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ABSTRACT This paper aims to evaluate the trilateral relations between Turkey, 
Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the course of a proper evalua-
tion of the growing dynamics of diplomatic relations between these three 
countries, it is important to assess relations at the presidential and min-
isterial levels. The research analyzes official statements, declarations, and 
agreements that envision the tripartite mechanism. Besides putting these 
official statements, declarations, and agreements into perspective, the re-
search aims to assess the major implications, activities, and results of tri-
lateral relations. It is significant to determine to what extent trilateral re-
lations affect diplomatic relations, regional stability, regional cooperation, 
tourism, trade, and economic relations. This paper also aims to put the 
trilateral relations into perspective by explaining constructive and proac-
tive Turkish foreign policy in the Balkans.

Introduction1

After the end of the Cold War and with the adoption of “Vision 2023: 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Objectives,” Turkish foreign policy and diplo-
macy towards the Balkans changed. Consequently, Turkey began to 

play a proactive and mediating role in the Balkans, skillfully utilizing shared 
geography, history, economics, and culture. In 2009, initial steps were under-
taken towards the adoption of trilateral relations between Turkey, Serbia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. This tripartite diplomatic model was a step forward 
in enacting of new trilateral relations and a multi-dimensional model to tackle 
a number of regional problems. Turkey encountered a multi-polar world, 
whose changing security, political, and economic realities could be addressed 
more successfully by means of a trilateral relations model.2 

Turkey had already adopted a trilateral relations model elsewhere; for example, 
Turkey-Russia-Iran, Turkey-Afghanistan-Pakistan, Turkey-Poland-Romania, 
Turkey-Azerbaijan-Georgia, and Turkey-Azerbaijan-Iran.3 Nonetheless, the 
limited number of research studies on trilateral relations inhibits a proper un-
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derstanding of Turkey-Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina political, economic, 
trade, and cultural relations. Thus, a proper analysis of the main declarations, 
agreements, and official statements is inevitable for determining to what extent 
trilateral relations as a diplomatic model has been successful. In particular, 
such an analysis would reveal how trilateral relations at the presidential, min-
istry of foreign affairs, and ministry of economy and trade levels contributed to 
political, diplomatic, economic, and trade trilateral relations between Turkey, 
Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Trilateral Relations at the Presidential Level

Turkish foreign policy has significantly changed in the past few decades. The 
1990s changes to the world order and Turkish internal political dynamism 
contributed towards a much more proactive and dynamic foreign policy. 
These developments went hand-in-hand with Turkey’s ever-increasing popu-
lation, its geopolitical and geostrategic position, resources, economic growth 
and development, its political continuity and stability, and its military power. 
“Turkish Strategic Vision 2023” projected the country as a great power with 
a global character and effective external relations.4 In this regard, since the 
1990s, Turkish involvement in the Balkans has been on the rise. The turning 
point of greater Turkish involvement in the Balkans, especially in Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, began after the signing of the İstanbul Declaration 
in 2010.5 The President of Turkey, Abdullah Gül, the President of Serbia, Boris 
Tadić, and the President of Bosnian Presidency, Haris Silajdžić, accompanied 
by their foreign ministers, met on April 24, 2010, in İstanbul at the first tri-
lateral relations meeting at the presidency level. This historic meeting, which 
resulted in the adoption of the İstanbul Declaration, opened the door for much 
more dynamic tripartite relations between Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Serbia.6 

The first trilateral meeting at the presidential level led to the opening of a new 
page in relations between these countries. At first, the leaders of Turkey, Ser-
bia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina had to counter long-standing historical ani-
mosity and mistrust. Therefore, the initial beginnings of relations emphasized 
questions of peace, reconciliation, prosperity, stability, and territorial integrity. 
The major outcome of the first meeting was a regional reconciliation process 
and Serbian recognition of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Serbian President Tadić clearly stated, “Serbia would not un-
dertake any steps that would destabilize Bosnia and Herzegovina, nor would 
it challenge its borders and its integrity, which would endanger the stability in 
the region.”7 Since 2010, Serbian leaders, often under political pressure from 
Bosniak state-officials, have made official statements, repeatedly, that they rec-
ognize the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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Thus, the meeting was “a turning point” and “a new 
beginning” in Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina dip-
lomatic relations. 

Consequently, President Silajdžić, with the other 
members of the Bosnia and Herzegovina presidency, 
visited Belgrade, and Serbian President Boris Tadić 
participated in the 15th anniversary of the Srebrenica 
genocide. Then, the Serbian National Assembly also 
passed the decision and apologized for the ‘crimes’ 
(not genocide) committed in Srebrenica.8 Thus the 
first trilateral meeting, as one of the most important 
diplomatic events in the Balkans, positioned Tur-
key as a key mediating power that had the primary 
goal of bridging Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and strengthening cooperation among the constit-
uent peoples, i.e. the Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Finally, this meeting 
also strengthened the position of Turkey as a key 
power that used proactive diplomacy to promote 
the Western Balkans’ integration into the EU and 
NATO, with the support and appreciation of the EU 
countries and Brussels.9 Actually, the first trilateral 
meeting was a diplomatic boost for the upcoming 
EU-Western Balkans Summit in Sarajevo on June 2, 
2010. 

