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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

After the accession to the EU and NATO, 
Croatia had to redefine its foreign policy 
goals and priorities. Active membership 
in aforementioned organizations and 
playing the role of bridge between the 
EU and remaining candidate countries 
from Southeast Europe emerged as two 
most distinctive Croatian foreign policy 
goals. Considering unfulfilled potential 
for increase of visibility and promotion 
of national interest in the international 
community, the third key foreign policy 
goal profiled to be active membership in 
international and regional organizations. 

Challenging environment in Europe 
and in the SEE region imposes on Cro-
atian foreign policy a complex demand 
to articulate its interests and achieve de-
termined goals. Therefore, Croatia still 
searches for the right approach to achieve 
them, what is a proof of the perplexity of 
existing challenges. Not only that the EU 
faced internal crisis with Brexit, but also 
several external challenges such as the 
2015 migration crisis, terrorism and the 
deterioration of relations with Russia as 
well. Also, the stability of SEE region was 
threatened with Macedonian political 
crisis, increased tensions between Serbia 
and Kosovo and overall deterioration of 
intraregional cooperation, what was best 
seen during migrant crisis. All these is-
sues made reaching three foreign policy 

goals for Croatia highly challenging, and 
therefore a crucial topic for further de-
bate. Numerous questions arise, such as 
how Croatia can actively contribute to 
the EU and NATO policies or can Cro-
atia profile itself within the SEE region 
as a factor of stability? Can Croatia be a 
significant actor in the international re-
lations or at least in the regional context?

These challenges and concerns have 
been in the focus of interest of the Insti-
tute for Development and International 
Relations and Zagreb Office of Hanns 
Seidel Foundation when they decided 
to organize a series of round table dis-
cussion entitled “Challenges to Croatian 
foreign policy” in 2017. Round tables have 
gathered representatives of the academ-
ia, state administration, non-govern-
mental and international organizations, 
media and diplomatic community from 
Croatia, region and beyond, which has 
ensured relevant and constructive de-
bate with a wide range of well-grounded 
arguments as its output. 

The summary of the main arguments 
we heard at our three round tables are 
presented in this paper. Of course, in 
order to make them more useful and 
policy-relevant, they were organized in 
three topical units – creating three main 
chapters in the body of the text – and 
are followed by concrete conclusions and 
recommendations. 
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2. INTRODUCTION

By reaching full-fledged membership 
in the EU and NATO, Croatian foreign 
policy found itself ‘in a limbo’, uncertain 
how and where to channelize its capaci-
ties, which way to go. Due to the dilem-
ma, there was a series of public debates 
regarding the question what are the new 
goals of Croatian foreign policy and re-
sponsibilities of Croatia as EU/NATO 
member state. 

The focus was so long on the accession 
process and the accomplishment of the 
determined goals that there were few 
thoughts and no concrete strategy for 
the membership and actions that comes 
along. Also, long and burdensome ac-
cession process towards Euro-Atlan-
tic organizations somewhat exhausted 
Croatia’s capacities, what resulted in 
the adjustment phase in the first years 
of membership. Afterwards, it became 
clear that Croatia has new responsibili-
ty of active engagement in the EU and 
NATO, to actively contribute instead of 
being only an observer of the processes 
and follower of the policies. Thus, the re-
sponsibility turned into one important 
foreign policy goal – active membership. 
Achievement of this goal represents a 
challenge for Croatian foreign policy due 
to numerous issues and challenges that 
the EU and NATO face in contemporary 
international order: terrorism and fre-
quent terrorist attacks, illegal migrant 

flows, deterioration of relations with 
Russia, as well as internal issues of the 
EU such as Brexit and opposed interests 
of member states. These are factors that 
make the Croatian task of active mem-
bership more challenging. Also, Cro-
atia as a small state faces difficulties to 
influence the decision making process 
independently.  

Furthermore, regional cooperation and 
improvement of neighboring relations 
that were a conditionality during the 
Croatian accession process evolved with 
full-fledged membership into a perma-
nent role of stability factor, supporter 
of further European integration and a 
‘bridge’ between Brussels and remaining 
EU candidates in the region.  However, 
considering the instability of the region 
caused by numerous unsolved disputes 
and interstate issues, as well as an in-
creased geostrategic external influence, 
Croatia is still in the process of creating 
a sustainable and comprehensive foreign 
policy towards the region. 

