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The attack on Dubrovnik in 1991 was one of the darkest episodes of the wars of the 
1990s.

A city without military significance, yet of immeasurable cultural and symbolic 
value, became the target of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), controlled by Serbia and 
Montenegro.

The siege began on October 1, 1991, and lasted until the end of May 1992. During this 
time, 116 civilians were killed, along with 194 Croatian defenders and 165 JNA soldiers from 
Montenegro. A total of 443 people were detained in the Morinj and Bileća camps under 
inhumane conditions, 33,000 people were banished, more than 2,000 residential buildings 
were destroyed, and both private and public property was systematically looted.

Dubrovnik was left without electricity and water for 138 days, under naval and 
air blockade. Internationally, the attack on Dubrovnik was seen as a clash between 
civilization and barbarism.

This text, written by three historians from Zagreb, Belgrade, and Podgorica, highlights 
the mechanisms of nationalism, propaganda, and political manipulation that led to the 
JNA’s aggression.

It also emphasizes the anti-war protests in Serbia and Montenegro, remembered as 
historically important minority voices, and points out that resistance to mobilization 
limited the misuse of the JNA.

Nevertheless, the consequences were severe: the destruction of cultural heritage, the  
deaths of both civilians and soldiers, international isolation, and sanctions against 
Serbia and Montenegro. Although the Hague Tribunal convicted two commanders, 
many crimes committed in the Dubrovnik theater of war remain unpunished.

We invite you to read this text on the attack on Dubrovnik, which is both a historical 
analysis and a call from historians in three countries for accountability, confrontation 
with the past, and remembrance.

Only truth and the acceptance of past mistakes can build peace in the region and 
foster cooperation in a shared European future.

Human Rights Action
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The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), a state composed of six republics 
and two autonomous provinces1, entered a political, social, and economic crisis 

during the 1980s. Numerous factors contributed to this crisis: an inefficient political 
system, worsening interethnic relations in the country following the death of its 
undisputed leader Josip Broz Tito, as well as economic, social, and cultural challenges.2

With Gorbachev’s policies of ”perestroika”, ”glasnost”, and the introduction of “new 
political thinking” in the Soviet Union (USSR) in 1985 and 1986, the accelerated dismantling 
of the so-called Eastern Bloc began. In 1989, tectonic shifts in the global political order 
occurred, symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November that year. By the end 
of 1991, both the Warsaw Pact (one of the two Cold War military blocs) and the USSR 
had ceased to exist, profoundly affecting the internal dynamics of Yugoslav politics.3

The special international position of the SFRY as a non-aligned state, outside of 
military blocs4 – a long-standing source of cohesion and success – lost much of its 
significance with the changes in Eastern Europe.

“Return to Europe” became the slogan in many former Soviet satellite states, where 
revolutionary but mostly peaceful transitions and the abandonment of socialist 
systems served as a catalyst for developments in Yugoslavia as well. The crisis in the 
SFRY deepened due to its complex structure, (semi-)confederal status, inequalities 
among republics, and differing value systems. Internal difficulties, above all economic, 

1  From north to south, the Socialist Republics (SR) were Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 
Montenegro, and Macedonia, along with the autonomous provinces within Serbia, Vojvodina and Kosovo.

2  The literature on the crisis and the subsequent dissolution of the SFRY is too extensive to be cited in full 
here. Some of the most frequently referenced works include Cohen, Lenard J., Broken Bonds: The Disintegration 
of Yugoslavia, Westview Press, Boulder, 1995; Ramet, Sabrina P., Balkan Babel: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia 
from the Death of Tito to Ethnic War, Westview Press, Boulder, 1996; Silber, Laura and Little, Allan, Yugoslavia: 
Death of a Nation, Penguin Publishing, New York, 1995; and Woodward, Susan L., Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and 
Dissolution after the Cold War, The Brookings Institution, Washington D.C., 1995.

3  The Warsaw Pact formally ceased to exist on 1 July 1991. However, after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1990, 
East Germany was the first to leave, ahead of its unification with West Germany, followed by Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, and Poland. Bulgaria, Romania, and the USSR remained in the alliance until its official dissolution. 
The USSR itself ceased to exist on 26 December 1991, and was replaced by the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS) and 15 independent republics, the former constituent republics of the USSR.

4  On Yugoslavia as a founding member state of the Non-Aligned Movement in Belgrade in 1961, see: O. 
Bogetić,  The Emergence and Development of the Non-Aligned Movement, Export-press, Belgrade, 1981; R. 
Petković, Non-Aligned Yugoslavia and the Modern World: Foreign Policy of Yugoslavia 1945–1985, School Book, 
Zagreb, 1985; L. Mates,  International Relations of Socialist Yugoslavia, Nolit, Belgrade, 1976; D. Bogetić,  Non-
Alignment through History – From Idea to Movement, Institute for Textbooks, Belgrade, 2019.
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combined with the rise of nationalism and a leadership crisis, rapidly undermined the 
Yugoslav federation.5

The popular autocratic leader of the League of Communists of Serbia, Slobodan 
Milošević, between 1987 and 1989, formed an alliance with Serbian nationalists and 
unitarians, adopting parts of their ideology, rhetoric, and instruments. Milošević’s 
idea for Yugoslavia was a centralized state in which Serbs would hold dominance, 
allowing him to more easily become the new Tito. While rhetorically committed to 
Yugoslavia, he acted in the opposite direction. By organizing and encouraging the 
mass movement known as the Anti-Bureaucratic Revolution, he reopened the “Serbian 
question” in Yugoslavia, aiming at the constitutional restructuring of both Serbia and 
the Yugoslav federation.6

Image from the final protest of the Anti-Bureaucratic Revolution in Novi Sad on 5 October 1988
Source: portal Vijesti

5   The literature on the crisis and subsequent breakup of the SFRY is too extensive to be fully cited here. Some 
of the most frequently cited works include: Broken Bonds: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia, op. cit.; Balkan 
Babel: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia from the Death of Tito to Ethnic War, op. cit.;  Yugoslavia: Death of a 
Nation, op. cit.; Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War, op. cit.

6   B. Lekić et al., How the People Happened: The “Anti-Bureaucratic Revolution” 1987–1989”, Official Gazette and 
Status Team, Belgrade, 2009.
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Yugoslav socialism was always closely tied to nationalism, constantly balancing 
and negotiating between different national interests. However, the rise of nationalism 
among the strongest and largest nation—the Serbs—combined with the push to change 
the federal structure of “Tito’s Yugoslavia” and the 1974 Constitution, triggered reactions 
in other republics. Milošević recognized the power of nationalism, initially focusing on 
Kosovo7. Kosovo was an autonomous province within the Socialist Republic of Serbia, 
where the Albanian majority sought greater autonomy, while most Serbs saw Kosovo 
as the cradle of the nation and the center of Serbian culture and spirituality.8

Milošević began concentrating power and undermining the existing Federation 
order by attacking the leaderships of Serbia’s autonomous provinces—Kosovo and 
Vojvodina—which were removed by the end of 1988 in the so-called “people’s events” 
and “yogurt revolutions.” These were orchestrated, previously unthinkable, and 
unprecedented outbursts of organized citizen dissatisfaction, supposedly demanding 
a crackdown on the “bureaucracy” and a new leader to replace the late Tito.9

In Montenegro, by the summer of 1988, demonstrations began, initially justified 
as protecting endangered compatriots in Kosovo, and later also under the pretext of 
alleged social justice demands. In January 1989, under pressure from the demonstrators, 
the entire political and state leadership of Montenegro resigned.10

At the beginning of 1989, Serbia amended its 1974 Constitution and stripped the 
provinces of many powers.11 While this was being celebrated in Belgrade on March 28, 
1989, clashes broke out in Kosovo between Kosovo Albanians and the police, ‘Resulting 
in the deaths of at least 21 protestrers and two police officers.12 In June 1990, the Serbian 
Parliament adopted a draft of the new Republic Constitution, which was effectively 
written for an independent state, with provisions allowing Serbia to nullify any federal 

7  M. Vickers, Between Serb and Albanian – A History of Kosovo, New York: Columbia University Press, 1998.

8  Ibid. 

9  For more details, see: L. Perović, Dominant and Undesired Elite: Notes on the Intellectual and Political Elite 
in Serbia (20th Century), Belgrade: Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2015; M. Grdešić, Looking 
Back at Milošević’s Antibureaucratic Revolution: What Do Ordinary Participants Now Think of Their Involve- 
ment?, Nationalities Papers, Cambridge University Press, 2019.

10  For more on the events during the Antibureaucratic Revolution and the 1988/1989 coup, see: Š. Rastoder 
and N. Adžić, Modern History of Montenegro 1988–2017, Book I, Daily Press, Vijesti, 2020.

11   K. Nikolić, “‘We Won’t Give Up Kosovo’ – Constitutional Changes in Serbia 1989 (II),” History of the 20th Century, 
30, 3 (2012), pp. 187–188.

12  D. Janjić, National Identity, Movement, and Nationalism of Serbs and Albanians, in: Conflict or Dialogue – 
Serbian-Albanian Relations and Balkan Integration, Open University, Subotica, 1994, p. 143.
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act if it determined that it “violated the equality of the Republic of Serbia or otherwise 
endangered its interests.”13

By that time, Serbia’s attack on federal institutions was almost complete. Milošević 
undermined the federal government’s reform program and attacked the federal Prime 
Minister Ante Marković.14 During this period, the practice of illegal primary currency 
issuance, i.e., the unauthorized printing of dinars at the republican level, became 
established, pushing the country back into an inflation from which it barely recovered.15 
The most damaging attack on the federal reform program and the largest primary 
currency issuance occurred on December 28, 1990, when the Serbian Parliament passed 
a set of secret laws that artificially increased balances in the Pension and Disability 
Fund and other republican institutions by over 2.6 billion German marks—half of the 
total dinar issuance planned for all of Yugoslavia in 1991.16

In 1989, Milošević offered the country two possible solutions to the Yugoslav crisis: 
establishing a centralized Yugoslav federation or constituting Serbia as an independent 
state. The Serbian leadership rejected all proposals that would strengthen federal or 
confederal elements. In the event of an independent state, internal Yugoslav borders 
would no longer matter, or as Milošević clearly stated in 1990: “If there is no federal 
Yugoslavia, the question of Serbia’s borders is an open political issue.”17

The Serbian Republic authorities’ attempt to retain as much of Yugoslavia under their 
control, relying on support from the Serbian national communities in other republics, 
primarily in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, inevitably led to armed conflict. 
Two concepts—the one derived from the 1974 Constitution, which assumed republican 
autonomy and the right of republics to freely join or leave the Yugoslav federation, 
and the one insisting on the ethnic right of every people to decide, regardless of 
the republic they lived in—could not coexist. Others, however, were intimidated by 
the aggressiveness of the Serbian leadership and the open disregard for republican 
borders, increasingly distancing themselves from the common state. In this context, 
key changes also took place in Croatia: on December 22, 1990, the Croatian Parliament 

13  Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, Official Gazette of RS, 1/1990, Art. 135, para. 2.