The second trilateral meeting at the presidential level was organized on April 
26, 2011, in Karađorđevo in Serbia; it was attended by then President of Turkey 
Abdullah Gül, President of Serbia Boris Tadić and Presidents of the Bosnian 
tripartite Presidency Nebojša Radmanović, Željko Komšić, and Bakir Izetbe-
gović. The meeting was held at the time when local Bosnian Serb politician 
Milorad Dodik was threatening with the referendum on the judicial system. 
However, the trilateral meeting again articulated the territorial integrity and 
sovereignty of Bosnia and Herzegovina.10 In this regard, Serbian President Bo-
ris Tadić restated his remarks from the first trilateral meeting Bosnian territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty: “Serbia will never back a referendum in Bosnia 
that would lead to the division of Bosnia and question its territorial integrity 
and entirety.”11 Similarly, Turkish President Abdullah Gül repeated, “Turkey 
is employing utmost efforts to strengthen that cooperation and see all Balkan 
countries under one EU and NATO umbrella.” Overall, the second trilateral 
meeting focused on peace, reconciliation, detachment from the 1990s bloody 
conflict culture and mentality, the centrality of the Western Balkans, the re-
gion’s common future in the EU, and NATO integration.12 

Thus the first 
trilateral meeting, 
as one of the most 
important diplomatic 
events in the Balkans, 
positioned Turkey 
as a key mediating 
power that had 
the primary goal 
of bridging Serbia 
and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and 
strengthening 
cooperation among 
the constituent 
peoples
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On May 14-15, 2013 in Ankara, President Gül hosted Serbian President 
Tomislav Nikolić and Presidents of the Bosnian tripartite Presidency Nebo-
jša Radmanović, Željko Komšić and Bakir Izetbegović. Besides (re)affirming 
Bosnian territorial integrity and sovereignty, this meeting also articulated Bos-
nia-Serbian relations in particular and regional cooperation in general. The 
presidents also adopted the Ankara Summit Declaration in which they under-
lined the Western Balkans’ prosperity and the common future of the region 
based on European values, democracy, rule of law, and cultural pluralism.13 
They also declared that trilateral relations as a mechanism should be used as 
an institutional framework for regional cooperation. This meeting also signifi-
cantly articulated fostering further economic, cultural, educational, scientific, 
energy, infrastructure, transportation, sports, and tourism cooperation. With 
the adoption of the “Declaration on Economic and Commercial Cooperation” 
at the ministries of economics and trade, economics and trade relations be-
tween Turkey-Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina were articulated alongside the 
earlier focus on reconciliation, peace, dialogue, and territorial integrity and 
the sovereignty of the Balkans states. Actually, the main motto of the summit 
was “Building the Future Together.”14 

Although the Ankara Summit Declaration set the next trilateral meeting for 
2014 in Sarajevo, it was postponed to 2018, as different political issues con-
tributed to the decline of trilateral meetings at the presidential level in the fol-
lowing years. In particular, Serbian President Tomislav Nikolić made a strong 
stand against then Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s remark: 

Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan speaks at 
the Turkey-Serbia 

Business Forum 
in Belgrade on 

October 10, 2017. 

MURAT KULA /  
AA Photo
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“Kosovo is Turkey and Turkey is 
Kosovo.” However, trilateral meet-
ings at the level of the ministries of 
economics and trade and the min-
istries of foreign affairs took place 
regularly from 2014-2018. 

On January 29, 2018, in İstanbul, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan hosted Serbian President 
Aleksandar Vučić and Bosnian 
Presidency Member Bakir Izetbe-
gović. Renewed trilateral meetings at the presidential level took place after five 
years, with an agenda similar to those of the above-mentioned three meetings. 
The three presidents again reiterated the territorial integrity and sovereignty 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, Serbian President Vučić strongly artic-
ulated the position of the Republika Srpska under the Dayton Peace Agree-
ment, stating, “all we ask from the Bosniaks is to make Serbs in Bosnia feel safe 
and –just as we do not question Bosnia’s territorial integrity– we ask them to 
treat Republika Srpska the same.”15 In the Western Balkans, Serbia was given a 
chance to play a much more active role in the process of reconciliation, peace, 
and stability, especially among the Bosniaks and Serbs. Besides the focus on 
the relationship between Serbs and Bosniaks, the three presidents also agreed 
on infrastructural and transportation projects, such as linking Sarajevo and 
Belgrade through an inter-connecting highway, which will be financially sup-
ported by Turkey. This meeting was organized at the time of the peak of bilat-
eral relations between Turkey and Serbia; their trade volume exchange in 2017 
surpassed €1 billion.

Between 2017-2018, there were a number of bilateral meetings between the 
presidents of Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. On a number of 
occasions, Serbian President Aleksander Vučić and President of the Bosnian 
Presidency Bakir Izetbegović visited Turkey. On October 10, 2017, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan visited Belgrade and on May 20, 2018, he 
paid a visit to Bosnia and Herzegovina.16 These meetings indicate that these 
countries effectively used both trilateral and bilateral relations. 
 