Active membership in the EU and NATO 
through participation in the decision 
making process appears as a self-explan-
atory and maintaining regional stability 
of the SEE region is perhaps one of few 
EU foreign policy aspiration where Cro-
atia can significantly contribute. There-
fore, both of Croatian main foreign policy 
goals seem to be in a way imposed. An-
other goal for Croatia should be, besides 
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the aforementioned, to independently 
articulate its goals and define spheres of 
national interest. Considering its impor-
tance in promoting national interest and 
positioning in the IR, active membership 
in international and regional organiza-
tions represents another key area for Cro-
atian foreign policy. The remaining ques-
tion is how to use these tools to defend 
national interests and profile stronger in 
international arena in order to become a 
recognizable actor?

This publication, based on conclusions 
from three conducted round tables on 
different aspects of given topic, represents 
an attempt from the Institute for Devel-
opment and International Relations and 
Hanns Seidel Foundation to modestly 
contribute to the subject matter.

The core of the publication itself is di-
vided into three chapters that were de-
tected as the most important during our 
round table discussion. So, according 
to our argument, there are three main 
focal fields for Croatian foreign policy 
- relations with neighboring countries, 
active membership in the EU and NATO 
and membership in other international 
and regional organizations. Therefore, 
wishing to foster the decision-making 
process and offer some assistance to the 
policy makers, herby we made a modest 
attempt to analyze the aforementioned 
issues and accordingly provide some rec-
ommendations for the period to come. 

3.  RELATIONS TO 
THE NEIGHBORS

Croatian border in the southeast is also 
a European Union’s border, therefore, 
the question of Croatian neighborhood, 
and its stability, is consequently impor-
tant for the wider regional and Europe-
an context. Croatian relations with its 
neighboring countries bare a weight of 
joint, but conflicting history, which has 
left deep consequences making the top-
ic highly complex from the political and 
security aspect.  Across the region, there 
are still border and minority issues, as 
well as political tossing in the campaign 
time that causes continued variation and 
prevents the long-term improvement of 
interstate relations.

Although Croatia has land border is-
sues with all neighboring countries ex-
cept Hungary, those are Croatian closest 
partners on regional and also European 
level. Cooperation with Slovenia, Hun-
gary and Italy is highly important for 
profiling within the EU, but also for 
consolidation of the SEE region. Main-
taining good relations with Serbia, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina and Montenegro 
and continued support to their accession 
process towards Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion is a key for stability and security in 
the wider region. 

Recently, the region of Southeast Eu-
rope has again attracted the eyes of the 
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international community due to the tur-
moil in the region. Several issues have 
emerged in a short time period: growing 
Russian influence in Serbia, Republika 
Srpska and Macedonia, new disputes 
between Serbia and Kosovo, Macedoni-
an political crisis, a migration crisis that 
even more underlined weak cooperation 
and differences among countries, as well 
as a growing sense of extremism and 
radicalism. These issues put a question 
mark on EU’s efforts to maintain stabil-
ity in the region, whose main functional 
mechanism is the conditionality in the 
accession process. Within the European 
framework, the Croatian role is to act 
as a bridge between Brussels and candi-
date countries, as well as to transfer the 
knowledge and experience from its ac-
cession process. 

Croatia has, only to a certain extent, ful-
filled its role of stability factor and sup-
porter of further European integration, 
due to several implications. First, the 
remaining candidates are highly compli-
cated states with low capacities to com-
plete accession process and questionable 
dedication to Euro-Atlantic integration. 
Second, there is still a high level of mutual 
mistrust between countries of the region 
and there are several unsolved bilateral 
disputes. Third, there is growing geopo-
litical external influence, in particular 
Russian, whose interest differ from Eu-
ropean offering itself as alternative to, as 

sometimes perceived, unreachable mem-
bership. And finally, Croatia has limited 
material, economic and political capac-
ities to adequately achieve determined 
roles in the SEE region.