14  See examples of this campaign and its effects in: S. Branković, Media Interpretation of War as an Instrument 
of National Homogenisation, in: Media and War, Centre for Transition and Civil Society Research/Argument, 
Zagreb/Belgrade, 2000, pp. 148–150.

15  J. Lampe, Yugoslavia as History: Twice There Was a Country, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, 
p. 349.

16  M. Dinkić, Economy of Destruction – The Great Robbery of the People, Stubovi kulture, Belgrade, 1997, pp. 62–70.

17  Let the Citizens of Serbia Decide on the Constitution, Politika, June 26, 1990, p. 1.
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adopted the so-called Christmas Constitution. The new ruling majority led by the 
Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) replaced the one-party system with parliamentary 
democracy, introduced new national symbols, and replaced the status of Serbs from 
a constituent nation to a national minority, further provoking rebellion. Previously, on 
July 25, 1990, the Croatian Parliament had amended the Constitution of the Socialist 
Republic of Croatia, formally removing socialist symbols, including the red star from the 
flag.18 By spring 1991, when the first armed incidents began in Croatia (and by autumn 
1991 also in Bosnia and Herzegovina, quickly spreading there), it became evident that 
the survival of the common state was impossible.

18  See more in: N. Kizilirek, D. Stojanović, et al., Teaching Contemporary Southeast European History. Source 
Books for History Teachers, Dan Graf, Belgrade; Gama Digital Center, Belgrade; CDRSEE, Thessaloniki, 2018.

 Removal of the Yugoslav flag and raising of the Croatian chequered flag in front of the 
Croatian Parliament, 1990. 

Source: Misao.hr
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Slobodan Milošević 
and Franjo Tuđman 

Photo: Jeremy  
Sutton-Hibbert 

The growing dominance of Slobodan Milošević only accelerated political processes 
in Croatia and Slovenia. At first, the Socialist Republic of Slovenia was in more 

open conflict with Serbia. The Socialist Republic of Croatia was emerging from a 
period known as the “Croatian Silence”19, with processes similar to those in Ljubljana. 
Multi-party elections were first organized in Slovenia and Croatia, and later in other 
republics. As Yugoslavia “democratized” and new parties formed, peace became rarer 
and nationalism grew. The open national question, intertwined with debates about the 
organization of the country and intense disputes among nationalists, together with a 
strong offensive by media and institutions controlled by Milošević, helped nationalist 
forces perform well in elections across almost all of Yugoslavia.  

In the May 1990 elections in Croatia, the nationalist party (almost a movement), HDZ, 
led by Franjo Tuđman, won.20 Serbia was the last republic to hold multi-party elections, in 
December 1990, where the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS), led by Slobodan Milošević, won 

19  The “Croatian Silence” refers to the period after the dismissal of the republican and party leadership of SR 
Croatia personified by Miko Tripalo and Savka Dabčević-Kučar, who, along with a number of collaborators, 
were forced to step down on December 1, 1971. Already early during their rule, from the late 1960s, the term 
“Croatian Spring” had emerged, marked by notable vitality, easing of censorship, free national expression, 
debates on federal organization, economic development, spending of joint funds, and the functioning of the 
Federation. This period was replaced by a less visible political leadership in Zagreb, which for a long time 
tried to stay away from conflicts in the country, likely for fear of accusations of nationalism.

20  I. Goldstein, Croatia 1918–2008, Novi Liber, Zagreb, 2008, pp. 648–652. 
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decisively. He also won the presidential elections.21 While Slovenia and Croatia moved 
toward independence, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), the most complex republic where 
all federal conflicts were strongly reflected, held multi-party elections on November 18, 
1990. The victories of nationalist parties in BiH, particularly the election of politicians 
from the Serbian Democratic Party (SDS) in four eastern Herzegovinian municipalities 
(Trebinje, Bileća, Ljubinje, and Gacko), and the victory of the Serbian Renewal Movement 
in Nevesinje, further strained relations. On May 27, 1991, the Association of Municipalities 
of Eastern and Old Herzegovina was formed, led by Božidar Vučurević, a member of 
the SDS under Radovan Karadžić.22 In May 1991, a local Serb paramilitary unit called 
“Karađorđe” was formed in Trebinje, and “Sokolovi of Stojan Kovačević” in Gacko. At 

the same time, political transformation 
processes also reached Montenegro. At 
the beginning of 1990, parties different 
from the ruling League of Communists of 
Montenegro were established, which in 
1991 transformed into the Democratic Party 
of Socialists (DPS)23. The Liberal Alliance 
of Montenegro (LSCG), founded in January 
1990, mainly advocated European liberalism 
and soon began supporting Montenegrin 
independence. On the other hand, the Pe- 
ople’s Party (NS), founded in May the same 
year, emphasized a Serbian identity and a 
right-wing conservative orientation. In add- 
ition to the creation of various minority pa- 
rties, left-oriented civic parties also played a 
significant role in the further development 
of Montenegro’s political life. These parties 

21 Slobodan Milošević became president of the Presidency of the Central Committee of the League of 
Communists of Serbia in 1986, which at that time meant great power. He was elected President of the 
Presidency of SR Serbia in 1989 and in December 1990 also became the first President of the Republic of 
Serbia. He was elected President of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (consisting of Serbia and Montenegro) 
in 1997, serving until October 5, 2000, when he was defeated by Vojislav Koštunica, the candidate of the 
united opposition.

22  Slobodna Dalmacija, “SAO Herzegovina Formed,” September 13, 1991.

23 By mid-1991, the League of Communists of Montenegro became the DPS, in which, as in all of Montenegrin 
political life at the time, Momir Bulatović and Milo Đukanović played leading roles. Bulatović was defeated 
within the DPS in 1998 and then founded the Socialist People’s Party (SNP) of Montenegro. Both parties are 
parliamentary, and the DPS continuously held power from 1991 until August 2020.

From left to right: Milo Đukanović,  
Branko Kostić, Momir Bulatović
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emerged either in parallel or from the short-lived Alliance of Reform Forces of 
Yugoslavia, later uniting into the Social Democratic Party (SDP), which still exists 
today.24 

In the December 1990 elections, the League of Communists of Montenegro (SKCG), 
led by Momir Bulatović, Milo Đukanović, and Svetozar Marović, won 56.2% of the votes. 
At the same time as the parliamentary elections, the first elections for the President 
of the Presidency of the SR Montenegro were held. After the second round, Momir 
Bulatović defeated Ljubiša Stanković, the candidate of Ante Marković’s Union of Reform 
Forces. In June 1991, the SKCG became the Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS).25 The new 
leadership, headed by Bulatović, Đukanović, and Branko Kostić, followed Belgrade’s 
political and military ambitions, supporting the proposal of the army leadership from 
March 1991 to introduce a state of emergency.26 

After the referendums were held, Slovenia and Croatia declared independence on 
the same day, 25 June 1991. Slovenian authorities (Slovenian Territorial Defense) also 
took practical measures, such as taking control of border crossings and establishing 
new symbols of the independent state. The Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) responded 
with military intervention, attempting to regain control over borders and key transport 
routes, which escalated into the ten-day war with Slovenia.27 The Croatian Parliament 
announced the start of the separation process. Through the mediation of the European 
Community, the “Brioni Declaration” of 7 July 199128 established a three-month moratorium 
on the Slovenian and Croatian independence decisions.29 The war in Slovenia ended, 
while tensions and local conflicts in Croatia persisted.30 As the moratorium neared its 
end, Croatia finalized preparations for independence, starting with the mobilization 
announcement on 5 October. Two days later, JNA aircraft bombed Zagreb. One missile 

24  Ž. Andrijašević, Š. Rastoder, History of Montenegro, CICG, 2006, p. 490.

25  Pavićević, V. et al., Elections and electoral legislation in Montenegro 1990-2006, CEMI, 2007, p. 25.

26 The introduction of a state of emergency across the SFRY was proposed after the large March demonstrations 
in Belgrade (9 March 1991), but it was not implemented because there were not enough votes in the SFRY 
Presidency. Four members of the Presidency (Serbia, Montenegro, Vojvodina, and Kosovo—all under Milošević’s 
control) were in favor, while members from Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Macedonia were 
against.

27  B. Repe, Tomorrow Is a New Day – The Slovenes and the Breakup of Yugoslavia, Modrijan, Ljubljana, 2002, 
pp. 286–317.

28  Declaration on the peaceful resolution of the Yugoslav crisis (Brioni Declaration) adopted on 7 July 1991, 
with the mediation of European Community representatives.

29 During this period, the European Community tried active mediation, including organizing a major inter- 
national conference in The Hague and arbitration commissions on international law issues in the Yugoslav 
crisis. See more in: S. Biserko and S. Stanojlović, Last chance for Yugoslavia – The Hague Conference 1991, Helsinki 
Committee for Human Rights, Belgrade, 2002.

30 Ibid.



THE ATTACK ON DUBROVNIK

18

hit Banski Dvori, the president’s office, during a meeting between Franjo Tuđman, Ante 
Marković, and Stjepan Mesić. They were unharmed, but on 8 October, the Croatian 
Parliament decide to sever the “state-legal ties through which Croatia, together with 
other republics and provinces, formed the former Yugoslavia.”31 

By the end of July 1991, the JNA leadership indicated it would respect Slovenia’s sovere- 
ignty, but further dissolution of Yugoslavia would require adjustments of republican bor- 
ders. According to statements and memoirs of JNA General Veljko Kadijević, Federal 
Secretary of National Defense, the Yugoslav state was to consist only of those who wished to 
remain in it, while the JNA, as a military force in Croatia, would protect the “Serb population,” 
which in Croatia had the right to self-determination or to remain in Yugoslavia.32 A similar 
position was held by the Presidency of Montenegro, which considered that reservists from 
the republic should only be deployed in areas “where the peoples who want to remain 
in Yugoslavia live.”33 Meanwhile, part of the Serb population in Croatia, supported by the 
authorities in Belgrade, media, and nationalist intellectuals, rebelled against Croatian 
authorities to prevent Croatian independence. The rebellion, which began during the 
summer of 1990 as the “log revolution,” evolved into a separatist movement.34

31  ”Decision of the Croatian Parliament on the severing of state-legal ties with other republics and provinces 
of the SFRY,” Narodne novine: Official Gazette of the Republic of Croatia, 53, 8 October 1991. See also K. Nikolić, 
V. Petrović, War in Croatia, Documents of the SFRY Presidency Vol. III (August–October 1991), Institute for 
Contemporary History and Society of Historians of Serbia “Stojan Novaković,” Belgrade, 2018, p. 18.