Trilateral Relations at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Level

Turkey-Serbia relations began to improve in 2009 when Turkish President Ab-
dullah Gül visited Serbia after a lapse of 23 years. In the same year, a Defense 
Cooperation Agreement and a Free Trade Agreement were signed. Turkey 
used the platform of the South East European Cooperation Process (SEECP) 

Building upon these positive 
developments, from 2010 
to 2013 tripartite relations 
between Turkey, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Serbia 
contributed to regional 
cooperation, and the EU and 
NATO integration processes
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for the actualization of a mediating role in the Western Balkans. However, the 
major breakthrough was made after Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herze-
govina decided to institutionalize their relations, and as a result, signed the 
Trilateral Consultation Mechanisms on October 10, 2009, at the level of the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs.17 Trilateral relations at the presidential level and 
at the level of the ministry of foreign affairs contributed to mutual diplomatic 
recognition between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, which led 
to the opening of embassies in Sarajevo, Belgrade, and Ankara. Another pos-
itive development was the signing of a visa-free agreement between Turkey, 
Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, which contributed significantly to the 
development of the tourism industry and trade between these countries. Be-
cause of the adoption of the Trilateral Consultation Mechanisms in 2009, three 
meetings at the ministry of foreign affairs level were organized in October, 
November, and December, respectively. 

From 2010 to 2013, nine meetings were organized at the level of ministers 
of foreign affairs. During this period, Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Ahmet Davutoğlu actively engaged his counterparts from Serbia and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Ministers of Foreign Affairs from Serbia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina included Vuk Jeremić, Sven Alkalaj, and Zlatko Lagumdžija. It is 
important to mention that in 2013, two more Trilateral Consultation Meetings 
of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
Serbia were organized on May 8, 2013, and September 24, 2013.18 During this 
critical period from 2009-2013, the ministries of foreign affairs were address-
ing questions of regional cooperation, good neighborly relations, economic 
cooperation, and EU and Euro-Atlantic integration. Such meetings were also 
important for setting the agenda of the Trilateral Meetings at the presidential 
level on May 14-15, 2013, in Ankara.

Although on June 10, 2014 and on December 28-29, 2015, Ahmet Davutoğlu 
visited Belgrade at the invitation of Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs Ivica 
Dačić, relations between Serbia and Turkey continued under the shadow of 
President Nikolić’s strong stand against Erdoğan’s remarks on Kosovo and 
his apparent withdrawal from trilateral meetings. However, trilateral rela-
tions were re-established from 2015 to 2018. Two meetings were held at the 
ministry of foreign affairs level on September 29, 2015, and on September 23, 
2016, in New York. Ministers of Foreign Affairs Ivica Dačić, Feridun Hadi 
Sinirlioğlu, Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, and Igor Crnadak also used the opportunity 
to revive trilateral meetings on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly.19 
They reaffirmed the significance of the Trilateral Consultation Mechanisms, 
and agreed that cooperation should be extended to parliaments, diplomatic 
academies, and universities. Foreign ministers and political directors should 
develop specific areas of cooperation, especially for the envisioned Trilateral 
Business Forum. 
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In 2017, there were two trilateral meetings of the 
Foreign Ministers of Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. They meet on September 21, 
2017, in New York and on December 6, 2017, in 
Belgrade.20 The ministers of the three countries re-
inforced their common foreign policy objectives 
and a strong commitment to EU full member-
ship, and underlined their economic cooperation 
and increasing trade exchanges in comparison 
to previous years. For instance, Minister Dačić 
noted that in 2017 trade in goods between Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina increased 15 per-
cent, while between Serbia and Turkey increased 12 percent. Another outcome 
of these two meetings was the establishment of a joint trade representative of-
fice of Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina in İstanbul. Finally, these meetings 
also gave birth to the initial idea of building a Belgrade-Sarajevo highway. The 
trilateral meetings at the ministry of foreign affairs level offered an opportunity 
for opposition political parties among Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina, espe-
cially predominantly Serb political parties under the Alliance for Change, to 
position themselves as constructive in building Serbian-Turkey relations. These 
parties, under the leadership of Serb President of the Presidency Malden Ivanić 
and Minister of Foreign Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina Igor Crnadak, could 
get closer to the Serbian leadership, and gain support for their plight against the 
majority Dodik’s party SNSD coalition in Republika Srpska. 

Trilateral Relations at the Ministry of Economy and Trade Level

Although the ministries of economy and trade from Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina were involved in trilateral relations from 2009, their much 
more systematic involvement began in 2013. Ministers of Economy and Trade 
Nihat Zeybekçi, Zafer Çağlayan, Rasim Ljajić, and Mirko Šarović have been 
very active in fostering economic and trade relations between Turkey, Serbia, 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Thanks to their active foreign policy, on May 15, 
2013, the Trilateral Balkan Summit and Turkey-Bosnia and Herzegovina-Ser-
bia Business Forum was organized in Ankara. This institutional activity led to 
the adoption of the “Declaration on Economic and Trade Cooperation between 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Republic of Turkey and Serbia.” The ministers also 
agreed to establish the Joint Commission on Economic Cooperation between 
Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina (Trilateral Trade Committee) to 
present a joint appearance on third markets.21 The aim of the Committee is 
to provide a forum for the “exchange of information and experiences on is-
sues of multilateral trade agreements, regional cooperation and trade policies, 
promotion of foreign investment and opportunities for cooperation between 

Due to the signing 
of trade agreements, 
Turkish-Serbian-
Bosnian Herzegovinian 
diplomatic, trade, 
and cultural relations 
have been rapidly 
developing



136 Insight Turkey

MUHIDIN MULALICARTICLE

the three countries in different sectors 
regarding economic priorities, research 
opportunities and encouragement of eco-
nomic cooperation in third markets.”22 

The ministries of economy and trade 
intensified their relations from 2015 to 
2017. The Trilateral Trade Committee 
between Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Turkey was held in Ankara on August 
17-18, 2015, and in Belgrade on October 
19, 2015. These two meetings contributed 
to the adoption of a Mid-term Program 
on Cooperation and an Action Plan. 