Croatia strongly supported the accession 
of Montenegro to NATO, which has high 
importance for regional stability in SEE 
and the development of bilateral rela-
tions. The support came mainly through 
sharing know-how, but also external 
supporting of Montenegrin accession to 
NATO what was of significant impor-
tance considering the deep division of 
the country on the matter. Regarding 
the EU accession process, Croatian rep-
resentatives in the European parliament 
play an important role through advo-
cating for progress in the negotiations 
and further EU enlargement. Also, they 
advocate for EU’s support in solving in-
ternal issues such as corruption, organ-
ized crime, media freedom, etc. to ena-
ble Montenegro to more easily meet the 
determined criteria. However, another 
dimension of its relation is unfinished 
business with facing the past, a weight 
that prevents tighter cooperation and 
more open relations.

The complicated past is also an obsta-
cle in Croatian relations with Serbia, 
where ideology and rhetoric stand in 
a way of defining solutions for more 
pressing issues: minorities and border. 
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Furthermore, political bickering be-
tween political elites and misuse of past 
for gaining political points in time of the 
campaign is one of the main reasons for 
the unlikely long-term improvement of 
relations. Migrant crisis and fences on 
the border was a showcase of low level of 
cooperation and high intolerance, where 
even an open dialog represented ‘a mis-
sion impossible’. Moreover, Serbian close 
ties with Russia and indecision towards 
the European path represents an insta-
bility factor and further dissention of in-
terests. Despite the issues and differenc-
es, Croatia should remain persistent in 
supporting Serbia’s integration process 
and restoring bilateral relations for the 
sake of stability in the region.

Croatia had different approaches towards 
Bosnia and Herzegovina throughout the 
years, but always keeping the protective 
tone due to number of Croats living in the 
country as one of constitutional folks. It 
is important that Croatia keeps stressing 
the issue of election law that marginaliz-
es Croats and urging for political elites in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina to deal with the 
internal political issues. Also, open and 
supportive policy for further progress to-
wards EU integration will be crucial, as 
well as harmonizing Croatian approach 
with the EU’s, demanding on BiH’s com-
pliance with the federal principles and 
legitimate representatives. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is deeply divided country 

with weak state institutions, the complex 
internal situation and growing sense of 
extremism and radicalism. These trends 
represent a potential threat to regional 
stability, therefore maintaining current 
approach, meaning strong support and 
help to its euro-integration path, occur 
as an only sustainable option. 

Croatia should seek partners in neigh-
boring EU member states – Slovenia, 
Hungary and Italy for both, cooperation 
regarding the maintaining stability in 
the region of the SEE and for grouping 
and stronger positioning within the EU. 
Through cooperation with these coun-
tries Croatia can gain additional support-
ers of further SEE integration in the EU 
and help in the stabilization of the region. 
Furthermore, it will also enable Croatian 
foreign policy to enhance regional coop-
eration with Central and Mediterranean 
Europe and to broader overall Croatian 
activities in international relations. 

Relations with Slovenia are of high im-
portance, as one of the closest and most 
involved partner for Croatia in maintain-
ing security in the SEE region, as well as 
within the EU and few other internation-
al organizations. Also, Slovenia is a cru-
cial economic partner for Croatia con-
sidering high level of trade and number 
of tourists coming during tourist season. 
However, joint past in Yugoslavia left sev-
eral disputes between two countries that 



12

have been an obstacle to closer partner-
ship. The most pressing issue is the border 
dispute over the Bay of Piran due which 
Slovenia is denying support for Croatian 
membership in the OECD. 

Although there are no border disputes 
between Hungary and Croatia, the re-
lations are not entirely harmonized due 
the issue of Hungarian shares in Cro-
atian oil company INA and its conse-
quences, what is a main cause also for 
Hungarian reservation towards Croatian 
membership request in the OECD. How-
ever, these bilateral relations are gener-
ally developing in a positive direction, 
what is crucial not only for gaining the 
close partner within the EU and the SEE, 
but also for orientating more towards 
regional cooperation with Central Eu-
rope, in particular the Visegrad group. 
Connecting with Central European 
countries through good relations with 
Hungary will contribute to Croatian 
profiling on the broader European level 
and creating partnerships which will be 
beneficial for achieving long-term and 
far-fetching foreign policy goals. 