32  Š. Rastoder and N. Adžić, Modern history of Montenegro 1988–2017, Book II. Daily Press, Vijesti, 2020, p. 521; 
details: B. Kostić, 1991 – Not to be forgotten, Historical Records 3/1997; also: V. Kadijević, My view of the breakup 
– army without a state, Politika, 1993.

33  D.V, Mobilization below expectations, Borba, 11 July 1991, p. 7.

34   More on different aspects of the rebellion: O. Žunec, Naked Life – societal dimensions of the Serb rebellion 
in Croatia I-II, Demetra, Zagreb, 2007. It was called the log revolution because the rebels initially blocked 
roads with logs.

Knin barricades, 
October 1990 

Photo: Vladimir 
Dimitrijević
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During August and September 1991, armed incidents on Croatian territory escalated 
into open armed conflict. Questions arose regarding the war objectives of the 
authorities in Belgrade and their allies across the country, from the JNA to the rebel 
Croatian Serbs. The behavior of this side on the ground often appeared confused and 
more a result of improvisation than a clear plan. This situation was the result of several 
factors. First, it involved a side that could more accurately be described as a coalition 
rather than a unified military-political formation. Although Milošević’s regime was 
undoubtedly the strongest link in that alliance, neither the military leadership, nor 
the armed formations of Serbian nationalists, nor the Serbian political movement in 
Croatia were mere executors of Milošević’s orders; they had their own ideas, goals, and 
visions for how the situation should develop.35 The objectives shifted over time: from 
forcibly preserving a unified Yugoslavia under Serbian dominance (with interventions 
against the leaderships of Slovenia and Croatia), through the military defeat of 
Croatia (to create favorable conditions for a future political solution), to the military 
occupation of parts of Croatia where the authorities of the rebel Croatian Serbs were 
later established. Meanwhile, the partners in this joint endeavor continually debated 
the goals and methodology and frequently blamed each other for the failure of plans. 

Milošević’s regime, on the other hand, often employed mimicry, concealing its true 
objectives, which always boiled down to governing as much territory as possible. 
Attempts to encompass all of Yugoslavia and make Milošević a new Tito failed as 
early as 1990, when at the 14th Congress of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia 
(SKJ), Milošević’s idea to introduce the “one man – one vote” rule was defeated. This 
would have abolished the principle of voting by republics and provinces, which had 
ensured a balance between larger and smaller republics. Milošević proposed voting 
proportional to the number of party members, i.e., the population, which would have 
given Serbia, the most populous republic, a dominant position in the SKJ. The SKJ 
Congress consequently collapsed; the SKJ effectively ceased to exist, which accelerated 
the breakup of Yugoslavia.36 

However, it seems that the military leadership clung to this idea much longer than the 
Serbian political authorities.37 The relatively easy acceptance of Slovenia’s secession by 
the Serbian leadership (as well as their apparent dissatisfaction with the war in Slovenia) 

35  H. J. Hayball, Serbia and the Serbian Rebellion in Croatia (1990 - 1991), Goldsmiths, University of London 2015, 
PhD Thesis. 

36  D. Jović, Jugoslavija – država koja je odumrla, Prometej/Samizdat B92, Zagreb/Beograd, 2003, 474-476. 

37 See testemonies of military leaders important in this regard: B. Mamula, The Yugoslavia Case, Dan Graf, 
Belgrade, 2014, pp. 171–199; K. Kolšek, The First Shots in the SFRY – Memories of the Beginning of Armed Conflicts 
in Slovenia and Croatia, Dan Graf, Belgrade, 2005, pp. 18–42.
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demonstrates that by mid-1991, even before the war in Slovenia, they were no longer 
counting on a unified Yugoslavia.38 However, this could not be openly stated, because 
for a large number of people, Yugoslavia was still worth defending. Mobilization in 
Serbia, although met with limited response from reservists, was possible only because 
people had been taught for decades that they must answer the call to defend the 
country. That country was Yugoslavia. If the goal was not the defense of Yugoslavia, 
then the citizens of Serbia were on a campaign of conquest against Croatia—a position 
that could not possibly garner broad support.39 The fact that many saw through this 
was, in fact, reflected in the poor mobilization results.40

38  According to Jović’s testimony, Milošević had already set the goal of militarily occupying Serbian regions 
in Croatia as early as January 1991, B. Jović, The Last Days of the SFRY, Politika, Belgrade, 1995, p. 262. Jović 
also testifies about the meeting of July 5, when he and Milošević demanded that Kadijević order the JNA to 
immediately withdraw from Slovenia and take position at the borders where Serbs lived in Croatia, op. cit., 
pp. 349–350. 

39  Borisav Jović also stated that admitting the JNA was a Serbian-Montenegrin army would lead to charges 
of aggression, ibid., pp. 388–389. 

40  In the Dubrovnik operation, more than 7,000 mobilized citizens of the SRCG participated. However, during 
the war in Croatia in 1991, the republican leadership of Montenegro showed a certain, though limited, degree 
of disagreement with the actions of the JNA leadership and the SFRY Minister of Defense, General Kadijević. 
This was particularly evident when a large number of JNA soldiers and reservists were taken from barracks 
in Montenegro to the front in Banija (Dvor na Uni), in order to fill JNA units due to the failed mobilization 
in Serbia and the desertion of part of the JNA members from that battlefield. More than 1,000 soldiers from 
Montenegro were, against the will of the Montenegrin authorities and without their agreement, taken to the 
Banija battlefield in Croatia. See more: Š. Rastoder and N. Adžić, From a Consistent Warrior to an (Un)Willing Ally 
– The Role of Montenegro in the Wars of the Nineties, Human Rights Action, Podgorica, 2021, pp. 4–5.

JNA intervention in Slovenia 
Source: EPA/MIKE PERSSON
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From the summer of 1991, the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) waged an open war 
for territories in Croatia, and this could no longer be concealed despite rhetorical 

claims about separating the warring sides and ensuring constitutional order.

The protection that the army had provided to the rebel Serbs since the “log revolution” 
in August 1990, and the creation of buffer zones where large areas of the Republic of 
Croatia remained under rebel control, clearly placed the JNA on one side.41 In August 
1991, the army directly participated in military operations in Banija, eastern Croatia, 
and Dalmatia. The most notorious incident was the attack on the village of Kijevo near 
Knin on 26 August 1991, carried out by the Knin Corps of the JNA under the command 
of Ratko Mladić.42 

The European Community adopted a declaration on Yugoslavia the following day, 
27 August, in which it accused parts of the JNA of “actively supporting the Serbian side” 
and demanded an end to hostilities, warning that territorial acquisitions would not be 
recognized.43 However, the war continued even more fiercely, prompting the Croatian 
side in September to decide to block JNA barracks and other facilities used by the army 
in Croatia. After that, the JNA enacted a pre-prepared plan for attacks on Croatia from 
several directions.

Initially, the JNA’s goal was to seize the entire territory of Croatia and forcibly 
remove its leadership, in order to negotiate from these positions over the future of 
Yugoslavia. However, this goal quickly failed due to fierce resistance in Croatia and 
the weak response to mobilization in Serbia.44 From that point on, the objective shifted 
to occupying parts of Croatia where Croatian Serbs were the majority, on which the 
Republic of Serbian Krajina was later established.45 

41  Josip Manolić, then Croatian Prime Minister, warned in August 1991 that in the year since the Log Revolution, 
Croatia had, in addition to 158 dead, also lost several municipalities and a large territory where the JNA was 
“assisting terrorists and Serbian expansionism,” J. Manolić, Politics and Homeland – My Struggle for a Sovereign 
and Social Croatia, Golden Marketing/Technical Book,, Zagreb, 2015, p. 191.

42  For the battles in Croatia during this period, see: M. Bjelajac, O. Žunec, The War in Croatia, 1991–1995, in: 
Confronting Yugoslav Controversies – A Scholars’ Initiative, ed. C. Ingrao and T. A. Emmert, Buybook, Sarajevo, 
2010, pp. 238–243; K. Nikolić, Yugoslavia, the Last Days, 1989–1992. Book Two – “People of Hatred, Land of Death”, 
Službeni glasnik, Belgrade, 2020, pp. 68–149.

43  Declaration of Yugoslavia, European Political Cooperation Extraordinary Ministerial Meeting, Brussels, 27 
August 1991, in: European Foreign Policy – Key documents, eds. C. Hill and K. E. Smith, Routledge, London/New 
York 2000, 363-364. 

44  See the analysis of the JNA’s war objectives in: D. Marijan, The Conception and Failure of the Yugoslav
People’s Army Offensive Operation in Croatia in September 1991, ČSP, 2 (2012), pp. 251–275.

45  V. Kadijević, My View of the Dissolution, Politika, Belgrade, 1993, pp. 134–137.
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General Kadijević cited the weak mobilization response in Serbia as the reason 
the JNA had to abandon its original plans to cut across Croatian territory.46 The attack 
on southern Croatia, the area around Dubrovnik, was intended as the first phase of 
a larger plan to split and conquer all of Croatia. The plan aimed to blockade the city 
from land and sea, seize its hinterland, and create conditions for further operations 
toward Western Herzegovina and Dalmatia.47 In the wider Dubrovnik area, there were 
no military facilities, and the forces of the Croatian police and the Zbor narodne garde 
(ZNG, National Guard) were very small, so the JNA occupied a large area around the 
city relatively quickly, though not as fast as the army had expected.

Dubrovnik is a city at the very south of Croatia, with a rich and complex history.48 
During socialist Yugoslavia, it developed into an unrivaled symbol of high-level 
tourism. It was a city that symbolized Yugoslavia’s orientation toward the West and 
a new, consumerist culture, which had become dominant in everyday Yugoslav life 
since the 1960s.49 The Old Town of Dubrovnik had been on the UNESCO World Heritage 
list since 1979. Its global recognition was why very few people believed such a city 
could even be attacked.50 

The first serious incident between the JNA and the new HDZ authorities in the 
Dubrovnik municipality occurred in mid-March 1991. An unannounced JNA military 
exercise near Dubrovnik, at Vojski dol above Zvekovica, and the entry of several landing 
craft into Molunat, caused concern. The Dubrovnik Secretariat for National Defense 
protested, and the President of the Executive Council of the Dubrovnik Municipal 
Assembly, Željko Šikić, sent a letter to naval captain Krsto Đurović of the Military Naval 
Sector Boka in Kumbor.51 

46  Ibid., pp. 136–137.

47  ICTY Archives, IT-01-42, Strugar et al. case, P199, Order of General Mile Kandić for the Use of the Forces of 
the Naval Military District, September 20, 1991.

48  A concise overview of Dubrovnik’s history can be found in: R. Harris, History of Dubrovnik, School Book, 
Zagreb, 2022.

