CHAPTER 2

“The Greatest
Collective Failure . ..”

(1991-93)

America, eternally

protected by the Atlantic, desired to satisfy her
self-righteousness

while disengaging her responsibility.
—HAROLD NICOLSON, Peacemaking 1919

We do not interfere in American

affairs; we trust America will not
interfere in European affairs. -

"—JACQUES DELORS, President of the European Community, 1991

Europe took part in [the war] as a witness, but we must ask our-
selves: was it always a fully responsible witness?

—FOPE JOHN PAUL 11, speaking in Sarajevo, April 13, 1997

IN EARLY 1995, IN AN ARTICLE PUBLISHED IN Foreign Affairs, 1 referred to

the former Yugoslavia as “the greatest collective security failure of the West
since the 1930s."! Although the article had been approved through the forma]
State Department clearance process, the phrase was not Universally welcomed
in the Administration. While it was intended to apply to events between 1990
and the end of 1992, there was concern that some people might also apply it -

to events as late as 1994, halfway into the Clinton Administration’s first term.

Yugoslavia undeniably represented a failure of historic dimensions. Why and

how had jt happened—and just at the moment of the West’s great triumph over
communism? ' : :

[ 240

‘There was, of course, no single, or simple, answer. But five major factors
helped explain the tragedy: first, a misreading of Balkan histo

! Iy, second, the
®nd of the Colg War; third, the behavior of the Yugoslav leaders themselves:

Ourth, the inadequate American response to the crisis; and, finally, the mjs.
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' the atrocities being committed by Serbs against Muslims in prison camps in
. western Bosnia, he said:

I have said this 38,000 times, and I have to say this to the people of this coun.try
as well. This tragedy is not something that can be settled from outside and it’s
about damn well time that everybody understood that. Until the Bosnians, Serbs,

and Croats decide to stop killing each other, there is nothing the outside world
can do about it.

It was, of course, undeniable that the ethnic groups within Yugoslavia .
nursed deep-seated grievances against one another. But in and of itself, ethnic
friction, no matter how serious, did not make the tragedy inevitable—or the
three ethnic groups equally guilty.* Of course, there was friction between eth-
nic groups in Yugoslavia, but this was true in many other parts of the world
where racial hatred had not turned into ethnic cleansing and civil war. There
had been periods of intense ethnic conflict in Yugoslavia, most recently in
World War II. But the fighting between 1941 and 1945 was part of the larger
killing field, triggered by Hitler's ambitions, into which all of Europe had
turned. Though some Serbs nursed ancient enmities that could be traced back
to their defeat by the Turks on Kosovo Field in 1389, the three groups had
lived together for centuries. Serbs, Croats, and Muslims worked together in
every walk of life. There was no noticeable physical or ethnic difference be-
tween them, and, in fact, considerable intermarriage. Many people told me
that until the collapse of their country they did not know which of their friends
were Serb and which were Muslim. Throughout the war, I heard frequent ac-
counts of old friends sending each other personal messages and gifts and help-
ing each other escape across the battle lines, As Noel Malcolm wrote in his
1994 Bosnia: A Short History, “Having travelled widely in Bosnia over fifteen
years, and having stayed in Muslim, Croat, and Serb villages, I cannot believe
the claim that the country was forever seething with ethnic hatreds.”t

Yugoslavia's tragedy was not foreordained. It was the product of bad, even
criminal, political leaders who encourag

ed ethnic confrontation for personal,
political, and financial gain. Rather than tackle the concrete problems of gov-
ernance in the post-Tito era, they led their people into a war, Observing how
racial hatred was deliberately inflamed, Warren Zimmermann wrote in his
memoir of his ambassadorship:

* As journalists reported at the time, the American government had concluded by the early summer of
1992 that the Setbs had carried out close to 90 percent of all the atrocities

in Bosnia and Croatia,
! Page 252. Malcolm’s Bosnia: A Short History was the first serious English-language history of
Bosnia, and argued convincingly that Bosnia had its own history and continuing identity. Malcolm un-
“dermined the conventional wisdom that the war was the inevitable result of ancient hatreds. It is un-
fortunate it did not appear earlier. bl D gy berin

.
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“The Greatest Collective Failure . .." 27

National Security Council staff member at the time, the Bush Administration
knew “a year before the fighting began that Yugoslavia was being led toward
the abyss by a few demagogic politicians, [but] simply knew of no way to pre-
vent this from occurring. . . . The Bush national security team that performed
so well in other crises was divided and stumped.’

