavia’s per capita gross domestic product (GDP) was $2,480, 
and Hungary’s was $2,240. By 2007, Hungary’s per capita GDP had risen to $13,766, while 
Croatia’s was $11,559 and Serbia’s was $5,435 (UNDP 1990, 1991, 1998, 2000, 2009).

4 During the Kosovo conflict, Serbia was a republic of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.
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the population of former Yugoslavia and its successor states lacked access to safe 
drinking water (UNDP 2000).

The Sava river Basin

The Sava River and its tributaries connect the capitals of four basin states: 
Ljubljana, Slovenia; Zagreb, Croatia; Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina; and 
Belgrade, Serbia (see figure 1). It is the second largest tributary of the Danube 
and was the most important inland waterway in former Yugoslavia. The Sava 
River was a key component of a post–World War II economy based on heavy 
industrialization and collective farming. A total of 593 kilometers was navigable 
for vessels with a capacity of 1,500 tons, and approximately 15 million tons of 
goods were transported per year (Vukasovic 2006).

The Sava River Basin is the largest drainage area in the Western Balkans 
and a major water source for the countries through which the Sava River system 
flows. (See table 1 for each country’s portion of the basin and the basin’s share 
of national territory.) The basin is home to a wide variety of plants and animals; 
the river and its tributaries pass through recreational areas, national parks, forests, 
and other protected areas. Around 35 percent of the population of former Yugoslavia 
(8.5 million) lived in the Sava River Basin (Tomid and Budin 1989).
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Figure 1. The Sava River and its tributaries
Source: Adapted from Zinke et al. (2007).
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The Sava River Basin is less developed than other river basins in Europe. 
Water retention capacity per capita for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and 
Serbia is well below the world average; water management suffers from inadequate 
institutional structures, inefficient operations, lack of water and sewage treatment 
plants, outdated water pipelines and sewage systems, lack of assessment and 
planning, and reduced financial capacity (World Bank 2003). The Sava River 
Basin has unexploited potential for electricity production and irrigation and 
represents an important source of water and sanitation, and is thus vital to post-
conflict reconstruction.

By the late 1980s, the Sava River, already heavily polluted from industry, 
agriculture, wastewater discharges, and navigation, was clean for only thirty 
kilometers in the upper flow (Meštrov et al. 1989). Parts of the basin, such as 
the basin’s floodplain, were under heavy agricultural use, while mining in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, construction of thermal plants, and other exploitation of natural 
resources had a huge impact on environmental quality (aolakhodžid 2008). The 
industrial region downstream from Ljubljana, the mining complex of Zagorje, 
Trbovlje, and Hrastnik, as well as the industrialized region of Sevnica-Krsko (in 
southeastern Slovenia) overloaded the Sava River with wastewater. It was already 
highly polluted when it reached Zagreb, where a highly developed manufacturing 
industry polluted it further (Meštrov et al. 1989). Yugoslav water authorities were 
considering urgent action when the conflict erupted.

Environmental impact of the conflict

Yugoslavia was already suffering from the environmental effects of a centrally 
planned economy, lack of investment in the environment, and technological decay; 
conflict made a bad situation worse (UNEP and UNCHS 1999). Many industrial 
facilities are outdated and poorly maintained; many have been abandoned. The 
region is highly polluted in urban and industrial areas and in the mining sector; 
intensive agriculture and lack of adequate water technology and infrastructure 
compound the problem. While the United Nations Environment Programme con-
cluded that the conflicts in Yugoslavia did not result in an environmental disaster, 

Table 1. Sava River Basin shares by country

Country Country’s share  
of basin

Basin’s share of  
national territory

Albania 0.2% 0.6%
Bosnia and Herzegovina 39.2% 75.8%
Croatia 26.0% 45.2%
Montenegro 7.1% 49.6%
Serbia 15.5% 17.4%
Slovenia 12.0% 52.8%
Total basin 100.0%

Source: Komatina (2010).
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the population perceives conflict-related environmental impacts as direct threats 
to the economy, health, and well-being (aolakhodžid 2008). This situation is 
exacerbated by various factors including the migration of rural people to urban 
centers, driven by decades of policies favoring low food prices that continue 
today (Hopid 2009). During the 1992–1995 international embargo, authorities 
kept food prices artificially low, which—combined with delayed payments— 
led to huge financial losses for farmers, the abandonment of many farms, and 
migration to the cities (Zarid et al. 2005).

The conflicts’ creation of large refugee populations has also put pressure on 
the environment. Illegal dump sites that sprang up near refugee camps could not 
be connected to existing sewage systems, leading to pollution of the water table 
(REC 1999). Many camps and their dump sites were located near rivers, includ-
ing the Sava River (UNEP and GRID-Arendal 2000). Many refugees are still 
waiting to return home, especially in Serbia and Croatia. In 2009, approximately 
165,000 refugees and 248,000 internally displaced persons remained in Serbia 
alone (UNDP 2009). This widespread displacement has caused considerable social 
change and left its mark on the economy and environment. In some cities, refugees 
almost doubled the population.

In many places, local residents and refugees alike still rely on rivers and 
streams near illegal dump sites for water, exposing themselves to health risks. 
UN and EU programs supporting the camps have been severely criticized for their 
failure to solve water issues (ECOSOC 2005). In 2008, approximately 8 percent of 
refugees still did not have access to clean drinking water, and 13 percent lacked 
access to sanitation (KIRS 2008). On average a refugee produces between four 
and ten kilograms of waste per day, much of it plastic and metal packaging from 
aid agencies’ supplies (CBC News 2007). These and similar issues have affected 
the hydrological cycle and water quality (Kendrovski and Kochuboski 2001).