49  I. Duda, Found Prosperity – Everyday Life and Consumer Culture in Croatia in the 1960s and 1970s, Srednja 
Europa, Zagreb, 2010; K. Taylor, H. Grandits, Tourism and the Making of Socialist Yugoslavia – An Introduction, 
in: Yugoslavia’s Sunny Side: A History of Tourism in Socialism (1950s–1980s), eds. H. Grandits and K. Taylor, CEU 
Press, Budapest/New York, 2010, pp. 1–30.

50  Petar Poljanić, Mayor of Dubrovnik, stated in 1993: “I, for example, did not even believe that war would 
occur at all. Who could have believed it? It was said that there would be some minor display of arms 
around Dubrovnik, and that would be it. What kind of mindset and what hand can aim at Dubrovnik? At this 
sanctuary, at this harmony of primordial beauty. But the Serbs and Montenegrins directed their savagery 
at us… The fact is that Dubrovnik was not prepared for warfare.” Slobodna Dalmacija, Interview with Petar 
Poljanić, October 29, 1993.

51  J. Raguž, dissertation, p. 148; Slobodna Dalmacija, Protest Against the Army, March 13, 1992. Krsto Đurović, who 
had opposed the attack on Dubrovnik, died in a suspicious helicopter crash on October 5, 1991.
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Air traffic at Dubrovnik Airport Ćilipi was closed on 13 September. Only a few days 
later were special flights arranged when politicians traveled to negotiations in Igalo, 
with full flight suspension lasting until 1992.

The JNA lieutenant colonel and commander of the Trebinje garrison, which numbered 
about six thousand soldiers, was Nojko Marinović, a Croat from Benkovac. Although he 
believed that the JNA had strayed from its original purpose and had “become an army 
of one people, the Serbian people,” he stayed in Trebinje as long as possible to remain 
at the source of information, as it was assumed Dubrovnik would be attacked from that 
direction.52 

When the “red line” was crossed, Marinović left the JNA on 17 September, joined 
the Croatian side, and became commander of Dubrovnik’s defense on 20 September 
1991. On 16 September 1991, Lieutenant Colonel Mirko Katanić, an officer from Boka, 
also joined the defense. Poorly armed members of the ZNG, the nascent army of the 
Croatian Republic, and Dubrovnik police, numbering only a few hundred, organized 
the city’s defense. Dubrovnik had no army, no military objectives, and was in fact an 
enclave within the Republic of Croatia.

52  Video testimony of General Nojko Marinović is available at:  
https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/nojko-marinovic/, minutaža 0:30, Accessed March 13, 2024. 
Raguž, p. 186.

https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/nojko-marinovic/
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The attack on Dubrovnik began on October 1, 1991, from land, sea, and air, and from 
multiple directions: Herceg-Novi, Tivat, Kotor, and Nikšić in Montenegro; from 

Trebinje in Bosnia and Herzegovina; and from the airports at Tivat, Titograd, and 
Mostar. Nojko Marinović commanded the defense at Gornje Brgato, near the border 
with Bosnia. He correctly assumed that if an attack came, it would most likely be the 
brigade from Trebinje, which he knew best. Although this expectation undermined 
any element of surprise, the defenders were in any case far fewer and far less well-
armed than the attackers. The defenders of Dubrovnik had 16 mortars and six artillery 
pieces; otherwise their weapons were rifles and pistols. Their numbers ranged from as 
many as 1,280 soldiers to as few as 67 over the course of the conflict. By contrast, the 
Trebinje JNA brigade alone counted some 6,100 men, the Radović regiment more than 
3,500, and the Užice Corps, advancing toward the Neretva and Ston, 15,000 troops. All 
of this had an impact on the city’s defense.53

When hostilities began, residents from other parts of Dubrovnik sought refuge in 
the Old Town, even moving their cars there, believing it to be safest.54 This caused 
panic among some, but not everyone could leave the city. Some wanted to evacuate 
and many did, while the counter-narrative held that an empty city is hardest to 
defend because there is no motivation to resist. Those who stayed often felt a sense of 
superiority toward fellow citizens who later returned to Dubrovnik.55 

Photo: Pobjeda (Edition: “War for Peace“)

53  Ibid.	

54  See the testimonies of Dubrovnik residents in: Operacija Dubrovnik, Arhitel, 2003.

55  Interview with Đivo Đurović, May 1, 2024.
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“Situation is dramatic; Župa Dubrovačka is suffering the most, being pounded by 
artillery fire from Bosnia. Ćilipi Airport has been bombed. The Konavle forests have 
burned, Grude has been devastated, the front has shifted toward Dubrovnik,” Croatian 
electronic media reported on October 4, 1991, with correspondents filing from Slovenia. 
Summer houses in Rijeka Dubrovačka were shelled. Fighting took place around Slano. 
The arboretum in Trsteno was partly burned. The commander of the Užice Corps 
declared: “Dubrovnik has been taken by Ustaša and holds its citizens hostage. The JNA 
will do everything to free the citizens from Ustaša terror. If that requires destroying 
the city, the JNA cannot bear any responsibility.” The city lacked water, electricity, 
and telephone connections. The JNA tried to prevent the delivery of food and any 
reinforcements.56

On October 5, poet, writer, translator, journalist, and playwright Milan Miličić — a 
Serb by origin — was killed by a shell at his home near the Old Town. He is regarded 
as the first civilian casualty of the attack on Dubrovnik.57

Fierce fighting continued despite the signing of a tenth ceasefire that was not 
observed.58 By then the JNA had advanced into Plat, 12 kilometers from Dubrovnik, and 
tank fire had been directed toward Mlini and Srebreno, dangerously close to the city.

The International Herald Tribune wrote on October 26, 1991, that the federal army, 
dominated by Serbs, continued to advance toward the historic city, approaching its 
walls. The city was threatened from three land directions and from naval vessels in 
some places only thirty meters from the city walls. “Dubrovnik residents are outraged 
because they feel the whole world has left them to the mercy of the Army,” U.S. papers 
reported.59 „Surrender in order to preserve yourselves,” one Serbian officer urged. At 
the easternmost front in Croatia, Vukovar faced a similar fate — besieged and under 
direct attack, as were Vinkovci and Osijek. Dubrovnik, however, because of its renown, 
occupied front pages and dominated international coverage.

The ultimatum General Pavle Strugar issued to Dubrovnik’s defenders on October 
27 demanding surrender provoked outrage. “The demand is illegal and clearly aimed 
at seizing an indisputably Croatian city,” EU member states declared.60 The ultimatum 

56  MPI-Heidelberg, RokPress 4. 10. 1991. (Rok Sosic).

57  See, for example, The First Civilian Victim of the Attack on Dubrovnik, Dubrovački dnevnik, October 5, 2024.

58  The first ceasefire agreement, which was not respected, was reached on October 5, 1991.

59  Army Puts Dubrovnik Under Siege, International Herald Tribune, 26-27. 10. 1991, p. 1-4.

60  R. Dehousse, European Political Cooperation in 1991, European Journal of International Law, Volume 4, Issue 
1, 1993, p. 146.
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went unanswered. In Dubrovnik, people feared a general assault, and rumors 
circulated that the city might be attached to Montenegro, “a loyal ally of Serbia“.61 
Ceasefire violations were recorded from all sides, but these were easier to sustain for 
the JNA given its superiority.

The siege inspired horror across Croatia. Dubrovnik was exceptional — a place that 
generated millions in tourism revenue, the pearl of the Adriatic. The Dubrovnik Summer 
Festival attracted the global cultural elite; journalists interviewed singer Tereza Kesovija. 
“Sir Laurence Olivier declared the city’s walls the ideal setting for Hamlet,” people recalled. 
Those same walls now literally shielded citizens from danger. Given the city’s limited 
strategic value, it was unclear why the army occupied it. Hrvoje Kačić, a lawyer and 
member of the Croatian parliament, believed the motive was most likely psychological 
advantage. Psychology worked in many ways. One stereotype cast the conflict as again 
being between “culture and barbarians,” as Dubrovnik’s mayor Pero Poljanić put it. “I am 
horrified that the world and Europe allowed such a crime and aggression against a city 
of such importance… we will never surrender,” Poljanić declared.62 

Lines of communication with the outside world still existed. Antun Masle, a reporter 
for Slobodna Dalmacija in Dubrovnik, was attacked on 30 October 1991 in Herceg Novi 
by a group of civilians who had found a copy of Feral magazine in his possession — at 
the time still a supplement of Slobodna Dalmacija.63 It was clear that tensions and the 
atmosphere of violence had grown large even beyond the immediate war zone. Swiss 
newspapers reported that the complete siege meant the city had no water or power, 
diminishing food and blankets, day after day.64 

Some relief was provided by the humanitarian convoy Libertas, led by Stjepan 
(Stipe) Mesić, which reached Dubrovnik on October 31. Mesić was President of the 
Presidency of the SFRY — the collective head of state that rotated annually among 
republic representatives — an office that by then had largely ceased to function; Mesić, 
a member of HDZ, had effectively been sidelined in Belgrade.65 His photograph on the 

61  EC attacks Yugoslav demand for the surrender of Dubrovnik, The Financial Times, October 28, 1991.

62  L. Silber, Dubrovnik Stands Firm Against Advancing Federal Army, Financial Times, October 29, 1991.

63  Pavelić 2015:164–165. At that time, a poem was published in Feral Tribune: “Montenegro, see the shame / 
Because of Feral, people are beaten. / Because of Feral, people are struck, / Damn their family!”

64  Journal de Genéve et Gazette de Lausanne, Le commandement croate lance un appel á ľaide; November 
4, 1991.

65  For more details, see K. Nikolić, V. Petrović, The War in Croatia, Documents of the Presidency of the SFRY, 
Vol. III, August–October 1991, Belgrade 2018, Introductory Notes, pp. 14–18. Minutes and press release from the 
144th session of the Presidency of the SFRY, October 3, 1991, op. cit., p. 331, see FN 5.
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cover of the International Herald Tribune clearly highlighted the media significance 
and political sensitivity of a city with which many across Yugoslavia identified as being 
under threat.66 Some 850 people and humanitarian supplies reached Dubrovnik aboard 
the ferry Slavija, along with those who wanted to return to the city. “We came because 
we could not stand idly by while wolves and hyenas attacked Dubrovnik. We wanted to 
bring aid and encouragement, but we are encouraged when we see how brave you are… 
Milošević’s plan for Greater Serbia will burst like a soap bubble,” Mesić said at the time.67

The convoy’s successful breakthrough of the naval blockade was important for 
residents’ morale. “The city, hitherto a tourist center, became a symbolic target in the 
Croatian war. Its fall to the Army would have been a severe psychological blow to 
Croatia,” journalists commented.68 
	

66  Croats Cheer as Their Leader Brings Relief Flotilla Safely to Dubrovnik, International Herald Tribune, Nove- 
mber 1, 1991. 