Slovenia and Hungary are EU member 
states that share similar interest with 
Croatia regarding stability of the SEE 
region and wider regional cooperation. 
Croatia should utilize that fact for joint 
positioning in order to push the selected 
legislature in the European level towards 
wanted direction. Meaning, putting 

common efforts in creating credible Eu-
ropean perspective for candidate coun-
tries as well as insisting that the EU ac-
complishes the process of integration in 
the SEE region. Furthermore, migration 
crisis showed that stronger cooperation 
in the field of security is highly necessary 
as well as to put stronger efforts in order 
to increase the capacities and harmonize 
policies. Consequently, it would signifi-
cantly contribute to the strengthening of 
the EU Common Foreign and Security 
Policy and Croatian role in the region. 

Relations with Italy might not have the 
region of SEE as overlapping interest, but 
Italy does represent an important foreign 
policy partner for Croatia. Fostering co-
operation and common interests with 
Italy in the Mediterranean would mean 
widening of Croatian foreign policy out-
reach and its spheres of interests. Such 
multidimensionality of foreign policy 
will contribute to its visibility and overall 
image of proactive Croatia. Furthermore, 
sharing the Adriatic Sea imposes an obli-
gation on both countries to protect it and 
monitor its security.  Undertaken Pro-
gram of Overseas Cooperation 2017-2020 
is an optimistic indicator of future closer 
cooperation on common priorities. 

This brief overview of Croatian relations 
with its neighborhood shows that there is 
more space for further improvement and 
development of relations with both EU 
and non-EU neighboring states.  Through 



13

stronger bilateral relations with non-EU 
neighbors Croatia can increase its visibil-
ity and profile itself better as a stability 
factor in the whole region. Also, inclu-
sion and cooperation with Slovenia and 
Hungary on regional security of the SEE 
would enable productive ‘bridging’ of the 
matter to the EU.  Furthermore, Sloveni-
an and Hungarian blocking of Croatian 
accession to the OECD is clear evidence 
that there is a need for continuous work 
in finding the solution to these bilateral 
disputes. Also, closer cooperation and 
friendly relations with neighboring EU 
member states should be utilized for po-
sitioning within the EU and other inter-
national organizations and initiatives, as 
well as for further connection with coun-
tries of Central Europe. Croatia should 
develop such capacities to be able to si-
multaneously play the role of stability 
factor in the region of the SEE, increase 
its engagement in the EU and develop its 
regional foreign policy towards Central 
Europe and Mediterranean. 

4.  ACTIVE MEMBERSHIP 
IN THE EU AND NATO

During the first years of membership in 
the EU and NATO, Croatia struggled 
to define its position and role within 
these organizations. The membership 
itself was a most desired goal for over 
a decade, and accomplishment of it left 
Croatia in a need to  redefine its foreign 

policy goals, further adjust its public 
policies and live up to the determined 
standards. Due to limited capacities and 
unadjusted system, for a small state like 
Croatia, it was a challenging task to em-
brace the responsibilities of membership 
and its complex and dynamic activities. 
Through years Croatia managed, within 
the limits of its capabilities to position 
itself in the Alliance through successful 
participation in various missions, as well 
as to join to the EU and get the access 
to instruments for further development 
and positioning. However, to truly reach 
the goal of active membership in the EU 
and NATO, Croatia needs to act strate-
gically and more productively use the 
resources and capacities to overcome its 
shortages and limitations.

Four years in the EU is still weak ground 
to make final remarks and evaluation of 
Croatian membership. However, Croatia 
should revise its first years in the EU to 
draw conclusions and lessons in order to 
improve its position until 2020 when it 
will take over the presidency of the EU 
and what will make a real time period 
to evaluate Croatian position and con-
tribution in the EU. The EU presidency 
is an upcoming challenge of crucial im-
portance for Croatian positioning with-
in the EU. It is a formidable task that 
not only demands an extensive increase 
of capacities and competitive and high-
ly skilled labor force, but also the crea-
tion of sustainable strategy with defined 
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goals, priorities and adequate instru-
ments for achieving those goals. Priori-
ty topics should be targeted wisely with 
high relevance on both, national and Eu-
ropean level, and with potential to pry 
out long term relevant policies.