Military action, which was heavy in the Sava River Basin, also had a huge 
impact on rivers. Landmines were extensively used in the Sava River Basin. 
Where mines exploded, heavy metals (such as cadmium, lead, and mercury) are 
present in the soil at ten times background values and have increased groundwater 
pollution (Miko et al. 1995). The oil refineries at Sisak in Croatia and Bosanski 
Brod in Bosnia and Herzegovina were attacked several times, and approximately 
12,000 tons of oil and oil derivatives found their way into the Sava River (Murphy 
1997). At the river’s confluence with the Danube in Belgrade, levels of certain 
dangerous substances were far above acceptable levels (Martinovid-Vitanovid 
and Kalafatid 2009). Serbian forces attacked the Petrochemia plant in Kutina, 
Croatia—a manufacturer of fertilizer and other petroleum products using am-
monia, sulfur, nitric and phosphoric acids, and formaldehyde—on six occasions 
during 1993 –1995 (Murphy 1997). Serbs also targeted a natural gas refinery in 
Ivanic-Grad and a chemical plant in Jovan; at the latter, seventy-two tons of 
anhydrous ammonia were released. In Republika Srpska Krajina, the destruction 
of power station transformers released PCBs, flame retardants, and explosives 
into the groundwater (Picer 1998).
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The NATO bombing of Serbia during the 1999 Kosovo conflict placed an 
additional burden on the already fragile and conflict-torn Sava River Basin. On 
a single occasion, approximately 150 tons of crude oil and gasoline entered the 
Sava River (Tošovid and Šolaja 1999). As a result of the bombing of the Barib 
industrial complex, hydrogen fluoride, nitric acid, and liquid ammonia were  
released, killing all aquatic wildlife for thirty kilometers downstream (Tošovid 
and Šolaja 1999). Since then, fishing has been abandoned and crop irrigation has 
become problematic. The river’s sandy bed has trapped toxic heavy metals. In 
addition to Serbia, the downstream countries of Romania and Bulgaria were also 
affected (UNEP and UNCHS 1999).

Other incidents took place along the Sava’s tributaries, polluting both surface 
and ground water that eventually entered the Sava River. Chronic bronchitis, 
asthma, eczema, diarrhea, and thyroid diseases were detected in the year after 
the NATO bombing (Popovska and Šopova 2000). Later, a significant growth 
(up to 400 percent) in the number of people with cancer was recorded (Ždrale 
et al. 2007; Jovanovid 2007), which may be connected with these toxic spills 
(UNEP 2004). Scientists observed an increased frequency of colorectal cancer 
in areas where the population was exposed to depleted uranium (Ždrale et al. 
2007). Contamination and poor water and hazardous waste management, already 
a problem before the conflict, worsened and created urgent problems (UNEP 
2004). Releases of toxic, mutagenic, and cancerous chemicals have increased 
lung, skin, and other diseases among the population of Serbia and Bosnia  
and Herzegovina, affecting the entire food chain, from fruit and vegetables and 
livestock fodder to meat and dairy products (Ždrale et al. 2007; Jovanovid 
2007).

Conflict, economic decline, and neglect also affected the navigability of the 
Sava River through erosion, obstruction from bombed bridges, destruction  
of navigation infrastructure, and mines. Today the Sava River is navigable for 
large vessels (up to 1,500 tons) from Belgrade to Slavonski Brod, Croatia (377 
kilometers), and for small vessels to Sisak, Croatia (583 kilometers) (ISRBC 
2008). In the past it was navigable for large vessels up to Sisak. The estimated 
cost to restore large-vessel navigation to the entire 583-kilometer route is at least 
179.4 million.

Deforestation had a significant impact on the river. Yugoslavia was under a 
tight oil embargo during the conflict, and any oil that slipped through was used 
for military purposes. Serbian settlements in particular had to find alternative 
sources of heating fuel and electricity, and usually relied on coal and firewood 
(Dimitrijevid and Pejid 1995). This—combined with poor land use practices—
caused severe deforestation, increasing soil erosion along the riverbanks. The 
Sava River has a low channel slope and low stream power, and the increased 
sediment load further reduced navigability.

When the Yugoslav conflicts erupted, the effort to protect the Sava River 
Basin was just getting under way. Until then, the river had been wholly within 
the jurisdiction of Yugoslavia, where water laws included the Regulations on 
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Water Communities of 1952, the Agricultural Land Utilization Act of 1959, and 
the Water Act of 1965, as well as water acts issued by individual republics and 
provinces within Yugoslavia (Bašid 1989). The first Sava River Basin Management 
Plan was developed by the Yugoslav government in 1972. Despite efforts to 
implement this plan, a 1987 scientific conference concluded that the river was 
no longer useable for drinking, recreation, tourism, industry, agriculture, or fish-
ing (Bašid 1989). Water pollution was beginning to limit the potential for economic 
development (Petrik, Meštrov, and Brundid 1989).

Conflict put efforts to manage the river on hold for more than a decade. 
During this time, international standards for river basin management became 
highly developed, but scientists from some Sava countries were cut off from 
these advances due to sanctions that prevented their participation in international 
activities. When the conflict ended, some experts remained committed to out-of-
date standards.