Then, on October 20, 2015, a Trilateral Forum of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Turkish, and Serbian Entrepreneurs was organized in Sarajevo. This trilateral 
forum focused on Turkish foreign direct investments, which then stood at $80 
billion. The ministers of economy and trade argued that in the following years, 
Turkish foreign direct investments in the Western Balkans, including Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, should increase. The ministers, along with 82 
businesspersons from Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, empha-
sized significant opportunities in the energy, transportation and communi-
cation sectors with a focus on the proposed Belgrade-Sarajevo highway. One 
of the major outcomes of this meeting was the opening of a joint trade and 
tourism branch office of Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina in İstanbul. In 
addition, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina may use Turkish trade branch 
offices in 160 countries around the world.23 

On October 26-27, 2016, the Trilateral Turkey-Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Trade Committee and Trilateral Business Forum were held in İstanbul. The Tri-
lateral Business Forum was hosted by the Foreign Economic Relations Board 
(DEİK). The Forum brought together more than a hundred companies in the 
field of agriculture, food, livestock, energy, transport, logistics, and the automo-
bile industries. Some of the companies included Delta Agrar, Victoria Group, 
Victoria Oil, Krušik, Agropapuk, Bosphorus Hotels Serbia, Transporti Man 
Market, Bimal dd Brčko, GUMA-CO doo Bugojno, Promo d.o.o Donji Vakuf, 
Poljorad doo Travnik, GAMEHA doo Sarajevo, Menprom doo Tuzla, Dukat 
doo Tešanj, Heyoti doo Sarajevo, SOHO Wintech PVC doo Sarajevo, Sarajevo 
International doo Sarajevo, Radić doo Gradiška, Elker Prijedor, and Natron 
Hayat. Minister Zeybekçi made a clear statement: “the more joint investments, 
production and trade we achieve, the more significant the meetings of the pres-
idents of our countries will be.”24 This statement implies that trilateral relations 
flowed downwards from the presidential and ministry of foreign affairs to the 
ministries of economy and trade, thus being much more actualized in terms of 

Trilateral relations also 
played a significant role 
in Turkish foreign direct 
investments in Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
countries that have 
gradually become desirable 
investment destinations for 
Turkish companies
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Foreign Trade Agreement realization and enlargement. The ministers argued 
that trilateral relations should consider foreign direct investments in energy, 
communication and transportation, tourism, agriculture, and livestock farm-
ing.25 Finally, the ministers of economy and trade used this opportunity to cele-
brate the official opening of the Serbian-Bosnian Open Trade Office in Turkey.

From 2017 to present, the Trilateral Trade Committee between Serbia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Turkey took a backseat to bilateral relations and occa-
sional bilateral visits of ministers of economy and trade. For instance, on Oc-
tober 10, 2017, the Serbia-Turkey Business Forum was organized in Belgrade 
with the participation of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić, and Ministers of Trade from Turkey and Serbia 
Nihat Zeybekçi and Rasim Ljajic. This Forum also brought together more than 
200 companies from Serbia and Turkey.26 Similarly, since 2017, the ministers 
of economy and trade of Turkey and Bosnia and Herzegovina have held several 
high-ranking bilateral meetings in Sarajevo and Ankara. 

Trilateral Relations: Political, Economic, and Trade Prospects and 
Challenges 

Tripartite relations between Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia 
started because of a political and diplomatic initiative, especially after the 
adoption of the İstanbul Declaration. Almost all trilateral meetings at both the 
presidential and ministry of foreign affairs levels have articulated peace, rec-
onciliation, prosperity, stability, territorial integrity, and regional cooperation. 
The first phase of trilateral relations was especially successful because of several 
factors: the adoption of the Trilateral Consultation Mechanism, the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations between Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
opening of embassies in Sarajevo, Belgrade, and Ankara, the first state-level 
exchange of visits between Sarajevo, Belgrade, and Ankara, the adoption of 
the Srebrenica Resolution by the Serbian Parliament, and the participation of 
Serbian President Boris Tadić and Aleksander Vučić in the commemoration of 
the Srebrenica genocide. This period was indeed a breakthrough in diplomatic 
relations between Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Turkey. Building upon 
these positive developments, from 2010 to 2013 tripartite relations between 
Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia contributed to regional coopera-
tion, and the EU and NATO integration processes. 