In June 1991, Secretary of State James Baker made his only visit to Bel-
grade, a day trip jammed between an important meeting with Soviet officials
in Berlin and an emotional trip to Albania, where one million Albanians
cheered him in the streets of the capital.

Baker's perception of the situation was reflected in his personal report from
Belgrade to President Bush that night, which he quoted in his memoirs: “My gut
feeling is that we won’t produce a serious dialogue on the future of Yugoslavia
until all parties have a greater sense of urgency and danger. We may not be able
to impart that from the outside, but we and others should continue to push.”®

This was a crucial misreading, The Yugoslavs knew exactly how urgent and
dangerous the situation was. They had been waiting to see if the United States
and its allies would intervene. Once they realized that the United States, at the
height of its global influence, was disengaged, they proceeded rapidly on their
descent into hell. Only four days after Baker left Belgrade, Croatia and Slove-
nia both declared their independence. Two days later, on June 27, the first (and
shortest) of the Balkan wars—the Yugoslav invasion of Slovenia—began.
Three more wars—between Croats and Serbs, Serbs and Bosnians, and Croats
and Bosnians—were to follow, killing hundreds of thousands of people, dis-
placing over two million more, and destroying not only the country of Yu-
goslavia, but hopes for what President Bush called a peaceful “new world
order” in Europe. Long after he had left Belgrade, Ambassador Zimmermann
reflected on the tragedy: “The refusal of the Bush Administration to commit
American power early was our greatest mistake of the entire Yugoslav crisis.
It made an unjust outcome inevitable and wasted the opportunity to save over
a hundred thousand lives”” =~ " Sl b

The United States was now in the position of supporting something that no
longer existed. Given their Yugoslav expertise, the key figures in shaping
American policy should have been Eagleburger and National Security Advi-

- sor Brent Scowcroft, who had been a military attaché in Belgrade early in his
Air Force career. Questioned about this in 1995, Scowcroft said, “Eagleburger
and I were the most concerned here about Yugoslavia. The President and
Baker were furthest on the other side. Baker would say ‘We don’t have a dog

: in this fight.' The President would say to me once a week ‘Tell me again what
| this is all about,’ "*. i »

V. Atlantic Confusion and Furo-passivity. For the first time since
World War II, Washington had turned a major security issue entirely over to
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. jencies of the E.C.—to Belgrade. Poos did no better than Baker. But the
P revealed the disarray between the United States and the Europeans.
rocefiseteﬁnined was Baker to keep the United States uninvolved that he flatly
rejicoted a proposal from Assistant Secretary of St'fate Thomas Niles to send an
observer to the talks between the Yugoslav part1e.s sponsored'by the El..lI'O-
peans, fearing that even such a minor action might imply a possible American
wllex; this sorry sequence, Europe and the United States proved to be equ?lly
misguided. Europe believed it could solve Yugoslavia without the United
States; Washington believed that, with the Cold War over, it could leave Yu-
goslavia to Europe. Europe’s hour had not dawned in Yugoslavia; Washington
had a dog in this particular fight. It would take four years to undo these mis-
takes—four years before Washington belatedly and reluctantly, but ultimately
decisively, stepped in and asserted leadership, with European support. But this

did not happen until after even more severe strain within the Atlantic Alliance,
and historic disasters in Bosnia.