PoST-conflicT Sava rivEr BaSin ManagEMEnT

Sava River Basin countries came to the negotiating table with differing needs 
and priorities. Negotiations, which received strong international support, served 
not only to improve river basin management but also to promote regional co-
operation. An incremental approach led to a basic framework being approved in 
2002, followed by a number of specific protocols.5 Several controversial issues 
were bypassed during the fragile early stages of the agreement process but will 
have to be addressed eventually. Chief among these is the need for greater trans-
parency in river basin management.

constraints on river basin management

At the end of the Yugoslav conflicts, the most urgent issues concerned establish-
ment of civilian government, delineation of territory, decommissioning of armed 
forces, establishment of power-sharing agreements, and return of refugees. Natural 
resource management and environmental protection had been low priorities in the 
agreements ending the conflict. In the immediate post-conflict period, restoration 
of industry and agriculture, coupled with inadequate environmental policies and 
capacity for implementation, exacerbated pollution (World Bank 2003). After a 
long period of conflict, the prospect of the newly independent states cooperating 
on environmental matters was remote.

5 When negotiations began, Serbia and Montenegro comprised one country and was 
considered one of the four riparian states (not counting Albania, which included a  
tiny proportion of the basin). When Montenegro seceded in 2006, Serbia remained a 
riparian state, and Montenegro became one of the six countries in the Sava River Basin. 
As of July 2012, Montenegro had not yet become a party to the basic framework or 
the subsequent protocols agreed to prior to its independence. In preliminary discussions, 
Montenegro has expressed an interest to join in due course.
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Once attention turned from stabilization to reconstruction, however, the 
economically and ecologically important Sava River was an obvious priority. 
Water is not scarce in the Sava River Basin, but the potential existed for disputes 
over water, especially given the lack of treatment systems and the outdated water 
and sewage systems. The reindustrialization of the basin appeared inevitable, and 
the return of refugees and emigrants was expected to exert pressure on water 
systems. The need for dialogue and coordination became apparent.

The riparian countries had different interests, experiences during the conflict, 
capacities, and internal political situations. Slovenia, the most removed from the 
conflict and the most economically and politically advanced, was not a hard 
negotiator and saw the Sava negotiation process as a way to improve stability 
on its borders as well as to show itself as a good European citizen. As an upstream 
country without a navigable stretch of the river, its interest in the Sava mainly related 
to tourism and environmental protection. Croatia was concerned with navigation, 
due to the status of Sisak as the main inland port in the vicinity of the capital, 
Zagreb. Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina also had an interest in flood control 
and hydropower. Serbia and Montenegro, as the downstream country, was con-
cerned with water quality and quantity. Protection of the aquatic ecosystem was 
an issue during negotiations as well, because of the principles of sustainability 
derived from the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary 
Watercourses and International Lakes (also known as the Helsinki Water 
Convention)6 and the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD).7

Numerous obstacles stood in the way of cooperation. The resolution of 
the conflict was radically different for Bosnia and Herzegovina than for Slovenia 
and Croatia. In Slovenia and Croatia, existing republic-level authorities became 
national authorities. But in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, an entirely 
new constitutional order was established, with the Federation of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the Republika Srpska, and the special district of Brcko united 
under a national government with limited powers. These entities, not the national 
government, received responsibility for the environment. In the case of the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, there were also potential overlapping 
responsibilities at the canton level. Lack of clear lines of authority, the unclear 
mandate of state-level negotiators, and power struggles between different ethnic 
blocs hampered efforts by Bosnia and Herzegovina to participate in international 
talks for some time.

6 For the complete text of the Helsinki Water Convention, adopted by member states 
of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe on March 17, 1992, see  
www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/water/pdf/watercon.pdf.

7 The EU Water Framework Directive––formally, Directive 2000/60/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 2000 Establishing a Framework for the 
Community Action in the Field of Water Policy––was adopted on October 23, 2000. 
For the complete text of the directive, see http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ 
.do?uri=OJ:L:2000:327:0001:0072:EN:PDF.
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international support for cooperation

The Sava River Basin provided an opportunity to foster cooperation in the region 
while also taking advantage of more than a decade of advances in river basin 
management. Efforts at regional cooperation found ready support from the inter-
national community. In 1999 the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe opened 
the way to cooperation among the Sava riparian states. Under the pact’s auspices, 
representatives of the riparian countries met several times in 2001 to discuss 
international cooperation on river basin management. In November, they agreed 
to work on an agreement on the Sava River.

In 2002, they formed two working groups, one to focus on a legal framework 
and the other on a technical action plan. The effort began to attract support from 
a number of international bodies: the Office of the High Representative in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the 
International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR), the 
European Commission, and the Regional Environmental Center for Central and 
Eastern Europe (REC). The REC received funding from the U.S. government to 
serve as an interim secretariat. Its long-standing presence in the region and record 
of neutrality helped facilitate negotiations. The Netherlands and Hungary also 
provided support through the Stability Pact.

Major advances had been made in river basin management since the last 
pre-conflict efforts at cooperation in the Sava River Basin. The Helsinki Water 
Convention, to which some experts from former Yugoslavia had contributed, 
provided a reference point for the Sava River negotiations. The convention  
encouraged the establishment of agreements at the river basin level. One such 
agreement is the Convention on Co-operation for the Protection and Sustainable 
Use of the River Danube, also known as the Danube River Protection Convention, 
which gave rise to the ICPDR.8 The member states of the Framework Agreement 
on the Sava River Basin (FASRB) also agreed to be guided by the WFD, which 
set standards for river basin management and water quality. EU membership has 
been a goal for all Sava River Basin countries, and thus they have been com-
mitted to adopting EU standards.