67  Mesić, 1992.

68  Journal de Geneve et Gazette de Lausanne, Les assiégés fětent les revenants, November 1, 1991. 

 Libertas convoy 
Source: Boka News
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In Serbia, the response to mobilization was weak. Opposition parties, such as the 
Serbian Renewal Movement, significantly contributed to this by openly supporting 

refusals to answer draft calls for a war whose purpose and aims were unclear.69 In 
September 1991, JNA General Tomislav Simović lamented during a closed session of 
the Serbian Assembly that fewer than 10 percent of reservists in Serbia had reported 
for mobilization. He described the process as proceeding poorly, especially due to 
what he called “the destructive influence of women, urging that their sons, husbands, 
and brothers should not die by joining the armed formations.”70 Deputy Prime Minister 
Budimir Košutić warned that “military conscripts cannot claim they refuse to cross the 
Drina, because then Tuđman is right that the Drina is a border.”71 Reports flooded in 
from across Serbia of reservist revolts, protests, and even entire brigades abandoning 
their positions at the front.72

Official Serbia partly portrayed the attack on Dubrovnik — as well as the war in Croatia 
more broadly — as an operation of the JNA with which it had no direct involvement. At 
the same time, however, government officials and state-controlled media conducted an 
intense campaign to justify the operations of the JNA and of volunteers. Special efforts 
were made to dissociate Serbia from the shelling of the Old Town and to shift blame 
onto the Croatian side. The bombardment of the city, including the Old Town, came 

as a shock not only to the international 
community but also to the Yugoslav public, 
including in Serbia and Montenegro. Even 
those carrying out the shelling attempted 
to conceal and rationalize it with absurd 
claims, such as that Dubrovnik residents 
themselves were burning tires to simulate 
attacks.73 

Simultaneously, the media worked 
relentlessly to deny or at least relativize 
the offensive. Federal Prime Minister Ante 

69  For the activities of the SPO during that period, see the collection of articles in their party publication 
Serbian word, including interviews and statements in: “Serbian word” and the War – Incitement to Peace, 
Serbian word/Srpska reč, Belgrade, 2005, pp. 50–121.

70  ICTY Archives, IT-03-67, Šešelj case, P01257, transcript of the closed session of the Serbian Assembly, 
September 26, 1991.

71  Ibid.

72  Borba, September 24, 1991, p. 6; Borba, September 25, 1991, p. 5; Borba, September 26, 1991, p. 3.

73  The alleged burning of tires in Dubrovnik was also part of the official JNA narrative, as seen from the 
report sent by the Deputy Commander of VPS Boka for Moral-Political Affairs on November 15, 1991, ICTY 
Archives, IT-01-42, Strugar et al. case, D88, Report to the Operational Group Command.

Ante Marković and Slobodan Milošević,  
Photo: Igor Mali/Radio Sarajevo
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Marković later testified in The Hague that he had pleaded with Slobodan Milošević to 
stop the attack on Dubrovnik. Milošević responded that Dubrovnik was not under attack, 
adding: “What do you think — who would be crazy enough to bomb Dubrovnik?!”74 
These two lines of rhetoric — outright denial and rationalization — also framed the 
propaganda of Milošević’s regime and his nationalist allies among the intelligentsia.

The Serbian government voiced its stance in a letter dated October 5, 1991, from 
Prime Minister Dragutin Zelenović to the Croatian government, accusing it of 
stationing “paramilitary formations, black legions, and numerous foreign mercenaries” 
in Dubrovnik, and demanding that Croatia prevent “those paramilitary units from 
destroying Dubrovnik.” 75 The narrative that Croats had provoked the conflict and were 
themselves responsible for its consequences — including potential damage to the 
Old Town — was sustained not only in Montenegrin but also in Serbian media. Ratko 
Dmitrović, a commentator on Belgrade Television’s main news program, declared: “And 
in the end, if faced with a dilemma — whether 10 Serbs should be killed in Dubrovnik, 
or whether part of the old city walls of Dubrovnik should be destroyed — I wouldn’t 
hesitate for a second. There is no stone that can be worth more than a human life.” 
Matija Bećković, president of the Serbian Writers’ Association, spoke in a similar tone 
at the Congress of Serbian Unification in Chicago on November 5, 1991: “From the 
mourning of cities that have not been destroyed, one can see the indifference toward 
thousands of people who have been killed. It turns out that if Hitler had sought refuge 
in Dubrovnik, he would have been under UNESCO protection." 76 

On October 23, 1991, Slobodan Lazarević, president of the Serbian Journalists’ Asso- 
ciation, wrote to European Community observers in Dubrovnik asking them to allow 
reporters “to see the real situation in Dubrovnik,” emphasizing that “Ustaša forces in 
Dubrovnik have already mined the Old Town walls.”77 Politika informed its readers that 
“Croatian paramilitaries, guardsmen and black legionaries, international vagabonds, and 
murderers” had brought war to Dubrovnik, while Politika ekspres headlined an October 
1991 report from the front: “Dubrovnik Awaits Liberation.”78 By contrast, Stefan Grubač, a 

74  ICTY Archives, IT-02-54, Slobodan Milošević case, P569, testimony of Ante Marković, October 23, 2003.

75  ICTY Archives, IT-02-54, Slobodan Milošević case, P338.4, letter from Dragutin Zelenović to the Government 
of the Republic of Croatia, October 5, 1991.

76  S. Vujović, Discomfort from the City, in: The Serbian Side of the War: Trauma and Catharsis in Historical 
Memory, ed. N. Popov, Republika, Belgrade, 1996, p. 146.

77  B. Vekarić, Words and Deeds – Incitement or Encouragement of War Crimes in the Media in Serbia 1991–1992, 
Center for Transitional Processes, Belgrade, 2011, p. 175.

78  K. Kurspahić, Crime at 19:30 – Balkan Media in War and Peace, Dan Graf, Belgrade, 2003, p. 68.
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reporter for NIN, wrote from Dubrovnik on November 1, 1991, claiming that there was no 
damage to the Old Town and dismissing as false the reports of thousands of shells falling 
on it. Grubač further reported that the JNA “would do everything to ensure Dubrovnik 
surrendered without fighting, so as to prevent destruction of the old walls.” 79

Another activity indicated Serbia’s deeper involvement in the Dubrovnik campaign 
— at least at the level of justifying the operation. Serbian media promoted a group 
of individuals of Dubrovnik origin who publicly advocated for the creation of an 
autonomous Dubrovnik region, pompously named the “Dubrovnik Republic.” The 
principal figure was a former Dubrovnik prosecutor, Aleksandar Apolonio, whom 
pro-regime media presented as the initiative’s leader.80 Although the idea gained no 
traction on the ground, it continued to resurface periodically in Milošević-controlled 
media as a political option. On November 24, an attempt was even made in occupied 
Cavtat to establish an “Initiative Committee of the Dubrovnik Republic,” supported 
by the JNA and Montenegro’s People’s Party, with media backing from Belgrade and 
Titograd. This initiative, too, failed ignominiously.81

These attempts to create an autonomous entity in the Dubrovnik area raise broader 
questions about border changes as a possible motive for the operation. Dubrovnik 
had no significant Serbian population, so the establishment of a Serbian autonomous 
region, as in other parts of Croatia, was not viable. Nor did proposals for autonomy 
enjoy popular support. Yet, discussion of altering Croatia’s southern border was very 
much alive at the time — in all the republics with a stake in the conflict.

79  S. Grubač, War Peace, NIN, November 1, 1991, pp. 13–14.

80  Politika, November 25, 1991, p. 1; Politika, December 6, 1991, p. 9; Politika, December 15, 1991, p. 7.

81  Footage from Cavtat is available in: Operacija Dubrovnik, Arhitel, 2003.
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Public responses in Serbia to the siege of Dubrovnik were strikingly diverse. While the 
nationalist intelligentsia sought to justify or at least relativize the assault, another 

segment of society was profoundly disturbed by the attack. It is important to recall 
that Dubrovnik had long been a favored summer destination for Belgraders (alongside 
Rovinj), and the city’s cultural and personal ties with Belgrade were both deep and 
multifaceted.82 Since no Serbs were under threat in Dubrovnik and no military barracks 
were blockaded, the assault could not be legitimized through the usual channels of 
propaganda, making it far more difficult for the Serbian public to accept than attacks 
on other Croatian cities. This disquiet was also evident in the exceptionally low 
mobilization turnout, which fell well below expectations.

As the war in Croatia escalated, Serbia’s anti-war movement gathered momentum, 
with Dubrovnik once again at its center. One of the first large-scale anti-war 
demonstrations was organized specifically in protest against the city’s siege, held on 
October 5, 1991, in front of the Serbian Presidency. At that rally, actors Mirjana Karanović 
and Rade Šerbedžija performed for the first time the song Neću protiv druga svog 
(“I Will Not Fight Against My Friend”), which would later become an anthem of the 
anti-war movement. A petition demanding the de-blockade of Dubrovnik was also 
launched.83 Beginning on October 8, anti-war activists assembled daily in front of the 
Presidency, lighting candles each evening for the victims. The practice soon spread 
to Pančevo as well. That same month, the so-called “anti-war marathon” was initiated, 
bringing together Serbian intellectuals for gatherings at the Duško Radović Theater, 
while on October 9, Women in Black began their regular street vigils—protests that 
continue to this day.84

The attack on Dubrovnik also prompted five prominent Serbian historians—Andrej 
Mitrović, Sima Ćirković, Ljubinka Trgovčević, Mirjana Živojinović, and Ivan Đurić—to 
issue an open letter to the warring parties on October 5, 1991, calling for an end to 
the hostilities with the statement: “No goal and no borders are worth destroying what 
we are obliged to leave to our descendants“.85 Two of the signatories were members 

82  Even Aleksandar Ranković, member of the highest party leadership (Politburo of the Central Committee 
of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia), Minister of Internal Affairs of the FNRJ, and head of the State 
Security Administration (UDBA), leader of the unitarist current during Tito’s era and a legendary figure of the 
Serbian national movement, lived in Dubrovnik and died there in 1983.

83  See: The Anti-War Movement in Serbia (1991–1999), available at: https://ratusrbiji.rs/antiratni-pokret-u-srbiji-1991-1999/. 
Interestingly, the same song with Šerbedžija was also recorded by the singer Svetlana Ceca Veličković, later 
married to the paramilitary leader Željko Ražnatović Arkan, active on the battlefields in Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Kosovo, who was killed in Belgrade in 2000.