Croatia faces the challenge of achieving 
the active membership in the EU, which 
can be considered an internal, equally as 
a foreign policy goal, due to the fact that 
after the official accession, EU laws and 
decision are to be ratified in Croatia and 
consequently become an internal mat-
ter. Therefore, the main challenge is to 
actively contribute to the decision mak-
ing process, what is highly demanding 
due to the complicated the process itself. 
Croatian interests need to be articulat-
ed more clearly on the national level and 
coordinated between EU representatives 
and institutions in Croatia. Clear inter-
ests and goals will enable connection 
with other member states sharing the 
same interests and will maximize chanc-
es for influencing policy making. Devel-
opment of valuable cooperation with 
other member states, but in particular 
with neighboring countries, will enable 
better representation of the interests and 
grouping with the plausible influence of 
decision making outcome.  

Furthermore, despite numerous reforms 
and policies that were made and intro-
duced in all spheres of the Croatian leg-
islature during the accession process, in 

order to get along with European stand-
ard, Croatia failed to implement them 
in several fields. The showcase was 2015 
migration crisis that reviled the failure 
of reforms in migration and asylum 
policy. In order to overcome the issue 
of policy and reform implementation 
in mentioned and other fields, Croatia 
should put stronger accent on the in-
crease of national capacities and further 
strengthening of legal and institutional 
framework. 

An important aspect of active member-
ship is participation in EU projects for 
internal and regional development. Dur-
ing the accession process, Croatia had ac-
cess to IPA program which approved 576 
projects, but only one quarter of them 
was entirely implemented. In 2016 there 
was a significant growth rate of utiliza-
tion of the EU funds, but Croatia is still 
at the bottom of EU27 on transferred and 
approved funds. Croatia should intensify 
efforts in maintaining the trend of exten-
sive utilization of the funds considering 
that now Croatia has 12, 68 billion euros 
at its disposal. To enable easier applica-
tion for EU projects, the reform of the 
centralized system of decision making 
process at the state level will be impor-
tant. Also, the processes of preparation 
and the announcement of the bid need to 
be speeded up in order to maximize usa-
bility of the funds. Furthermore, EU re-
gional funds should be undertaken more, 
such as Interreg projects that enable 
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development of regional cooperation, 
cooperation with other member states, 
increase of visibility and engagement 
within the EU. Connection with mem-
ber states that share similar interests, in 
particular with neighboring countries, 
through joint projects, as mentioned, 
will not only foster the integration and 
cooperation, but will enable the articula-
tion of common interests and position-
ing within the EU what will consequent-
ly increase possibility for influencing the 
decision making process. 

Croatia joined NATO in highly challeng-
ing time when the economic crisis hit 
hard all member states and in a time of 
growing transnational security threats, 
what made reaching the active mem-
bership quite a difficult task. Also, Cro-
atian accession happened only 11 years 
after finishing peaceful reintegration of 
its eastern parts, making it a significant 
step in the international arena for such a 
small post-conflict state. Facing complex 
responsibilities of active membership in 
NATO - playing the role of stability fac-
tor in the SEE region, promoting further 
integration of SEE and actively contrib-
uting to NATO activities - was rather 
demanding, considering Croatian lim-
ited capacities. However, Croatia man-
aged, within its limits, to position and 
profile itself as a member committed to 
the cause with highly skilled personnel 
and advocator of gender equality mainly 
through the support and promotion of 

UN 1325 resolution “Women, peace and 
security” that is one of the core action 
principles of NATO. Also, Gordana Ga-
rašić, first female general in Croatia, was 
an advisor to the Commander for Gen-
der Issues in ISAF mission.

Croatia actively contributed to NATO 
missions in Afghanistan, Libya and par-
ticularly in Kosovo, where 10 extra per-
sonnel have been deployed in 2017. Also, 
Croatia committed to engage in activi-
ties of enhanced Forward Presence in 
Lithuania under the leadership of Ger-
man troops, as well as in Poland, Iraq 
and the Mediterranean.  Participation 
in these four new international missions 
with total 300 personnel will start at the 
end of 2017 and beginning of 2018, what 
is a verification of Croatian ambitions 
and aspirations towards achievement of 
active membership in NATO. Never-
theless, there are several challenges that 
threaten full accomplishment of afore-
mentioned determined goals, which 
Croatia needs to overcome. 