The Danube River is also subject to a separate navigation regime under the 
Convention Regarding the Regime of Navigation on the Danube, also known as 
the Belgrade Convention.9 Serbia and Croatia are parties to the Belgrade 
Convention; Slovenia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are not. Serbia only became 
a party to the Danube River Protection Convention in 2003, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in 2005.10 Unsurprisingly, the post–World War II agreement and the 

 8 The Danube River Protection Convention was signed on June 29, 1994, in Sofia, 
Bulgaria. For the complete text of the convention, see www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/drpc.htm.

 9 The Belgrade Convention was signed on August 18, 1948. For the complete text of 
the convention, see http://ksh.fgg.uni-lj.si/danube/belgconv/.

10 Montenegro became a contracting party to the Danube River Protection Convention 
in 2008.
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agreements of the 1990s have different and sometimes conflicting priorities. The 
riparian countries’ differing orientations to these agreements were reflected to 
some extent in the Sava negotiations.

an incremental approach to negotiations

The four states negotiating the Sava regime found themselves in very different 
positions from those they held, as constituent republics within Yugoslavia, at the 
beginning of the 1990s. Slovenia had escaped the devastation of the Yugoslav 
conflicts and was well on its way to EU membership. Croatia had the best pros-
pects for EU membership of the other three countries, but had not progressed 
very far. Bosnia and Herzegovina suffered from strong internal divisions and 
unclear spheres of authority, while the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was 
dominated by power struggles and an unresolved attitude toward the West. This 
was a far cry from the earlier situation, in which an overarching federal govern-
ment provided the legal and political context for cooperation.

Nevertheless, there was a strong political will for the countries to agree. 
The Sava River itself was a unifying factor, in that each country had strong 
cultural associations with this river, an artery connecting the capitals of three of 
the four riparian states.11 Because of their previous experience as part of Yugoslavia, 
they had a common body of experience and familiarity with each other’s lan-
guages and dialects. While Slovenian is a separate Slavic language, the languages 
spoken by Croats, Serbs, and Bosnians are mutually intelligible and are considered 
by some to be dialects of a common South Slavic language. The delegations also 
had a common understanding of terminology.12 There were, however, differing 
levels of appreciation for developments in integrated river basin management.

Negotiations adopted a step-by-step process involving a broad legal agree-
ment (the FASRB), followed by a series of more specific protocols. This incre-
mental approach allowed negotiators to gradually and methodically garner support 
within their national bureaucracies.

Negotiators agreed early on that the reestablishment of navigation on the 
Sava River and its navigable tributaries would be the subject of the first protocol. 
This protocol was negotiated in parallel with the parent treaty. Meanwhile, four 
subgroups were formed in late 2002 on specific issues of importance for the 
action plan.

11 The fourth capital, Sarajevo, is on the Miljacka River, a tributary of the Sava River.
12 Language issues did occasionally threaten to block progress. At one point the 

negotiations discussed whether official documents should be translated into all of the 
official languages of the riparian countries. Bosnia and Herzegovina alone has three 
official languages; conceivably it could have become necessary to translate a document 
written in Serbian into Bosnian Serb, Bosnian, Bosnian Croat, Croatian, and Slovenian, 
despite the fact that the document would have been completely understood by all 
parties. In the end, negotiators agreed to the use of English and of unnamed local 
languages in some circumstances.
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The FASRB and the Protocol on the Navigation Regime to the FASRB were 
signed by the ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia and 
Montenegro, and Slovenia on December 3, 2002. These instruments were the 
first (and, at the time of writing, are still the only) voluntary agreement among 
these countries in any field. The FASRB covers protection of water quality and 
quantity, protection and improvement of aquatic ecosystems, and navigation and 
other utilization of water resources. It defines three goals (ISRBC 2008):

1. An international regime of navigation on the Sava River.
2. Sustainable water management.
3. Measures to prevent or limit hazards and reduce and eliminate adverse 

consequences.

The FASRB calls for the drafting of at least nine further protocols. Besides the 
Protocol on Navigation, four other protocols were drafted with the help of the 
REC: the Draft Protocol on the Prevention of Water Pollution Caused by 
Navigation; the Draft Protocol on Transboundary Impacts; the Draft Protocol on 
Emergency Situations; and the Draft Protocol on Protection Against Flood, 
Excessive Ground Water, Erosion, Ice Hazards, Drought and Water Shortage. 
Later, a separate task force also drafted the Protocol on Sediment Management.

The agreement also established institutions to oversee its implementation 
and coordinate national-level activities: the International Sava River Basin 
Commission (ISRBC) and its permanent secretariat. (The organizational structure 
of the ISRBC is shown in figure 2.) Pending the entry into force of the agree-
ment, an interim commission for the Sava River Basin, based in Bosnia  
and Herzegovina and supported by the REC, undertook preparatory activities, 
including the adoption of a work plan and establishment of working groups on 
sustainable water management and navigation. The FASRB entered into force 
on December 29, 2004; the permanent ISRBC was formally established in June 
2005; and in January 2006, the secretariat of the ISRBC began work in Zagreb, 
Croatia (ISRBC 2009a).

Negotiations produced a strong sense of ownership of and responsibility for 
the regime. Croatia won the right to host the secretariat in Zagreb, the country of 
Serbia and Montenegro (and now Serbia)  the right to nominate the head of the 
secretariat, and Bosnia and Herzegovina the chair of the ISRBC. Slovenia acted 
as depositary for the agreement. These agreements represented a major milestone 
but did not guarantee the ISRBC’s success. According to Aaron T. Wolf, differ-
ences in the Sava countries’ priorities, for example between navigation and 
protection, can create the potential for conflict when changes in capacity of water 
institutions do not keep up with changes in water use (Wolf 2003).