84  A. Imširović et al., A Brief History of Anti-War Resistance in Serbia 1991–1992, ŽuC, Belgrade, 2013.

85  The gravity of the name even prompted the Belgrade Politika to publish the Appeal, albeit hidden within 
a war-mongering report from the Dubrovnik battlefield, B. Milošević, White Banner over Dubrovnik, Politika, 
October 5, 1991, p. 7.

https://ratusrbiji.rs/antiratni-pokret-u-srbiji-1991-1999/
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of the Academy, and soon thereafter eighteen members of the Serbian Academy of 
Sciences and Arts (SANU) released a Peace Appeal declaring: “We do not believe in 
the purpose of this war. We do not believe in those who wage it. We do not believe 
in those who, knowingly or unknowingly, incite it. We do not believe in victories that 
lead to new wars.”86 Yet SANU’s leadership quickly distanced itself from the appeal, 
and the historians who had called for Dubrovnik’s protection were attacked in the 
pages of the state-controlled Politika. Art historian Dinko Davidov accused them of 
attacking the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) and of neglecting the suffering of Serbian 
cultural heritage, urging them to apologize to the army “before the walls of Dubrovnik,” 
to which they had, in his view, “inappropriately addressed themselves.”87 

At the same time, voices in Serbia warned of consequences that would resonate for 
decades. Vuk Drašković, leader of the Serbian Renewal Movement, urged President 
Slobodan Milošević to accept the conditions proposed in The Hague, to stop dragging 
Serbia into isolation, and to prevent the country from becoming a ghetto without allies 
in Europe or the wider world.88 

In short, Serbian public opinion was sharply divided. Despite Milošević’s control 
over nearly all media outlets and state institutions, and the vocal support he enjoyed 
from the nationalist intelligentsia, the assault on Dubrovnik did not pass without 
resistance. Indeed, it proved to be one of the events that crystallized and expanded 
civic opposition both to the war and to Milošević’s regime.

86  O. Milosavljević, Abuse of the Authority of Science, in: The Serbian Side of the War: Trauma and Catharsis in 
Historical Memory, ed. N. Popov, Republika, Belgrade, 1996, p. 330.

87  D. Davidov, Historians ‘Defending’ Dubrovnik, Politika, October 9, 1991, p. 14.

88  Journal de Geneve et Gazette de Lausanne, L'armee décidée á faire capituler Dubrovnik; November 3, 1991.
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Armored personnel carrier in front of the Federal Assembly in Belgrade, driven back from the  
Vukovar front by reservist Vladimir Živković as a protest against the war. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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The Montenegrin leadership at the time supported Slobodan Milošević’s war 
policies, while nationalist rhetoric—particularly pronounced in Belgrade’s media 

against Slovenes, Croats, and Bosniaks—also spread to Montenegro.

Montenegrin Prime Minister Milo Đukanović even mentioned border changes, 
concluding in October 1991 that the border with Croatia “cannot be the one determined 
by Bolshevik cartographers.”89 Novak Kilibarda’s People’s Party spoke of borders to 
be decided by the “length of the sword,” extending as far as the Neretva River. Many 
also discussed at least adjusting the border around the Prevlaka peninsula, which 
remained a disputed area for years after the war.90 Among Serbian nationalists, there 
was talk of establishing a “Republic of Dubrovnik within Yugoslavia,” with claims that 
Dubrovnik was as much a Serbian city as it was a Croatian one. Metropolitan Amfilohije 
Radović of the Serbian Orthodox Church even referred to the entire Dubrovnik littoral 
as the “Bosnian-Herzegovinian coast.”91 The plans that came closest to reality, however, 
concerned border adjustments that would address both the Prevlaka question and 
access to the sea for the future Republika Srpska.92 As Milo Đukanović later reflected, it 
was a time when there was openness to discussions on borders “on all sides”—Bosnian, 
Croatian, Montenegrin, and Serbian.93 

Whatever the motives and later justifications for the attack on Dubrovnik, the 
borders remained unchanged, and Operation Dubrovnik went down in history as an 
unequivocal aggressive assault by the Serbian-Montenegrin bloc on neighboring 
Croatia, resulting in the deaths of 116 civilians, approximately 194 Croatian defenders, 
165 JNA members from Montenegro,94 and significant material damage to one of the 
most important cultural and historical monuments in Yugoslavia. 

The summer of 1991 in Montenegro was marked by the mobilization of JNA reservists 
and a media-driven war hysteria. Wartime propaganda ranged from arguments 

89  Borba, October 3, 1991, p. 3.

90  See, for example, the statement of the then Montenegrin Minister of Foreign Affairs Nikola Samardžić on 
Prevlaka, ICTY Archives, Milošević case, IT-02-54, D53.

91  Dubrovnik – “War for Peace”, ed. B. Vojičić, Belgrade: Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2006, 
pp. 9–11.

92  This border change was later also the subject of numerous discussions; see: J. Antić Brautović, Prevlaka 
and the Eastern Part of Konavle in Negotiations on the Exchange of Territories between Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and the FRY from 1992 to 1996, University of Dubrovnik, Dubrovnik 2018, PhD Thesis..

93  Đukanović’s statement is available in the documentary film: War for Peace, by Koča Popović, Nezavisna 
produkcija Obala, 2004.

94  Documenta – Center for Dealing with the Past, Civil War Victims Database, Zagreb; “Three Decades after 
the Shelling of Dubrovnik, It Is High Time for a Responsible Confrontation with the Past”, Human Rights Action, 
Center for Civic Education, and Documenta – Center for Dealing with the Past, December 6, 2021.
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defending the unity of Yugoslavia to portraying Croats as aggressors and a genocidal 
people, and Croatia itself as a genocidal entity. Over time, the rhetoric of defending 
Yugoslavism increasingly incorporated Greater Serbian elements, with potential new 
borders being clearly delineated, while all opponents of this aggressive, militarized 
defense of these ideas were labeled traitors and Ustaše.95

This period also offers inte- 
resting testimonies regarding 
the mobilization process and 
the broader preparation for 
war in Montenegrin society, 
which were conducted in a 
coordinated manner over 
four months, from June to 
September 1991.96 Although 
there is no doubt about the 
success of the mobilization, 
propaganda, and narrative 
that sent tens of thousands of 

Montenegrin reservists to Dubrovnik, soldiers’ testimonies reveal questions such as, 
“Which Yugoslavia are we defending?” and concerns over how the community would 
treat a “traitor” if they deserted.97

Domestically, by mid-1991 Montenegro had already carried out a purge of the 
unsuitable and disloyal within the state administration, as well as in state-owned media 
outlets that effectively held a monopoly over the media space.98 Additionally, from the 
beginning of 1991, Radio Television Titograd (later Radio-Television of Montenegro) and 
the daily newspaper Pobjeda stepped up their campaign against opposition politicians 
and activists. In response, a group of citizens and intellectuals organized a protest 
against Pobjeda on June 27, 1991. This marked the first civic protest in Montenegro, and 
shortly thereafter the Student League for Peace and the Civic Committee for Peace 
were established, becoming the backbone of the anti-war initiative.99

95  Ž. M. Andrijašević, Draft for the Ideology of a Regime, Conteco, 1999.

96  V. Jovanović, Heart of Darkness: The Role of the Government of Montenegro in the War Year 1991, Vijesti, 
Podgorica, 2011, pp. 80–86.

97  Ibid.

98  Ž. Andrijašević, Š. Rastoder, History of Montenegro, CICG, 2006, p. 490.

99  For more on the anti-war movement in Montenegro: N. Nikčević, The Anti-War Movement in Montenegro 
1991–1992, Matica crnogorska, 2012.

Momir Bulatović, Slobodan Milošević,  
Milo Đukanović, Photo credit: Politika.rs
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One of the most significant historical testimonies of the attack on Dubrovnik, the 
societal hysteria, and media propaganda is the Pobjeda supplement “War for Peace.”100 
Published monthly from October to December, the supplement was filled with articles 
of war propaganda, frontline reports, anti-Croatian hysteria, letters from readers, as 
well as strange claims that remain unexplained to this day.

In the first issue from October 
1991, the headline “Kurds 
‘defend’ Dubrovnik” was publi- 
shed. The article itself claimed: 
“The shattered Ustaše hordes 
and various Tuđman merce- 
naries from around the 
world—including Kurds, Bulg- 
arians, Romanians, Turks, Ira- 
qis, and even Filipinos—are 
offering the last resistance to 
JNA units and reservists who 
have reached the outskirts of 
Dubrovnik.” In the same 
supplement, the Kurds were 
mentioned six times, and in 
one article, journalists from 
RTCG and Pobjeda jokingly 
claimed they had interviewed 
dead Kurds.

These Kurds disappeared in  
the following issue, only to rea- 

ppear in a December article: “We do not know how much money our former ‘friends’—
Kurds, Romanians, and ‘representatives’ of other ‘non-aligned’ groups—received for this 
task, but we can confidently assert that they are still in Dubrovnik, the historic city, the 
city whose stone walls have prompted voices around the world in recent days.” It 
has never been established whether any mercenaries, including Kurds, were actually 

100  The term “War for Peace” is attributed to Svetozar Marović, former President of the State Union of Serbia 
and Montenegro. Addenda can be found online at:
https://arhiva.javniservis.me/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/rat-za-mir-1.pdf

Front page of Pobjeda supplement “War for Peace”

https://arhiva.javniservis.me/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/rat-za-mir-1.pdf
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present in Dubrovnik or its surroundings, nor why they were considered so significant 
for Montenegrin war propaganda in the 1990s.

During September, hints began to appear in Pobjeda that a conflict might erupt. The 
peak came on September 20, when a dramatic report was published claiming that 
Croatia was deploying new forces on the border with Montenegro, that the situation 
was volatile, and that an attack on the JNA barracks in Prevlaka was being prepared.101

On the night of September 20–21, mobilized units of Montenegrin reservists entered 
eastern Herzegovina. Absurdly, on September 20 Montenegro was declared an ecolo- 
gical state.102 

A development that somewhat changed the situation was the deployment of 
Montenegrin soldiers and reservists to the front in Banija in October 1991. The dispatch 
of two formations, totaling 1,051 soldiers and reservists, sparked dissent and calls for 
resistance, coming even from the highest levels of the Montenegrin government, 
including President Momir Bulatović and Prime Minister Milo Đukanović. After the JNA 
refused to recall these units, the Montenegrin leadership publicly called on soldiers 
and reservists to leave their positions.103 

The open conflict between Montenegrin authorities and JNA representatives, as well 
as the gradual return of soldiers and reservists from the Dubrovnik battlefield, began 
to exert increasing influence on public opinion in Montenegro.104 In general, following 
the start of negotiations for the withdrawal of Montenegrin reservists, there emerged 
an impression of the Montenegrin authorities’ confusion regarding how to present this 
operation in the media.

101  Ž. M. Andrijašević, Draft for the Ideology of a Regime, Conteco, 1999.