The Yugoslav-Slovene war started on June 27. It was short and, by the stan-
dards of what was to come next, almost a lark. Within ten days, after light ca-
sualties on both sides, Milosevic ordered the Yugoslav Army to withdraw. A

few days later, at a meeting on the Adriatic island of Brioni,

Dutch Foreign
Minister Hans van den Broek, the senior European representative, negotiated
an agreement that effectively gave Slovenia its independence, but left the sit-

uation more explosive than ever. As Laura Silber and Allan Little put it, “The
Brioni Agreement was hailed as a triumph of European diplomacy. It was
nothing of the sort. 1t left every important item of contention unresolved. . . ,
The diplomatic triumph belonged to Milosevic and [Slovenian President
Milan] Kucan, who had, between them, agreed on Slovenia’s departure from
the federation . . . and, in effect, destroyed federal Yugoslavia ™"

The Kucan-Milosevic deal was a characteristic example of Milosevic’s tac-
tical flexibility and superb negotiating skills, and served his long-term pur-
poses in ways not well understood at the time. Slovenia’s departure from
Yugoslavia made it easier for Milosevic to create a Yugoslavia dominated by
the Serbs, since it removed from the country a republic with almost no Serbs.

Croatia, with hundreds of thousands of Serbs within its boundaries, was not
ready to accept such an outcome. Croatian President Franjo Tudjman had long
dr.eamd of establishing Croatia as an independent country. But the bound-
aries of his “country;” drawn originally by Tito to de

i fine the republic within
Yl{goslavm, would contain areas in which Serbs had lived for centuries. In the
l'm?f War in Slovenia the Yugoslav Army seemed to be defending the territor-
1al integrity of Yugoslavia; when that same army went to war only a few weeks

Scanned with CamScanner



BOSNIA AT WAR ‘
30 ;
st Croati, it had become a Serb army fighyjn, o N
later against il - Pl
Croatia. pian war began with irregulars ang locg) inc:
The Croanan-SB;u;l-sc ale fighting. In August 1991, an obcldents

i ¢ s S
calated rapidly 10 lonel named Ratko Mladic joined g 4 Curg Yy

i co : il
Army glefl:lil;zl;;rs__groups of young racists and thugs who ‘}P f°TCes |
the local 1

ij ; Njo Wi
roats—and launched an attack on Kuevo,l an 1solateq Croat V1}1,Ie by lh
S S (?rtnstrolled Krajina. There had been fighting prior to Kii age
Serb-c

d t the pattern for the JEvo, but i ty

: N t of th g

, ked fully by Belgrade, “se ! ' Tes e iy
g:‘n J;a; [Yugoslav] artillery supporting an infantry thy Wag in Cy

and part locally-recruited Sert‘> volunteers.”!? Within‘ Weeks, ﬁghting(;:;sc
ken out across much of Croatia. The JNA began a vicious arj gy
Vukovar, an important Croat mining town on the.Serblan border. Vik, toy
the region around it, known as eastern Slavonia, fe] to the Serh inar g
November, and Zagreb was threatened, sending Croatia jngq ,,, . Mid.
peaceful return of eastern Slavonia to Croatia would b
tral issues in our negotiations in 1995 .)

After exhausting other options, the European Co

British Foreign Secretary Lord Carrington to tak

”Dt
bry,

C.
ecome one of (c?;e

Mmunity agkeq the forme,

impose an arms em-

! . . nlte Stat .
i 1 Practice, s : €S support, thi
SInCe almog all the ¢, this Seemmgly ney PPorted §, and subsequent,

; Aments apq Wea Position wag , gift to the Serbs,
) 8 To the roats PODS factories of Yugoslavia were lo-
U8¢ bloy, p and esPeCially to

} e Musl; o thic
1tz: PreSIdem B uslims of Bosnia, thi

b  later Ush’s ,Undersecretary of De-
" Would py, ere WAL Wgpgep 20d disastrously ope-sidedin
" T Ny Peateq Sffortg ¢, “]jft"e » S€Nators Dole, Biden, and
Intereg, Numbe, 5, P10 Cmbargo unilaterally, lead-
P10y,

Scanned with CamScanner



“The Greatest Collective Faillure ... 31

ing to some of the most emotional and contentious struggles of the Clinton
Administration.