Significance of the Sava agreement

International river basin agreements can be instruments of peace in regions  
accustomed to conflict and can contribute to regional stability (Murphy 1997; 
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aolakhodžid 2008). The Sava countries had successful examples to draw from, 
including the Danube River Protection Convention and the Convention for the 
Protection of the Rhine.13

The ISRBC has been the main mechanism by which the four riparian countries 
have cooperated on river basin management. Harmonization of national regula-
tions with EU regulations is especially important for the three riparian countries 
(Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia) that are closest to becoming EU 
member states.14 The four FASRB member states are now integrating their river 
management systems—such as geographic information systems, river information 
services, monitoring, forecasting, and early warning systems (ISRBC 2008)—a 
process that is expected to be achieved by 2012.15 This cooperative work has 
helped to establish constructive practical relationships between the riparian states.

The EU has supported this process by designating the Sava River Basin  
as the site of one of thirteen European pilot projects for implementation of the 
WFD. The existence of the ISRBC has made it possible for EU funding to be 

13 For the complete text of the Convention for the Protection of the Rhine, concluded 
on April 12, 1999, see www.ecolex.org/server2.php/libcat/docs/TRE/Multilateral/En/
TRE001307.txt.

14 Slovenia, as an EU member, is already obliged to conform to EU requirements, and 
Croatia largely closed the environmental chapter in its negotiations for membership 
in 2009 and is set to become the twenty-eighth member state of the EU on July 1, 
2013. Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are pre-candidate countries.

15 Dejan Komatina, secretary of the ISRBC, personal communication, February 2009.
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Figure 2. Organizational structure of the International Sava River Basin Commission
Source: Derived from the Framework Agreement on the Sava River Basin (FASRB), Annex I.
Notes: For the complete text of the FASRB, see www.savacommission.org/dms/docs/dokumenti/documents
_publications/basic_documents/fasrb.pdf.
IRBM = integrated river basin management. IT = information technology.
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coordinated to address water quality at the basin level. Such projects depend on 
international funding, as the water institutions of riparian states generally lack 
development funds.

The international community has launched two projects in the basin. The 
United Nations Development Programme/Global Environment Facility Danube 
Regional Project, implemented from 2001 to 2007, focused on nutrient reduction 
and transboundary cooperation in the Danube Basin and its subbasins, including 
the Sava. The Sava EU-CARDS (Community Assistance for Reconstruction, 
Development and Stabilisation) project, extended under the Instrument for  
Pre-Accession, aims to develop a strategy for basin-wide water monitoring and 
test the capacities of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia to implement 
the WFD.16 Three Sava River subbasins were selected as pilot projects: Vrbas, 
Kupa, and Kolubara. Such initiatives would not have been conceivable without 
the FASRB in place to demonstrate the commitment of the riparian states to 
cooperation.

Yet the FASRB falls short in some areas when evaluated against accepted 
principles of integrated water resource management and the provisions of the WFD. 
It is silent on certain generally accepted principles, including decentralization, 
emissions limits, gender equality, poverty reduction, and stakeholder participation—
issues that continue to be controversial in parts of the basin and thus could have 
interfered with the tentative first steps toward cooperation. Now that those first 
steps have been completed, however, it is important to remedy these deficiencies 
as soon as possible.

Perhaps the most important criteria for assessing the performance of the 
Sava institutions are transparency, exchange of information, and participation of 
stakeholders and the public—issues of prime importance in a region where trust 
has to be built slowly. Current practice in the Sava countries is an improvement 
over that of the previous socialist regime, largely because of the transition toward 
democracy; but it remains a sensitive issue and was largely avoided by the FASRB 
negotiators. The only provision in the agreement on stakeholder involvement is 
in article 21, section 2: “The implementation monitoring methodology will include 
timely provision of information to stakeholders and the general public by the 
authorities responsible for implementation of the Agreement.”

Stakeholder participation was not provided for in the planning and implementa-
tion phases of the FASRB. During the operation of the Interim Sava Commission, 
the REC’s attempt to build capacity through public communication and stake-
holder involvement was rejected on the grounds that it was premature.17

16 When the EU-CARDS project was developed, Montenegro was not included. For 
more information on environmental considerations in EU-CARDS, see Bruch, Wolfarth, 
and Michalcik (2012).

17 Magdolna Toth Nagy, head of Public Participation Programme, REC/Hungary, personal 
communication, June 6, 2006.
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The main standard-setting instrument in Europe for this field is the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Europe’s Convention on Access to Information, 
Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental 
Matters (also known as the Aarhus Convention).18 The three pillars on which the 
convention is built—access to information, public participation, and access to 
justice—empower members of the public to play a greater role in environmental 
decision making, an important step in providing outlets for legitimate grievances 
and opportunities for resolution of potential conflicts that can assist in rebuilding 
trust among former adversaries. The Aarhus principles also contribute to improved 
decision making, greater transparency, and greater respect for decisions. All Sava 
River Basin countries are parties to the Aarhus Convention.

The ISRBC is seen to have the potential to aid the process of reconciliation by 
stimulating the acceptance of norms of transparency and participation. In its early 
stages, it was criticized by environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
as being a top-down hierarchical organization much like those of the socialist 
era. The lack of transparency and participation has been attributed to the low 
environmental awareness and nontransparent water management practices carried 
over from the Yugoslav era (aolakhodžid 2008). “One major obstacle,” said 
Vladimir Lukid, a senior engineer with the Institute for Development of Water 
Resources in Serbia “is the evident lack of trust on both sides.”19 Many in the 
government see NGOs as incompetent, abusing the Aarhus Convention, and 
exaggerating the shortcomings of governmental agencies. Many NGO members 
perceive the government as incompetent, corrupt, and perpetuating a socialist 
mentality inherited from the previous Yugoslav regime.