102  Declaration on the Ecological State, Parliament of Montenegro, Official Gazette of the Republic of Montene- 
gro, No. 39/91, September 27, 1991.

103  Š. Rastoder and N. Adžić, Modern History of Montenegro 1988–2017, Book II, Daily Press, Vijesti, 2020, p. 545.

104  In several interviews the author conducted with volunteers from the battlefield, it was noted that the 
recurring theme was disappointment and sobering from propaganda upon arrival at the front, especially 
regarding the threat of thousands of amassed Croatian soldiers.
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8.1. Anti-War Protests

The beginning of military operations in Dubrovnik led to an escalation of both pro-
war and anti-war debates in Montenegro. While government representatives and 

members of pro–Greater Serbian opposition parties tried to convince citizens that “the 
Neretva will soon flow through Montenegro,” the civic opposition and members of 
minority parties unsuccessfully attempted to persuade the public of the absurdity of 
these events from parliamentary podiums.

Amid the wartime hysteria, on July 17, 1991, the first anti-war rally in Yugoslavia was 
held in Titograd. Before an audience of approximately 5,000 Montenegrin citizens, the 
organizers opposed the growing fascist tendencies within society.

Front page of Monitor: “Anti-War Protest of LSCG”, February 1992

The protests were led by parties that were then in coalition with the Alliance of 
Reform Forces – the Liberal Alliance of Montenegro, the Socialist Party, the Independent 
Organization of Communists, the Party of National Equality, and the Democratic 
Alternative. They were joined by the Montenegrin PEN Center, the Civic Movement 
for Peace, the Student League for Peace, the Montenegrin Council of the European 
Movement, the newly founded independent magazines Monitor and Liberal, among 
others. Interestingly, although the organizers brought together parties with anti-
communist positions—since this was the period following the fall of communism—
support for the protest was also extended by some veterans and national heroes.105 
At the protest, the Montenegrin authorities were called upon to withhold support for 

105  N. Nikčević, The Anti-War Movement in Montenegro 1991–1992, Matica crnogorska, 2012.
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the “Greater Serbian aggressive policy,” to pursue a policy of neutrality, and to halt 
anti-Croatian and anti-Muslim propaganda. At a press conference held six days later, 
the protest organizers reported that they had been subjected to constant attacks and 
demonization, not only from the media but also from members of the Montenegrin 
academic community.106

8.2. Diplomatic Activity

In the shadow of the attack on Dubrovnik, significant historical events took place 
that would determine Montenegro’s constitutional status for the next decade. 

While the fighting in Croatia dramatically escalated, international diplomatic acti- 
vity also intensified.

As early as September 1991, the European Community established a peace conference 
on Yugoslavia under the chairmanship of former NATO Secretary General (and 
previously British Foreign Secretary) Lord Peter Carrington. The following month, a plan 
was presented envisioning a loose alliance of sovereign or independent republics, 
minority protections, and the possible special status of certain regions. The plan also 
excluded any unilateral changes to borders. Today, it is considered that elements of the 
plan attractive to Croatian Serbs equally applied to Albanians, thereby undermining 
the mechanisms of Milošević’s rise to power. For this reason, Milošević opposed the 
Carrington Plan, expecting full support from Montenegro in his stance.107

To the surprise of many, on October 18, at a meeting of the peace conference in 
The Hague—and after the Montenegrin parliament had granted him authority at a 
late evening session to make a decision on his own—President of Montenegro Momir 
Bulatović accepted the conditions of the Carrington Plan.

However, according to eyewitnesses, few believed that Bulatović would withstand 
the pressure and adhere to his position. Following intense political and media pressure 
from Belgrade, and a series of uncomfortable meetings, Bulatović relented. On October 

106  Ibid.

107  Silber and Little, The Death of Yugoslavia, pp. 194–195.
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30, Serbia and Montenegro proposed amendments to the Carrington Plan, insisting 
on the inclusion of a clause specifying that the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia would 
continue to exist for those republics that did not wish to secede.108

This was followed by a new initiative from the international community through 
the Badinter Arbitration Commission. According to the commission’s findings, the 
republics were granted the right to self-determination within their republican borders, 
the borders of SFRY federal units, and the right to form sovereign states during the 
process of secession from the federal state. Based on the Badinter Commission’s 
conclusions, in 1992 the international community declared that Yugoslavia was in the 
process of dissolution and deemed republican disputes over borders irrelevant, stating 
that republican borders were to be considered state borders.109

In this context, under pressure from Belgrade and strong pro-Serbian forces within 
Montenegro, the Montenegrin leadership refrained from pursuing independence. It 
should be noted that some historians consider the option of independence to have 
been unrealistic under the circumstances, and that initiating such a move could have 
led to internal conflict.110 

As a consequence of these events, Montenegro organized a referendum. Voting 
took place on March 1, 1992, over a period of slightly more than a week. From the time 
allocated for organization, to the voting procedures, and apparent manipulations 
(voting in the streets and from vehicles), everything indicated that the conditions 
under which the referendum was conducted were not democratic.

The referendum question was: “Do you want Montenegro, as a sovereign Republic, to 
continue to live in a common community—Yugoslavia—fully equal with other republics 
that wish to do so?” According to published results, 66.04% of eligible voters participated, 
of whom 95.94% voted YES. In this way, Montenegro became the only republic to decide 
in a referendum to remain in a union with Serbia, forming the new Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia (FRY).

108  Ibid.

109  A. Pellet, The Opinions of the Badinter Arbitration Committee A Second Breath for the Self-Determination of 
Peoples, European Journal of International Law, Volume 3, Issue 1, 1992, 178–185,  
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.ejil.a035802

110  Ž. Andrijašević, Š. Rastoder, History of Montenegro, CICG, 2006, p. 488.

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.ejil.a035802
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Only two months later, due to its involvement in regional wars, the FRY was excluded 
from international organizations and subjected to economic sanctions that devastated 
the economies of both Serbia and Montenegro.111

111  Ibid.

Protesters carry a framed photograph of Slobodan 
Milošević and a smaller one of Momir Bulatović 

Photo: Bojan Brecelj
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During the siege of Dubrovnik, life was hardest for those who had been displaced 
from their homes or whose houses had been destroyed. People from Konavle 

could occasionally hear requests to “retrieve” a VCR from someone’s house in Konvale 
on Radio Trebinje. Water disappeared at the very beginning, during the first week of 
the siege, when the JNA arrived in Komolac. People filled bathtubs, but as the siege 
dragged on, they resorted to bathing in more secluded spots along the coast. For many, 
it was a revelation that soap and shampoo do not lather in seawater.

Shooting was constant, so people bathed only when there was a lull. October 1991 was 
warm, but from November onward, bathing in the sea was no longer possible. There was 
no running water, so fire trucks regularly supplied residents. Firefighters also distributed 
jerrycans, though many found it difficult to carry liters of water up to their apartments. 
Some used cars, others wheelbarrows.112 Later, after a facility in Komolac was hit, the 
pumps stopped working and water was unavailable. There were some wells in the city, 
and the old Dubrovnik Republic-era aqueduct still delivered water by gravity.

The lack of electricity was easier to endure 
than the lack of water. People went to bed 
very early: there was no television, and 
movement outside was limited. There were 
batteries and candles, but most people 
woke at sunrise and went to sleep at sunset. 
Although Dubrovnik experiences few cold 
days, and the winter was bearable until 
December, life was easier for those who 
had wood stoves. Others relied on oil and 
kerosene for heating. When the Old Town 
was attacked on St. Nicholas Day, it was 
extremely cold.

In the cold storage facility in Komolac 
were what residents referred to as 
strategic food reserves. This included the 
“Dubrovkinje” cold storage, a company that 
supplied the municipality with consumer 
goods. Workers managed to transport all the 
frozen chickens in an armored personnel 
carrier to the cold storage of the Babin Kuk 

112  Interview with Đivo Đurović, May 1, 2024.

Photograph of a young water carrier, 
 1991 – from the exhibition “Dubrovnik in the 

Homeland War 1991–1995”  
authors: Varina Jurica Turk i Mišo Đuraš



THE ATTACK ON DUBROVNIK

50

Hotel and Tourism Enterprise in Lapad. There were so many pallets that people joked 
that humans would turn into chickens. Vegetables were scarcer, arriving by boat from 
Zelenika. Shops remained open throughout the siege. People bought whatever was 
available at the time, such as potatoes and cabbage. Despite the hardships, no one 
went hungry. The best and most abundant meals were eaten in the early days of the 
siege, before electricity ran out, when everyone relied on their stored supplies.113

Radio was the main source of information. Newspapers, which first arrived by boat 
that made a stop in Zelenika for JNA inspection, were received several days late. They 
were sold in the afternoons, as Slobodna Dalmacija arrived by fast boats. The Dubrovački 
vjesnik was mimeographed, usually just one or two pages. Apart from Croatian radio 
stations, people mainly listened to Radio Trebinje and Radio Herceg Novi. Greater 
concern was directed toward Trebinje, as that direction was closely monitored for 
potential attacks on the city and surrounding municipality.

Schools were closed. The academic year did not begin in September but was 
repeatedly postponed. Every morning, children would wait for announcements on the 
radio from Željko Šikić, the President of the Dubrovnik Municipal Executive Council, 
about whether classes would be held. At one point, school opened for a single day, but 
regular classes only resumed after the New Year in 1992. Gymnasium classes were first 
held at Montovjerna, near Hotel Lero, because the school building was too close to the 
front line. All students could fit there as class sizes were reduced, and many had been 
evacuated. When Croatia was recognized on January 15, 1992, everyone celebrated, 
but by spring, school operations were again disrupted. Grades were finalized based 
on work completed up to that point. In the fall of the 1992/1993 school year, classes 
resumed normally. A large Yugoslav flag flew above the school. Classes were generally 
regular, with only occasional shooting, limited to small arms.114 

Around Christmas 1991, electricity and water were restored, making life somewhat 
easier. Christmas marked a significant turning point. An Italian warship arrived 
in Dubrovnik, accompanied by French Minister Bernard Kouchner. “The concert 
(organized in the City) at least for a moment gave a sense of normal life, and then 
again darkness, sadness,” recalled Mišo Mihočević, liaison officer with the European 
Community mission.115

113  https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/anton-hauswitschka/; accessed March 23, 2024.

114  Interview with Đivo Đurović, May 1, 2024.

115  https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/miso-mihocevic/; accessed May 1, 2024.

https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/anton-hauswitschka/
https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/miso-mihocevic/
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Immediately after the departure of the Libertas convoy on November 2, 1991, the 
situation began to deteriorate, and from November 8 to 12, Dubrovnik experienced 

the most difficult moments in its recent history. On November 7, reporter Vedran Benić 
informed Croatian Television that by that time more buildings had been damaged than 
had been affected by the 1979 earthquake.116 That day, a meeting was held in Cavtat 
with representatives of the Red Cross from Trebinje, Herceg Novi, and Dubrovnik, who 
exchanged messages from prisoners. Teams were allowed to enter the city to repair 
water and electricity supplies.