Recent geopolitical turmoil and security 
challenges in the region such as migrant 
crisis, bilateral disputes, growing sense 
of radicalism and extremism and inter-
nal political crisis are undermining the 
efforts that Croatia puts into building its 
role of stability factor in the region. How-
ever, the current unstable political land-
scape of the region is an opportunity for 
both Croatia and NATO to impose and 
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prove themselves as stability and securi-
ty providers again. Croatian important 
task is promotion of further enlargement 
of the Alliance in the SEE and stabiliza-
tion of the region through Euro-Atlantic 
integration. This is of particular impor-
tance due to the increased external influ-
ence of Russia, Turkey, China and Gulf 
states  in the region whose interests and 
values sometimes differ from NATO’s 
and are offered as alternative stability 
providers. To face adequately this chal-
lenge, Croatia needs to increase its visi-
bility in the region, keep contributing to 
NATO’s mission in Kosovo KFOR, foster 
the regional cooperation with two other 
member states, Albania and Montene-
gro, and keep supporting Euro-Atlantic 
accession of remaining candidates.

Considering NATO’s role of security 
watchdog in contemporary international 
set-up colored with conflict, terrorism, 
illegal migrations, human trafficking, 
arm smuggling and cyber warfare, the 
challenge that all member states face is 
to increase defense spending to reach the 
determined 2% of GDP in order to devel-
op capacities to address aforementioned 
challenges adequately. Reaching deter-
mined spending until 2024 can represent 
a difficulty for the overall Croatian econ-
omy, however, getting along with global 
trends and meeting given requirements 
seems necessary. Furthermore, Croatia 
should channelize its resources towards 
innovations and further modernization 

and digitalization to be able to respond 
to contemporary – cyber and hybrid - 
security challenges. Also, the increase 
of its defense capacities and widening of 
capabilities are crucial for strengthening 
the engagement in various Partnership 
for Peace activities, NATO peacekeeping 
and training missions.

5.  MEMBERSHIP IN 
INTERNATIONAL AND 
REGIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

Contemporary international relations 
are characterized with multilateralism, 
which has changed over the years and 
evolved into the system ‘where the im-
portance of state has been decreased 
in favor of multilateral forums’. Inter-
national organizations have become a 
place where countries communicate and 
negotiate, but also a fulcrum of rules and 
norms enactment. Contemporary multi-
lateralism is the outcome of contempo-
rary international environment, globali-
zation and challenges that came along. 
It represents the model that offers opti-
mal possibility to adequately respond to 
globally relevant issues such as climate 
change or terrorism, which are at its core 
transnational, recognize no border and 
demand broader cooperation. 

In this last chapter of the policy paper, 
Croatian membership in relevant inter-
national and regional organizations will 
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be analyzed. The aim is to reach some 
conclusions on Croatian past activities 
and recommendation for future engage-
ment. Active membership in organiza-
tions like the UN, Council of Europe, the 
OECD and OSCE is highly important, if 
not crucial, for positioning and profiling 
in the IR. These organizations are ideal 
platforms for promoting national inter-
ests and image, as well as perfects mech-
anisms for achieving goals of national 
importance.

Croatia still hasn’t reached its full po-
tential in utilizing the opportunities that 
membership in the aforementioned or-
ganizations offers. Croatian foreign pol-
icy Strategic Plan 2017-2019 outlines the 
importance of further Croatian engage-
ment in multilateral organizations with 
several guidelines such as participation 
in plenary sessions and initiatives, can-
didacy and creating national platforms. 
Also, targeted priority areas of Croatian 
foreign policy are strengthening of hu-
man – legal dimension and protection of 
the most vulnerable groups. The outlined 
goal is in a direct correlation with Croa-
tian participation in the United Nations 
Human Rights Council in 2017 – 2019, 
what is a first time for Croatia to be elected 
to this Council. Participation in UNHRC 
is a new opportunity for Croatia to make 
a globally relevant appearance and raise 
questions which are of Croatian national 
and regional concern, such as a minority 
issue in the Southeast Europe, challenge 

of illegal migration flows, organized 
crime and corruption on a global level. 
Croatia was a non-permanent member of 
the Security Council in 2008/2009 what 
was of high importance at the time for a 
young country to make a step forward in 
IR and create at least some modest impact 
within this global organization. Consid-
ering the success of Croatian accession 
to the EU and NATO, despite recent vi-
olent past of Balkans wars, Croatia has a 
unique opportunity to profile itself as a 
post- conflict knowledge provider in the 
international community. Such profiling 
can be a guideline for active membership 
in the UN, e.g. choosing strategically the 
participation in UN missions where this 
knowledge and experience can be uti-
lized the most. 