ThE rolE of ThE Sava coMMiSSion

Improving navigation was an early focus of the ISRBC.20 The Sava River is 
underused for river transport; transport in the area is currently dominated by road 
corridors. In Croatia, the Sava River flows parallel to Pan-European Transport 
Corridor X,21 which continues through Serbia and is planned to become one of 
the main arteries of Europe, running from Salzburg, Austria, to Thessaloniki, 
Greece. The Sava River also crosses Corridor Vc at Slavonski Brod. Commercial 
traffic on the river, excluding sand and gravel operations, reached 408,000 tons 
during 2007 (ISRBC 2009a). As the Sava’s potential is further developed, the 

18 The Aarhus Convention was signed on June 25, 1998, in Aarhus, Denmark. For the 
complete text of the convention, see www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/pp/documents/
cep43e.pdf.

19 Vladimir Lukid, personal communication, June 8, 2006.
20 Djordje Stefanovid, former secretary of the Interim Sava Commission, personal com-

munication, June 20, 2006.
21 Pan-European transport corridors involve rail, road, and river traffic and have been 

designated by European countries as major transport routes for further development.
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expansion of transport on these routes is expected to result in increased river 
traffic. (Typically in Europe, inland water transport makes up 6 –24 percent of 
total traffic.)

Transport on the Sava River faces several problems: lack of maintenance and 
investment, resulting in poor quality of infrastructure, poor road and railway con-
nections, damaged ports and river infrastructure, and the presence of unexploded 
ordnance endangering navigation (ISRBC 2009a). Additionally, the depth, flow, 
and geography of the Sava River make navigation difficult, as do other problems 
such as limited width under bridges and insufficient marking (ISRBC 2008). The 
Feasibility Study and Project Documentation for the Rehabilitation and 
Development of Transport and Navigation on the Sava River Waterway provides 
the economic and organizational framework for restoring trade and navigation 
(ISRBC 2009a).

The ISRBC is mandated to make decisions on navigation issues and recom-
mendations on other river-related issues such as natural resource management. 
Its permanent and ad hoc working groups employ experts from all member states and 
cover an array of multidisciplinary issues: navigation; river basin management; 
accident prevention and control; flood prevention; legal, hydrological, and meteoro-
logical issues; and the development of geographic information systems and river 
information services. But the process for transforming findings on these issues into 
decisions and recommendations is not yet clearly defined. Clarifying this process 
is an opportunity to strengthen mechanisms for regional cooperation within the 
Sava River Basin and throughout Europe.

The elaboration of ISRBC’s first Sava River Basin Management Plan, a 
European Commission–funded project, was started in December 2009, and it has 
subsequently been finalized. It emphasizes the integrated planning approach 
required by the WFD, and provides guidelines for defining short-term, mid-term, 
and long-term policies on development of the waterway (ISRBC 2009b). Related 
procedures require public hearings to be held and, in accordance with EU standards, 
guarantee transparency of all ISRBC activities, increasing the legitimacy of this 
governance mechanism.

On March 9, 2010, the ISRBC hosted in Zagreb a meeting of stake-
holders, who signed the Joint Statement on Guiding Principles for the Develop-
ment of Inland Navigation and Environmental Protection in the Danube River 
Basin. The idea of the joint statement was launched in March 2008 by the  
ISRBC, ICPDR, and the Danube Commission, and involved a yearlong negoti-
ation process among over fifty stakeholders. The statement calls for meetings to 
be held once a year to discuss the progress and strengthen the cross sectoral 
communication, and transboundary communication (ISRBC 2010). The March 
meeting concluded that the best intentions for mutual cooperation have been 
demonstrated so far, but that remaining post-conflict tensions should be kept in 
mind during planning in order to avoid reviving conflict, and river engineering 
projects should take all possible measures to minimize potential transboundary 
consequences.
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An integrated river basin management plan, flood risk management plan, and 
emergency preparedness plan are expected to be fully elaborated by 2015.22 The 
river basin management plan is modeled on the WFD and the flood risk manage-
ment plan on the EU Flood Directive (ISRBC 2008).

The ISRBC has the potential to play an important role in resolving  
water-related disputes. A 2004 dispute between two Sava countries––Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Serbia and Montenegro––over the potential construction of the 
Buk Bijela hydropower plant on the Drina River, a tributary of the Sava River, 
might have fallen under its authority if it had existed then. But it must work 
within the limits of the FASRB, although this mandate may be extended in the 
future as additional protocols are established.

nExT STEPS and fuTurE ProSPEcTS

While currently limited in scope, the Sava regime offers the potential for enhancing 
cooperation on a wide range of issues. In April 2010, preliminary agreement was 
reached between the governments of Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Italy 
to construct hydropower plants on the Sava River and its tributary the Drina. The 
potential of these plants is 380 to 450 megawatts, producing around 6 terawatt 
hours of electricity for Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (Lazarevic 2011) and 
for export to the EU.

Table 2 summarizes data on the potential for developing hydropower in the 
Sava countries. Development of this potential would contribute to the riparian 
countries’ energy independence and economic well-being, while providing another 
fruitful opportunity for building cooperation.