The appointment of Cy Vance quickened my own interest in Yugoslavia. I had
worked for Vance twice—first in 1968, during the Paris peace negotiations
with North Vietnam, and again when I was Assistant Secretary of State for
East Asian and Pacific Affairs during the Carter Administration, We had been
close allies in the Carter years, and I had great respect and affection for him
and his family. Vance was a born mediator. Even in his mid-seventies, he still
brought intensity and meticulousness to his work, with enough focused en-
ergy to outlast people half his age. Furthermore, Vance brought to the table
something Carrington could not offer—the possibility of a U.N. peacekeeping
force in Croatia if there was an agreement to end the fighting.

The Germans Recognize Croatia. As the Vance-Carrington effort com-
menced, the European Community addressed one of the most controversial
decisions of the war: whether or not to recognize Croatia as-an independent
nation. For months Germany had been pressing the E.C. and the United States
to recognize Croatia. Vance and Carrington opposed the German position vig-
orously. They both told me later that they had warned their old friend and col-
league German Foreign Minister Hans Dietrich Genscher, in the strongest
possible terms, that recognizing Croatia would trigger a chain reaction culmi-
nating in a war in Bosnia. They reasoned, correctly, that Bosnia would have to
follow Croatia’s lead and declare independence néxt. Once Bosnia did this,
Vance and Carrington predicted, the substantial Serb minority within Bosnia
would then rebel against living in a state dominated by Muslims. As one Yu-
goslav later put it; each ethnic group would ask, “Why should I be a minority
in your stafe when you can be a minority in mine?” War would be inevitable.

. Genscher, the senior Foreign Minister in Europe, ignored the warning of his
old friends. Uncharacteristically flexing Germany’s muscles during a critical
Foreign Ministers meeting in Brussels in mid-December 1991, he told his col-
leagues that if they'did not support him Germany would simply recognize
Croatia unilaterally. Faced with a threat of a public break in European “unity”
just when the historic Maastricht Treaty was proclaiming the dawn of a new,
unified Europe—a treaty whose prime mover had been German Chancellor
Helmut Kohl—the other Europeans yielded to Genscher. Sitmydrd

The United States opposed the E.C. decision, but without noticeable vigor:
as Baker admitted in his memoirs, “our central focus for months to come
would be on managing the peaceful dissolution of the US Sﬁ.”” Eve}l the un-
failingly polite and generous Warren Zimmermann was cntlca'l of hls'supen-
ors on this point, later describing Washington's telegram of instructions on
recognition “perfunctory, . . . enough to show we had done something, but not
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“The Greatest Collective Failure ... 33
that peace in Bosnia-Herzegovina I would not sacrifice sovereignty.” As Sil-
ber and Little observe, “To the Serbs, this was a war cry.”!®

Vance got an agreement to stop the fighting in Croatia at the beginning of
1992. By February he had overcome resistance from the local Krajina Serbs,
gained Milosevic’s support, and formally recommended to the United Nations
the deployment of 12,500 U.N. peacekeepers. Within days, the U.N. had voted
to send to Croatia the second-largest international peacekeeping force ever de-
ployed.

It was a substantial achievement, but there was a cost. Almost one third of
Croatia now lay in areas supposedly protected by the United Nations but in
fact controlled by the Serbs. Ethnic cleansing of the Croats from these “United
Nations Safe Areas” by the Krajina Serbs—who contemptuously proclaimed
an independent “republic” on the same terrain—proceeded under the passive
eyes of a thirty-nation U.N. peacekeeping force. Vance and Carrington had
stopped a war, but the feeble U.N. follow-up left a legacy of pent-up Croatian
nationalism that would explode in the Krajina three years later, just as we

were beginning our shuttle diplomacy.
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