Membership in the Council of Europe 
is particularly important for Croatia due 
to the unsurpassed challenges of human 
rights and minority issues in the SEE 
region, as well as illegal migrations as 
phenomena carrying new security risks. 
From May to November 2018, Croatia 
will have the presidency over the Coun-
cil of Europe what is an opportunity for 
Croatia to raise questions and action 
over the aforementioned issues. Further-
more, the coherent policy and approach 
from Croatian institutions will be cru-
cial. Also, there is necessity for qualified 
personnel and increased capacities that 
will enable the staff of the mission to 
respond adequately to all challenges of 
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the upcoming presidency. Besides that, 
Croatia needs generally more active ap-
proach in the CoE legislative procedure, 
participation in creating amendments 
and discussion. Moreover, there is a high 
necessity for harmonization of the na-
tional legislature with the Convention of 
the European Court of Human Rights as 
well as cooperation with other member 
states in promoting determined values in 
the region of SEE. Also, Croatia should 
strive to be part of all partial agreements 
of the CoE and actively contribute to 
various bodies within the organization.

Although NATO is still considered the 
most reliable and efficient security pro-
vider in Europe, European states are 
constantly striving to reach independ-
ence in that field.  One of the earliest 
attempts to unite Europe in security is 
the Organization for the Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). It is 
imagined as an effective preventing 
diplomatic tool in Europe and its wider 
neighborhood considering the fact that 
4 out of 5 UN Security Council per-
manent members are sitting together. 
However, many conflicts in the OSCE 
regions such as in Nagorno – Karabakh, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as well as 
Donbas combined with common terror-
ist attacks make the work of the OSCE 
highly demanding. Time revealed sever-
al shortcomings that this organization 
has regarding conflict containment what 
have led to the crisis of confidence in 

the office of the OSCE.  Also, the OSCE 
faces the challenge of complicated pro-
cedure that blocks the effectiveness of 
the organizations and procedural issues 
are very often used as a hostage for po-
litical questions. Nevertheless, the OSCE 
represents an important structure that 
offers mechanisms and tools for main-
taining security, which sometimes are 
the only opportunity for peaceful dialog, 
preventing or ending the conflict.

Having in mind missions in Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Mon-
tenegro and Serbia, Croatia has many 
possibilities to actively contribute to the 
SEE regional stability through the OSCE 
mechanisms. As an OSCE success sto-
ry, it can share the experience and be a 
model for other countries.  Croatia can 
increase its participation in the OSCE 
missions and various field projects in 
the region with budget, expertise and 
human resources, as well as by creating 
the content of projects. Furthermore, 
Croatia should articulate its interests 
more independently instead of simply 
following priorities of the EU. Meaning, 
the approach towards the OSCE should 
be harmonized with the EU, but Croa-
tia should use the opportunity in this 
organization to promote issues of its na-
tional and regional interests even when 
they not fit into the EU’s framework. 
Fight against extremism and radicalism, 
human trafficking and arms smuggling 
are crucial areas in which Croatia can 
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independently act, without stepping out 
of the EU’s framework, but also minding 
its own interests as well.

One of the most important Croatian for-
eign policy goals is a full membership 
in the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD). 
Slovenian and Hungarian blocking of 
Croatian candidacy for full membership 
is a clear showcase that bilateral and mul-
tilateral relations are interlinked and that 
foreign policy efforts should be equally 
channelized through both abovemen-
tioned diplomatic tools. The OECD is 
an organization that supports economic 
growth, assists in economic development 
and has a focus on innovation and edu-
cation. Accession to the OECD and im-
plementation of its standards will enable 
Croatia best practice and experience in 
institutional development and market 
oriented policy making, development of 
competitive and encouraging environ-
ment for domestic companies and for-
eign direct investments. It will also have 
a symbolic value for Croatia and is nec-
essary for further positioning in the IR. 
However, Croatia should mind the fact 
that the membership itself is not the ulti-
mate goal, but the constant work on co-
ordination of national and international 
policies, identifying and applying best 
practices and creating partnerships and 
allies based on common interest or val-
ues to respond jointly on common prob-
lems and issues. 