The ISRBC is regarded as the single authority over the management of the 
Sava River, despite the fact that only its navigation-related decisions are binding. 
It is expected to provide a basis for basin-wide environmental cooperation, and 
as such promote reconciliation and peacebuilding, among other objectives. 
Theoretically, the extent to which it can be regarded as cooperative depends on 
its ability to make legitimate decisions in a transparent manner and the degree 
to which it perceives environmental protection as a priority.

Table 2. Potential for hydropower in the Sava River Basin

Country Terawatt hours per year

Bosnia and Herzegovina 19.0
Croatia  8.0
Serbia and Montenegro 27.0
Slovenia  8.0

Source: Adapted from Schreyer and Mez (2008).
Note: Statistics are prior to Serbia and Montenegro becoming separate states.

22 Dejan Komatina, secretary of the ISRBC, personal communication, February 2009.
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The environmental impacts of planned projects under the action plan  
should be carefully monitored and reported. The ISRBC has indicated that it  
will regard compliance with environmental commitments as mandatory for all 
navigation- and flood-prevention-related decisions. But it has also stated that 
compromises between the objectives of inland water transport projects and the 
goal of environmental protection might be necessary (ISRBC 2009a). It is con-
sidering the establishment of a special body to monitor environmental compliance 
on a day-to-day basis for those projects with the highest risk of negative impacts 
on the environment or economy, such as those involving riverbed dredging and 
flood prevention.

The ISRBC has worked hard to incorporate EU standards for sustainable 
river management into its practices. Though working documents are available 
online, there is a need for more intense publicity concerning ISRBC activities, 
including an environmental education campaign.

Hydropower plants are also an issue in the Sava River Basin. Such plants 
can provide a renewable source of electricity and improve flood control, water 
supply, and wastewater treatment, but they always lead to problems with a river’s 
hydromorphology. Dams hold back sediments, depriving the river downstream 
of its normal sediment load, which triggers erosion and leads to the lowering of 
the riverbed, with impacts on vegetation and wildlife. Depriving riparian eco-
systems of the annual flooding to which they are adapted also disturbs various 
species’ life cycles and habitats. Dams built without a proper bypass system also 
disturb fish migration patterns; in many cases, this has led to extinction of entire 
species.

Besides existing hydropower plants, and plants currently under construction, 
nine new plants are expected to be completed in Slovenia by 2030 (Kryzanowski, 
Horvat, and Brilly 2008). This will be a huge step forward in Slovenia’s renew-
able energy production, but it could have an adverse impact on the downstream 
states.

Restoration of navigation is currently the highest priority for the ISRBC. 
This involves removal of war debris and unexploded ordnance, and reconstruc-
tion of bridges and ports. It is expected to be costly and (given the ISRBC’s reliance 
on funding from the limited budgets of the Sava countries) to limit the funds 
available to address other needs—such as protection of water quality and aquatic  
ecosystems, flood and pollution prevention and control, habitat preservation, 
community mitigation projects, rehabilitation of water and wastewater treatment 
systems, evaluation and monitoring of water quality, and further development of 
the capacity of water institutions.

The longer navigation takes precedence over these other needs, the more 
expensive eventual investments in them will be. This is particularly true for parts 
of the river passing through urban areas (such as Zagreb and Belgrade), where 
untreated wastewater could reach levels that destroy nature’s ability to restore 
itself (Meybeck 2003). Needs for wetlands restoration could easily be multiplied 
if navigation improvement projects do not involve thorough measures to preserve 
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them. Ecosystem water quality and habitat preservation should be at least as high 
a priority as navigation.

The major criticisms of the FASRB are that it fails to provide adequately 
for environmental protection and transparency. These are essential elements of 
widely accepted international standards and key indicators of the maturity and 
effectiveness of a river basin regime, based on analyses of other important regimes 
such as those governing the Rhine, Danube, Nile, and Jordan basins (aolakhodžid 
2008). However, in these other cases, environmental protection and transparency 
were often not given high priority in the initial agreements, but gained importance 
as the regimes developed over time and the basins stabilized economically and 
socially.

The FASRB is somewhat different from earlier agreements in that it  
was negotiated at a time when the importance of environmental protection and 
transparency was already well established. A comparative analysis reveals other 
differentiating factors that can help explain why the FASRB did not prioritize 
environmental protection and transparency (aolakhodžid 2008). For example, 
the Sava River Basin does not suffer from water scarcity and does not have  
a history of unregulated economic activity and competition over scarce resources. 
It has been considered an international river for a relatively short time. Environ-
mental advocacy groups have been active in the shaping of river regimes such 
as the Danube and Rhine since at least the 1970s, but in the Sava countries (with 
the possible exception of Slovenia), such groups’ input in policy making was not 
recognized until well after the end of the Yugoslav conflicts (Atkinson and Stec 
2009).

The fact that the FASRB involves all the riparian states gives it an advantage 
over some other international agreements (such as those for the Mekong and Jordan 
rivers), particularly in terms of its practicality and ability to evolve and mature. 
Fortunately, the FASRB and the ISRBC adhere to the provisions and principles 
of the WFD and integrated water resource management, opening a window to 
improvements in transparency and public participation. Both the agreement and 
the commission have also had an unusual amount of international and European 
support.

A drawback of the ISRBC is that it is not well known. For an organization 
to be successful, a wide range of stakeholders must be informed about its activities 
and their opportunities to play a role. The establishment of the ISRBC was not 
sufficiently publicized, especially among stakeholders such as NGOs, local busi-
nesses, and people who pursue traditional livelihoods. This was partially due to its 
initial (and current) focus on the technical and economic aspects of cooperation, 
which attract less widespread interest. In order to achieve broader support, the 
ISRBC could embark on more public awareness campaigns, on topics such as urban 
issues, traditional lifestyles, and cultural values.