In terms of political and diplomatic accomplishments, trilateral relations have 
also faced several drawbacks. First, although peace, reconciliation, and terri-
torial integrity were at the center of trilateral relations, Serbia made no clear 
stand on the Srebrenica genocide, crimes against humanity, or its overall in-
volvement in the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Peace and reconciliation 
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were well-intentioned diplomatic ini-
tiatives, yet they lacked a proper strate-
gic plan for tackling questions of peace, 
reconciliation, and justice. In fact, 
the Trilateral Relations Mechanism 
could have been used as a platform to 
strengthen the already active role of in-
ternational and local courts in tackling 
crimes against humanity. Second, the 
trilateral relations emphasized respect 
for the territorial integrity of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, without considering 
a clear position vis-à-vis the entity of 
Republika Srpska within Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. In fact, during the last trilateral meeting at the presidential level 
in 2018, Alexander Vučić equated the territorial integrity of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina with the territorial integrity of entity Republika Srpska. Thus, the 
trilateral relations failed in tackling the border dispute between Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, primarily by omission; this question was not on 
the agenda of any of the meetings from 2010 to the present. Third, the three 
countries greatly differ on the Kosovo question, which in 2013 caused a sig-
nificant disruption of tripartite relations between Serbia, Turkey, and Kosovo. 
Trilateral relations could have been used to integrate Turkey and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina as mediating countries in the Kosovo-Serbia dispute. Moreover, 
the trilateral relations failed to determine a clear position on the presence of 
Russia in the Western Balkans, as the three countries developed different pref-
erential relations with Russia because of the U.S. and EU pressures. Serbia and 
Turkey have a much more pro-Russian foreign policy while that of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is rather neutral. Although trilateral relations strongly supported 
EU and NATO integration, in the past several years, Serbia has changed course 
and adopted a resolution of neutrality. Actually, thanks to Turkish support as 
a NATO member, on April 22, 2010, in Tallinn, NATO granted the Member-
ship Action Plan (MAP) to Bosnia and Herzegovina.27 However, Serbia’s newly 
developed position greatly affected NATO-membership oriented countries in 
the Western Balkans, including Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, 
and Montenegro, and the NATO aspirations of Bosnia and Herzegovina began 
to be seriously questioned by Serb politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina, who 
have been following Serbian policies. Finally, although Serbia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina gave full support to Turkey after the July 15, 2016 coup d’état 
attempt by the FETÖ terrorist organization, specific political, diplomatic and 
legal activities were not made a part of the trilateral relations agenda.

Trilateral relations gave significant impetus to the signing of bilateral trade 
agreements between Turkey and Serbia. As early as in 2003, Turkey ratified a 

Turkey and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina have historical 
and diplomatic relations 
rooted in deep historical and 
cultural ties. Such ties are 
institutionally maintained 
through the International 
University of Sarajevo, Yunus 
Emre Institute, and TİKA
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Free Trade Agreement with Bosnia and Herzegovina. In 2009, Serbia and Tur-
key signed the Free Trade Agreement, which significantly contributed toward 
trade exchange. On January 30, 2018, Turkey and Serbia ratified new a Free 
Trade Agreement on the customs-free exports of meat, oil, and bakery related 
products from Serbia to Turkey.28 Thus, due to the signing of trade agreements, 
Turkish-Serbian-Bosnian Herzegovinian diplomatic, trade, and cultural rela-
tions have been rapidly developing. These relations were coupled with Turk-
ish GDP growth that reached its climax in 2010 (9.2 percent) and 2011 (8.8 
percent). 

Trade exchange between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina sig-
nificantly increased because of trilateral relations.29 In 2011, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina exported 324,518,392 BAM in products to Turkey and imported 
407,012,057 BAM in products from Turkey. However, in 2018, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina exported 325,577,765 BAM and imported 753,140,572 BAM in 
products from Turkey. In 2011, the trade volume between Turkey and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina stood at 731,530,449 BAM while in 2018 it stood at 
1,078,718,337 BAM.30 Thus, the Daily Sabah newspaper rightly pointed out:

the bilateral trade volume between Turkey and Bosnia-Herzegovina was calcu-
lated at $71.6 million in 2003 when FTA took effect. Since then, the bilateral trade 
volume has increased by nine-fold and reached $617.6 million. Last year (2017), 
Turkey’s exports to Bosnia-Herzegovina were $348.7 million while the value of 
imports from the county stood at $269 million.31

Foreign Ministers  
of Turkey Çavuşoğlu 
(C), Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
Crnadak (R), and 
Serbia Dačić (L) 
attend a trilateral 
meeting of the 
Foreign Ministers 
of Turkey-Serbia-
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in  
New York on 
September 22, 
2016. 

FATİH AKTAŞ /  
AA Photo
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Table 1: Bosnia and Herzegovina and Turkey: Exports, Imports, and Trade Volume in BAM

the July 15, 2016 coup d’état attempt by the FETÖ terrorist organization, specific political, 
diplomatic and legal activities were not made a part of the trilateral relations agenda.    
 
Trilateral relations gave significant impetus to the signing of bilateral trade agreements between 
Turkey and Serbia. As early as in 2003, Turkey ratified a Free Trade Agreement with Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. In 2009, Serbia and Turkey signed the Free Trade Agreement, which significantly 
contributed toward trade exchange. On January 30, 2018, Turkey and Serbia ratified new a Free 
Trade Agreement on the customs-free exports of meat, oil, and bakery related products from 
Serbia to Turkey.28 Thus, due to the signing of trade agreements, Turkish-Serbian-Bosnian 
Herzegovinian diplomatic, trade, and cultural relations have been rapidly developing. These 
relations were coupled with Turkish GDP growth that reached its climax in 2010 (9.2 percent) 
and 2011 (8.8 percent).  
 