In international set-up where multilateral 
organizations have a key role in shaping 
policy, Croatia needs to put more effort 
in developing strategy on how to actively 
participate, contribute and create impact 
in the decision making process within 
it. Furthermore, Croatia should utilize 
the opportunity for strengthening bi-
lateral relations through partnerships, 
accomplish regional and wider cooper-
ation and extent its foreign policy reach. 
Moreover, stronger profiling as a relia-
ble partner and post-conflict knowledge 
provider can be useful in further posi-
tioning and branding in the internation-
al community. 

6. CONCLUSION

Perhaps contemporary Croatian foreign 
policy is not confronted with essential 
questions such as international recogni-
tion of independence or accession to the 
Euro-Atlantic integrations, but it doesn’t 
necessarily mean that there are no chal-
lenges ahead or that goals are less de-
manding. Active membership in the EU 
and NATO, relations with neighbors and 
membership in international and region-
al organizations are a ‘must’ for Croatian 
efforts to position itself in the IR. Taking 
into consideration the complexity of the 
situation in the SEE region, the challeng-
ing European environment and glob-
al security threats, it is evident that the 
accomplishment of the abovementioned 
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goals carries its challenges that Croatia 
needs to overcome. However, there are 
numerous tools which Croatia can use, 
but it seems crucial to develop such ca-
pacities on a national level to be able to 
utilize all opportunities and to create a 
comprehensive strategy which would 
link the determined goals with available 
capacities and mechanisms. 

For the purposes of this publication, in 
an attempt to make it more comprehen-
sible for our readers, we have ‘compiled’ 
the recommendations in three broader 
groups that we define as priority areas 
of focus in addressing the challenges of 
Croatian foreign policy.

The necessity to consolidate the text 
and to group the recommendations into 
three sections does not necessarily mean 
that there are no other areas that are rel-
evant for our debate or that we failed to 
recognize challenges in the forthcoming 
period in other field as well. It actually re-
veals our intention to properly reflect the 
debates we had during our three round 
tables and to shape the publication be-
fore you on the basis of them. In that way 
we made sure that we transferred major 
messages and concerns of our debates to 
the publication for those who were not 
able to participate at our round tables.  
Accordingly, the discussion offered rec-
ommendations in three fields:

Relations to neighbors: to strengthen 
bilateral and multilateral relations with 
non-EU neighbors  to increase its visibil-
ity in the SEE region, to keep support-
ing further Euro – Atlantic integration 
process of the neighboring states, to en-
hance cooperation with Hungary and 
Slovenia on SEE regional security and 
other common topics, to actively play 
the role of bridge between Brussels and 
the SEE region, use close relations with 
Slovenia, Hungary and Italy to foster the 
Central European and Mediterranean 
regional policy and presence.

Active membership in the EU and 
NATO: to create the strategy for the 
2020 EU presidency with defined goals 
and priorities that are of high relevance 
both on national and European level, 
to actively contribute to the decision 
making process in the EU, to undertake 
more EU funded projects on national 
and regional level, to increase its defense 
capacities for stronger contributing to 
the NATO peacekeeping and training 
missions, to keep fostering regional co-
operation and maintaining the stability 
in the SEE, gradual increase of defense 
spending (modernization, digitalization 
and education of military). 

Membership in international and re-
gional organizations: to create a coher-
ent foreign policy to have one voice in all 
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important organizations, to define goals 
and priorities accordingly with national 
interest without misplacing the global or 
regional trends, to increase the engage-
ment in decision making process in or-
der to create influence, to utilize oppor-
tunities for cooperation and partnership 
on common interests, to widen the for-
eign policy range in particular towards 
the Central European and Mediterra-
nean region, to work on profiling and 
branding of Croatia.

The aim of this paper was to comprehen-
sively cover the most important aspects 
of contemporary Croatian foreign policy 
and stress out the challenges. The goal 
was to foster the debate on three target-
ed goals and to reach some constructive 
conclusions and recommendation on how 
to overcome the challenges. In a highly 
complex environment, Croatia as a small 
state should balance its approach to glob-
al powers and choose strategically the ar-
eas and ways of cooperation according to 
its realistic capacities and contribution. 
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