The Sava River Basin is still characterized by fragile relationships among 
the countries and relatively serious security issues. The potential for conflict over 
water remains, particularly if mismanagement of hazardous activities, extreme 
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flooding, uncontrolled industrial wastewater discharge, excessive agricultural 
water consumption, or uncoordinated development of hydropower occurs. As the 
downstream riparian states, Serbia and sections of Bosnia and Herzegovina would 
be the most affected. Sava River Basin management must take into account the 
competing interests of developers, the environment, and the public—the latter 
especially in terms of flood safety (James 2010). The four member states have 
agreed to manage the basin in accordance with European and international processes, 
requiring cooperation on important issues such as hydropower development, land 
use practices, and pollution. However, weak institutions and rule of law and a 
high level of corruption present a constant challenge; for example, a significant 
portion of the illegal exploitation of natural resources goes to support organized 
crime networks and competing nationalist organizations (Tilney 2009).

The risk of conflict in the basin still exists. The Serbian government filed 
a lawsuit against Croatia in the International Court of Justice in 2009, accusing 
it of genocide during the 1991–1995 Balkan War and seeking compensation. This 
was in response to a similar lawsuit filed by Croatia in 1999. This legal dispute 
renews tensions and threatens to undermine relations between Serbia and Croatia 
that are crucial to the stability of the region.

The prospect of eventual EU membership unites Sava countries in a  
common purpose. So long as steady progress is made throughout the region, and 
the EU door remains open, the idea of a federated Europe with open internal 
borders will help to lower tensions and prevent a resumption of conflict. Having 
successfully established a system for transboundary cooperation, the Sava  
countries now have the responsibility to seek lasting peace by promoting the 
conditions for sustainable development (Carius, Feil, and Switzer 2003).

lESSonS lEarnEd

The connection between peacebuilding and the environment in fragile post-conflict 
communities has several aspects. The management of natural resources often 
serves as a starting point for reestablishing trust and cooperation. Post-conflict 
societies have also usually suffered heavy economic losses, and natural resources 
projects foster economic development through job creation, a key component of 
peacebuilding. Great care must be taken with this process, as poor choices made in 
the early stages can backfire and deepen mistrust. But the environment and natural 
resources cannot be neglected, and addressing them as part of peacebuilding is 
not merely a good idea but a security imperative (UNEP n.d.).

To overcome the legacy of conflict, it is important to establish a wide variety 
of cooperation mechanisms, from grassroots movements to governmental or 
intergovernmental initiatives. In post-conflict regions, international organizations 
have an important role to play, to identify mutually acceptable and beneficial 
objectives, provide guidance, and help bridge differing perspectives and interests. 
The initial negotiations to establish the ISRBC were driven predominantly by 
mutually perceived economic benefits, including improved navigation. However, 
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the presence of experienced international organizations such as the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe, REC, and ICPDR broadened this  
perspective and created more opportunities for cooperation toward sustainable 
development.

The ISRBC is limited in terms of its objectives. One limitation is its pri-
oritization of navigation over environmental protection. Low levels of stakeholder 
involvement and transparency in its early stages also limited its effectiveness. In 
2010, as part of the ICPDR, the ISRBC participated in the work of the Platform 
for the Implementation of the NAIADES (Navigation and Inland Waterway Action 
and Development in Europe). The result of this cooperation was the release  
of the Manual on Good Practices in Sustainable Waterway Planning, which 
is intended to lead to further action (ICPDR 2010). Increasing transparency and 
legitimacy will be essential as the regime matures and the Sava states become 
more democratic. Active public participation is a core principle in the work of 
the ICPDR, and as of 2010, twenty-two organizations had been granted observer 
status, giving them the opportunity to get involved in ICPDR decision making 
(ICPDR n.d.).

Raising environmental awareness can also contribute to regional stability. 
The public in the Western Balkans shows a high level of environmental concern 
but a low level of environmental knowledge (Landau, Legro, and Vlašid 2008). 
In order to achieve adequate public support for ISRBC policies, consistent with 
EU standards, activities should have a high level of transparency, accompanied 
by a public education campaign. Given the lack of data on various aspects of 
the basin—including pollution levels and sources, biodiversity, and public demand 
for services—it can be argued that a strategy to involve local stakeholders and 
interest groups would have helped the ISRBC to develop a better sense of scale 
and needs at an earlier stage.

Both top-down and bottom-up approaches are needed. It is important to try 
to engage all stakeholders, creating a solid base for dialogue among communities. 
Cooperation on the joint management of the Sava River Basin can provide wider 
opportunities for peacemaking and capacity building within the riparian states, 
among relevant government institutions, local authorities, and civil society. The 
performance of the ISRBC in this area needs improvement, as poor marketing 
has left the public unfamiliar with its work.

In spite of its limitations, the ISRBC’s example of cooperation in a region with 
a history of complex relations and diverse national identities, religions, languages, 
and cultures can serve as a model for cooperation in other cases, as long as 
careful attention is paid to the differences of each case. By helping the Sava 
countries to meet some of the major requirements of the WFD, it has helped 
Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Croatia to move closer to the goal of EU 
membership. Many other initiatives involving different sectors of society, industry, 
and agriculture can also help promote stability and cooperation in the region and 
thus accelerate its process of association with the EU. Cooperation on environ-
mental issues seems like a good step in that direction.
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