Trade exchange between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina significantly increased 
because of trilateral relations.29 In 2011, Bosnia and Herzegovina exported 324,518,392 BAM in 
products to Turkey and imported 407,012,057 BAM in products from Turkey. However, in 2018, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina exported 325,577,765 BAM and imported 753,140,572 BAM in 
products from Turkey. In 2011, the trade volume between Turkey and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
stood at 731,530,449 BAM while in 2018 it stood at 1,078,718,337 BAM.30 Thus, the Daily 
Sabah newspaper rightly pointed out: 

the bilateral trade volume between Turkey and Bosnia-Herzegovina was calculated at $71.6 
million in 2003 when FTA took effect. Since then, the bilateral trade volume has increased by 
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Table 1: Bosnia and Herzegovina and Turkey: Exports, Imports and Trade Volume in BAM 
 

Year Exports Imports Trade Volume 
2011 324,518,392 407,012,057 731,530,449 
2012 366,222,649 389,627,545 755,850,194 
2013 349,876,754 430,993,387 780,870,141 
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2016 802,643,411 597,235,043 1,399,878,454 
2017 432,117,779 656,150,310 1,088,268,089 
2018 325,577,765 753,140,572 1,078,718,337 

 
Source: Foreign Trade Chamber of Bosnia and Herzegovina32  
 
 
Trade exchange between Turkey and Serbia has increased tremendously in the past eight years.33 
Certainly, the improved economic and trade relations were a direct result of trilateral relations 
and the diplomatic initiatives of both the Turkish and Serbian governments. Since 2013, Turkey 
began to perceive Serbia as one of the most important Western Balkans countries in terms of 
economics, trade, and security.  
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Year Exports Imports Trade Volume 
2011 183,178.5 405,142.3 588,320.8 
2012 186,361.1 439,142.8 625,503.9 
2013 219,009.6 530,871.5 749,881.1 
2014 230,852.5 579,618.8 810,471.3 
2015 248,914.7 566,869.8 815,784.5 
2016 269,467.5 657,505.1 926,972.6 
2017 310,112.8 821,065.2 1,131,178 
2018 298,277.0 984,086.6 1,282,363.6 

 
Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia34 

 
The above table clearly indicates a significant increase in trade exports and imports from 2011 to 
2018. For example, in 2011 the total trade volume between Serbia and Turkey was $588,320.8 
million while in 2018 it was $1,282,363.6 billion –a more than 50 percent increase in a span of 
seven years.  
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2011 2,078,907,935 1,677,772,247 3,756,680,182 
2012 1,490,078,672 1,699,159,909 3,189,946,629 
2013 1,628,943,987 1,799,814,573 3,428,758,560 
2014 1,699,692,506 2,007,101,395 3,706,793,901 
2015 1,632,225,126 2,133,815,663 3,766,040,789 
2016 1,764,088,589 2,289,619,499 4,053,708,088 
2017 1,157,927,650 2,545,462,308 3,703,389,958 
2018 1,327,116,478 2,652,287,910 3,979,404,388 

 
Source: Foreign Trade Chamber of Bosnia and Herzegovina35 

 
The above table also affirms the role of trilateral relations in bilateral trade relations between 
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. For instance, in 2011, the total trade volume between Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina was 3,756,680,182 BAM, while in 2018 it was 3,979,404,388 
BAM. 
    
Trilateral relations also played a significant role in Turkish foreign direct investments (FDI) in 
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, countries that have gradually become desirable investment 
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Trilateral relations also played a significant role in Turkish foreign direct invest-
ments (FDI) in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, countries that have grad-
ually become desirable investment destinations for Turkish companies. Since 
2009, Turkey has gradually become an important economic and trade actor 
in the Balkans, including in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which Turkish compa-
nies consider a desirable investment destination.36 As early as 2009, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina received $61 million in Turkish foreign direct investment, while 
in 2015, they received €32.1 million in Turkish foreign direct investment. 
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Table 4: Turkish FDIs to Bosnia and Herzegovina in BAM 
 

Year Turkish Investment in BAM 
2011 31.6 
2012 -5.4 
2013 31.1 
2014 17.6 
2015 56.1 
2016 30.1 

2017 (I-IX) -13 
 

Source: The Central Bank of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Annual Report 201737 
 
 

Table 5: Serbian FDIs to Bosnia and Herzegovina in BAM 
 

Year Serbian Investment in BAM 
2011 110.0 
2012 81.8 
2013 104.6 
2014 33.1 
2015 36.8 
2016 -8.4 

2017 (I-IX) 30.3 
 

Source: The Central Bank of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Annual Report 2017 38 
 
Some of the leading Turkish companies in Bosnia and Herzegovina include Kastamonu 
Entegere-Natron-Hayat (paper company), Soda Sanayii-Soda Lukavac (chemical enterprise), 
Cengiz İnşaat (construction), Sezer Group (agriculture), and T. C. Ziraat Bankası-Turkish Ziraat 
Bank Bosnia.39 The Turkish government in cooperation with the Ziraat Bank and BBI Bank in 
2012 approved credit in the amount of €100 million for the process of sustainably returning 
displaced people. In 2014, a new credit line of €50 million was introduced for “soft-loans” 
intended as credit for small and mid-sized companies in tourism, agriculture, and trade. Ziraat 
Bank offered loans to small and mid-sized companies for the realization of new projects and 
investments and to help decrease the rate of unemployment. In Serbia, more than 70 Turkish 
companies have a total investment volume of $113 million, mainly in textiles, food, 
communication, tourism, banking, and manufacture and construction. Turkish investors have 
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Some of the leading Turkish companies in Bosnia and Herzegovina include 
Kastamonu Entegere-Natron-Hayat (paper company), Soda Sanayii-Soda Luka-
vac (chemical enterprise), Cengiz İnşaat (construction), Sezer Group (agricul-
ture), and T. C. Ziraat Bankası-Turkish Ziraat Bank Bosnia.39 The Turkish gov-
ernment in cooperation with the Ziraat Bank and BBI Bank in 2012 approved 
credit in the amount of €100 million for the process of sustainably returning 
displaced people. In 2014, a new credit line of €50 million was introduced for 
“soft-loans” intended as credit for small and mid-sized companies in tourism, 
agriculture, and trade. Ziraat Bank offered loans to small and mid-sized compa-
nies for the realization of new projects and investments and to help decrease the 
rate of unemployment. In Serbia, more than 70 Turkish companies have a total 
investment volume of $113 million, mainly in textiles, food, communication, 
tourism, banking, and manufacture and construction. Turkish investors have 
made significant investments in the textile industry. Dzinsi, Birleşik, Jeanci, and 
Aster companies have their textile factories in Leskovac, Nis, Lazarevac, and 
Leban. Teklas Company, one of the leading Turkish manufacturers of car parts, 
opened a new plant and invested $711.35 million. In 2015, Halkbank acquired 
a 76 percent share of Čačanska Banka.40 According to Hürriyet Daily News, in 
2017, there were 454 registered Turkish companies in Serbia.41 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkey has also made investments in culture, edu-
cation, and media. In this regard, it is worth mentioning investments by the Sa-
rajevo Education Development Foundation (SEDEF), the Turkish Cooperation 
and Coordination Agency (TİKA), and the Foundation for the Development 
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of Relations with Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BIGMEV). BIGMEV officially started its 
work in 2010, and began strengthening in-
ter-state relations with Bosnia and Herze-
govina. Its mission is to increase the num-
ber of Turkish investments in Bosnia, and 
strengthen trade from Bosnia to Turkey. 

Turkey and Bosnia and Herzegovina have 
historical and diplomatic relations rooted 
in deep historical and cultural ties. Such 
ties are institutionally maintained through 
the International University of Sarajevo, 
Yunus Emre Institute, and TİKA.42 Yunus 
Emre Institute, through its cultural centers 
in Sarajevo, Mostar, and Fojnica, has been 
fostering the cultural ties with Bosnia and 
Herzegovina mostly through language 
courses, seminars, conferences, concerts, 
art exhibitions, and literature nights. Because of such cooperation, famous 
Turkish singers, artists, writers, and actors have visited Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina and participated in numerous projects and activities. Also due to the initia-
tives of the Yunus Emre Institute, children in elementary and primary schools 
in Zenica, Mostar, Sarajevo, and Bihac are currently learning the Turkish lan-
guage as an elective course. TİKA has accomplished more than 700 projects in 
Bosnia; these include the restoration of the “Ferhadija Mosque” in Banja Luka, 
the “Mehmed Pasha Sokolovic Bridge” in Visegrad, the “Emperor’s Mosque” 
in Sarajevo, the “Old Bridge” in Mostar, and the “Blagaj Dervish House” in 
Blagaj-Mostar. In this regard, TİKA has contributed not only to cultural sus-
tainability but also to the tourism sector in Bosnia and Herzegovina.43

According to data obtained from the Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, tourism between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina has 
significantly improved. Trilateral relations focusing on communication and 
transportation between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina have in-
creased frequent flights between Sarajevo, Belgrade, and İstanbul. According 
to the table below, the number of visitors from Turkey traveling to Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has increased tremendously.44 In addition, trilateral relations con-
tributed to the signing of a large number of bilateral agreements on economic 
and trade cooperation between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
which in effect have created opportunities for investments in the tourism in-
dustry and other related industries. Then, trilateral relations gradually led to 
the abolition of visas for citizens of Serbia, Turkey, and Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, which made traveling easier. 

Trilateral relations 
contributed to the signing 
of a large number of 
bilateral agreements 
on economic and trade 
cooperation between 
Turkey, Serbia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
which in effect have 
created opportunities for 
investments in the tourism 
industry and other related 
industries
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Table 6: Tourist Arrivals to Bosnia and Herzegovina
Table 6: Tourist Arrivals to Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 
Year From Turkey From Serbia 
2008 12,091 60,481 
2009 13,660 56,221 
2010 24,024 56,370 
2011 25,893 54,169 
2012 32,502 57,380 
2013 55,696 62,731 
2014 47,273 57, 264 
2015 70,655 66,473 
2016 83,333 69,326 
2017 90,712 77,852 
2018 

(January to 
October) 

81,644 75,061 

 
Source: Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina 45 
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Year From Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 
From Serbia 

2008 58,910 170,399 
2009 52,271 102,202 
2010 47,361 113,465 
2011 56,522 137,934 
2012 61,851 157,568 
2013 72,086 169,988 
2014 83,258 189,396 
2015 85,434 178,997 
2016 66,177 110,594 
2017 90,378 146,852 

Source: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Republic of Turkey46 
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Table 8: Tourist Arrivals to Serbia

 
Table 8: Tourist Arrivals to Serbia 

 
Year From Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 
From Turkey 

2008-2013 Data Not Available Data Not Available 
2014 74,785 45,490 
2015 87,397 64,191 
2016 100,579 83,676 
2017 108,058 99,500 

2018 (January to 
June) 53,936 41,737 

Source: Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications47 
 
Conclusion  
 
The research paper at hand has attempted to examine to what extent trilateral relations as a model 
has been successful and how different actors at the presidential, ministry of foreign affairs, and 
ministry of economy and trade level have fostered proactive foreign policy and diplomacy. Have 
trilateral relations contributed toward more effective political, diplomatic, and economic and 
trade relations between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina? A chronological analysis 
of 2009-2018 tripartite diplomatic relations clearly indicates progress in terms of tackling 
questions of peace, reconciliation, prosperity, stability, and regional cooperation. At an early 
stage, trilateral relations promoted a culture of peace between Serbia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and constructive dealing with past and recent historical tragedies. From high-level 
state officials exchanging visits in 2009 and 2010 and the opening of embassies, trilateral 
relations from 2013-2018 emerged as an institutional platform for economic, trade, cultural, 
scientific, energy, infrastructure, transportation, and tourism cooperation between Turkey, 
Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The research clearly indicates that adopted declarations, 
agreements, models, mechanisms, and business summits and forums moved Turkey, Serbia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina from mere discussions of peace and reconciliation to a phase of 
economic and trade cooperation. Thus, in comparison to trilateral relations at the presidential 
level, the ministries of foreign affairs and ministries of economy and trade were much more 
proactive and dynamic. These ministries adopted declarations and agreements, held summits and 
forums, and established commissions, programs, and action plans.  
 
Furthermore, this research provided a significant assessment of trilateral relations in terms of 
contributions and drawbacks. The drawbacks noted here could be of significant use for upcoming 
trilateral relations agendas that should include hot questions such as tackling crimes against 
humanity, territorial integrity, the Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina border dispute, mediation of 
the Kosovo-Serbia dispute, the Russian position in the Balkans, NATO, FETÖ, and others. 
Finally, in order to assess the successfulness of trilateral relations, the research provided clear 
indicators of trade exchanges, foreign direct investment, the engagement of Turkish companies 
in Serbia and B&H, cultural exchanges, and tourism exchanges between Serbia, Turkey, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.   
  

Source: Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications47
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Conclusion 

The research paper at hand has at-
tempted to examine to what extent 
trilateral relations as a model has been 
successful and how different actors at 
the presidential, ministry of foreign 
affairs, and ministry of economy and 
trade level have fostered proactive 
foreign policy and diplomacy. Have 
trilateral relations contributed toward 
more effective political, diplomatic, 
and economic and trade relations be-
tween Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina? A chronological analysis 
of 2009-2018 tripartite diplomatic relations clearly indicates progress in terms 
of tackling questions of peace, reconciliation, prosperity, stability, and regional 
cooperation. At an early stage, trilateral relations promoted a culture of peace 
between Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and constructive dealing with 
past and recent historical tragedies. From high-level state officials exchang-
ing visits in 2009 and 2010 and the opening of embassies, trilateral relations 
from 2013-2018 emerged as an institutional platform for economic, trade, 
cultural, scientific, energy, infrastructure, transportation, and tourism coop-
eration between Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The research 
clearly indicates that adopted declarations, agreements, models, mechanisms, 
and business summits and forums moved Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina from mere discussions of peace and reconciliation to a phase of eco-
nomic and trade cooperation. Thus, in comparison to trilateral relations at the 
presidential level, the ministries of foreign affairs and ministries of economy 
and trade were much more proactive and dynamic. These ministries adopted 
declarations and agreements, held summits and forums, and established com-
missions, programs, and action plans. 

Furthermore, this research provided a significant assessment of trilateral re-
lations in terms of contributions and drawbacks. The drawbacks noted here 
could be of significant use for upcoming trilateral relations agendas that 
should include hot questions such as tackling crimes against humanity, territo-
rial integrity, the Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina border dispute, mediation of 
the Kosovo-Serbia dispute, the Russian position in the Balkans, NATO, FETÖ, 
and others. Finally, in order to assess the successfulness of trilateral relations, 
the research provided clear indicators of trade exchanges, foreign direct in-
vestment, the engagement of Turkish companies in Serbia and B&H, cultural 
exchanges, and tourism exchanges between Serbia, Turkey, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. 
 

Adopted declarations, 
agreements, models, 
mechanisms, and business 
summits and forums moved 
Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina from mere 
discussions of peace and 
reconciliation to a phase 
of economic and trade 
cooperation
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