American journalists reported: “No side is without blame in the Yugoslav civil war, 
which is senselessly destroying Croatia. But Serbia and its leader Slobodan Milošević now 
bear the greatest responsibility. By shelling Dubrovnik, the walled old city, the national 
army led by the Serbs, driven by rage, threatens not only lives but also unprotected 
cultural heritage. The attack on Dubrovnik demonstrates the brutality of the conflict. The 
city has no military significance, yet for an entire month its 60,000 residents have lacked 
sufficient food or fuel, their lives protected only by granite walls from the 13th century.”

European Community mediator Lord Carrington stated with concern: “There are 
no Serbs in Dubrovnik. This city has never been part of Serbia; it has always been in 
Croatia, and the attack is entirely unjustified. Until this siege, Dubrovnik was the main 
tourist destination on the Adriatic.”117 „The city’s residents were naïve,” the American 
daily continued, “in believing that the 337 monuments on the UNESCO World Heritage 

116  Exhibition Days of Pride: The Heroic Defense of Dubrovnik 1991 (Curator: Varina Jurica Turk).

117  International Herald Tribune, Deadline for Serbia, November 7, 1991.

Photo credit: Milo 
Kovač, Museum 
of the Homeland 
War, Dubrovnik
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list would protect them from attack. That hope was in vain, and Dubrovnik is now yet 
another site destroyed mostly by Serbian shells.”118

The Yugoslav Navy (JRM) from Boka blocked the ports in Dubrovnik and Slano. 
Admiral Miodrag Jokić of the JRM stated that the JNA “will enter Dubrovnik if ordered 
to do so.” On November 9, Jokić ordered a complete blockade of Dubrovnik from land 
and sea.119 During November, a total of 15 civilians and 23 defenders of Dubrovnik were 
killed. That month, the urban fabric suffered the most damage throughout the entire 
war, although the Old Town itself was slightly less targeted.

On Tuesday, November 12, Pobjeda reported that JNA forces were capturing “Ustaše 
fortifications” point by point: “About a thousand Ustaše on Lokrum. Thick black smoke 
rises from Dubrovnik, and the JNA claims that the Ustaše set fire to car tires.”120 On the 
same day, a Polish philologist from the University of Zagreb, who had long been familiar 
with Dubrovnik as a lecturer at the Zagreb Slavic School, wrote in his diary: “The Black 
Army destroys even the hotels where refugees from the surroundings have taken shelter. 
Dubrovnik attracts the criminal by its prestige, enchants him, ignites his destructive passion, 
makes it famous, places it on newspaper front pages, and the criminal cannot resist this 
temptation. Last night on TV, it was visible with what apparent professional detachment 
the officer commented on the situation from Žarkovica, looking down on the City, while 
inwardly trembling with delight. Dubrovnik, by its size, magnifies even its destroyers.“121 

The next day, November 13, the New York Times published on its front page that 
“Dubrovnik’s Renaissance heritage is being destroyed day by day, piece by piece. Days 
of attacks from the sea, artillery, tanks, and cannons have left ancient buildings in ruins 
and flames.” The article listed what had been damaged, from the Jewish community 
to hotels.122 Hotel Argentina, where EU observers were present, was hit, and 28 citizens 
in the city were killed. The scale of the attacks was such that Lord Carrington, as 
concluded by EU ministers in Noordwijk, the Netherlands, had to immediately travel to 
Yugoslavia and attempt to stop the fire.

Belgrade television reported on a decisive battle that had begun for Dubrovnik, with 
army reservists explaining that they no longer intended to spare the Old Town, which 

118  Ibid.

119  Prosecutor v. Pavle Strugar, Judgment IT-01-42-T, January 31, 2005, p. 58.

120  Pobjeda, War for Peace, 12 November 1991.

121  Z. Malić, Diary, 2019, p. 221.

122 International Herald Tribune, Destruction in Dubrovnik; Rocket Attacks Devastate Port in Dubrovnik; 
November 13, 1991.
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had become a Croatian military stronghold.123 The remnants of the SFRY Presidency, 
which had already been abandoned by representatives of all republics except Serbia, 
its provinces, and Montenegro, were called upon by Vice President Branko Kostić to 
declare mobilization and a state of war.

International condemnation was already strong. Douglas Hurd, the British Foreign 
Secretary, sharply condemned the bombardment of the City. His Serbian counterpart, 
Vlatko Jovanović, responded that “Serbia has no control over the Army.“124 

Probably the most difficult day in the city’s history, which had large walls but had 
rarely been attacked, was Friday, December 6, 1991. Multiple rocket launchers and the 
navy attacked the fortifications on Srđ. “The attack began at 5:50 from the directions 
of Bosanka and Strinčjera, under the command of Captain Vladimir Kovačević Rambo 
and his 472nd Motorized Brigade from Trebinje. JNA soldiers managed to reach the 
plateau in front of the Imperial fortress and climbed onto the roof. At the same time, 
attacks were underway on Sustjepan and toward Hotel Belvedere. Our men were in 
the Fortress. They cannot get inside from the roof because the doors were blocked by 
fire. From some positions—Hladnica, Bogošća Park, Montovjerna—we fired on our own 
positions, but we warned them to move away from the windows. That’s how we fired. 
Mines were falling from the other side, and we didn’t know if we hit them. I asked how 
it was… excellent, there were so many that you couldn’t miss, and we continued until 
11 a.m. Then they withdrew,’” recalled Nojko Marinović.125 Although it was supposed to 
be a triumphant strike, intended to turn the negotiations and psychologically break 
the defense, it ended with bombardments on the Old Town, where 600 artillery shells 
fell, killing multiple civilians and ZNG soldiers, as well as personnel from the Dubrovnik 
Public Police Station, causing extensive damage to the Old Town.

On December 6, 19 civilians were killed in the wider Dubrovnik area, two within the walls 
of the Old Town: 19-year-old shop assistant Tonči Skočko and 22-year-old photographer 
Pavo Urban.126 Two more Dubrovnik residents sustained serious injuries.127 That day, the 
JNA destroyed or heavily damaged 52 buildings in the Old Town due to shelling.128

123  Journal de Genéve et Gazette de Lausanne, Les observatured de la CEE partis, Dubrovnik s'enforce dans 
la guerre; STR. E. Dentan; November 13, 1991.

124  Ibid. 

125  https://www.osobnasjecanja.hr/video-arhiva/nojko-marinovic/, accessed March 23, 2024.

126  For all 19, see the text “How People Died under Siege in Dubrovnik”, Center for Transitional Justice SENSE, 
The Hague, February 23, 2004, regarding the testimony of pathologist Đorđe Ciganović. For the two victims 
in the Old Town, see the judgment in the case Prosecutor v. Pavle Strugar, International Criminal Tribunal for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), January 31, 2005, pp. 243–250, 251–259, 270–276, 461.

127  Ibid. pp. 270–276, 461.

128  Ibid, pp. 318.
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The end of the war in Croatia in 1995 and Montenegro’s distancing from the policies 
of Slobodan Milošević after 1996 led to a gradual thaw in relations between Croatia 

and Montenegro. However, the end of military operations in the Dubrovnik area did not 
bring an end to the problems caused by this conflict. In addition to civilian casualties 
and material destruction, the Dubrovnik region was thoroughly looted, and the official 
withdrawal of the JNA from Croatian territory by the end of 1992 did not mean peace 
for the citizens of Dubrovnik and its surroundings. Namely, the area was occasionally 
shelled from the vicinity of Trebinje until the summer of 1995.

In operations on the Dubrovnik and Herzegovina battlefronts, 165 soldiers from 
Montenegro were killed, while 236 people received the status of war invalids.129 

Almost a year after the beginning of Montenegro’s aggression against Croatia, on 
October 6, 1992, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 779 on the demilitarization 
of Prevlaka.130 Although traffic communication between Croatia and Montenegro 
was normalized by 1999, Prevlaka was only transferred under the full jurisdiction 
of Croatia by agreement in 2002.131 Although the issue of the Prevlaka territory was 
resolved, a dispute over the maritime border remained. The governments of the 
two states attempted to find a permanent solution in 2008, including through the 
Border Demarcation Commission. However, this Commission last met in 2015, despite 
several statements from the European Commission noting the lack of progress in the 
demarcation process with Croatia.132

In addition to interstate and border issues, the attack on Dubrovnik left numerous 
questions regarding accountability for war crimes. The Hague Tribunal convicted only 
two members of the JNA command for war crimes committed during the attack on 
Dubrovnik – General Pavle Strugar and his subordinate commander Miodrag Jokić. 
Two others were indicted before the Tribunal: retired JNA Admiral Milan Zec, who was 
acquitted in 2002, and JNA Captain First Class Vladimir Kovačević-Rambo, who was 
“temporarily” released in 2004 for medical treatment.133

129  Ž. Andrijašević, Š. Rastoder, History of Montenegro, p. 490.

130  Resolution 779, UN Security Council, October 6, 1992, available at: http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/779.

131  Border Withdrawal, NIN portal, December 19, 2002.

132  The border issue between Croatia and Montenegro remains unresolved for eight years, Al Jazeera portal, 
September 5, 2023. 

133  B. Ivanišević, T. Gorjanc Prelević, War Crimes Trials in Montenegro (2009–2015), HRA, Podgorica, 2016, p. 11.

http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/779
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To this day, in Montenegro there are no indictments against anyone for war crimes 
committed during the siege of the Dubrovnik area (from October 1, 1991, to the end of June 
1992), even though its officials have publicly acknowledged responsibility for at least the 
damage caused by the organized looting in which Montenegrin citizens participated.

General Strugar voluntarily surrendered to the Hague Tribunal in December 2001 and 
was on provisional release until December 2003. In January 2005, he was sentenced to 
eight years in prison for the shelling of Dubrovnik’s Old Town on December 6, 1991, 
from the positions of the Second Operational Group of the JNA, which he commanded. 
Earlier, Vice Admiral Miodrag Jokić, then commander of the Boka Naval Sector and 
Strugar’s subordinate, had admitted his guilt before the Tribunal for that attack. Jokić 
was sentenced to seven years in prison and later testified against Strugar.

Even after the first-instance verdict, Strugar was temporarily released to Montenegro 
for health reasons, from where he appealed the judgment. On July 17, 2008, the Hague 
Tribunal issued a final verdict sentencing him to seven and a half years in prison, 
reducing his initial sentence by half a year.134 He was convicted of attacks on civilians; 
of destroying or deliberately causing damage to institutions dedicated to religion, 
charity, and education, as well as to the arts and sciences, historical monuments, and 
works of art and science; of devastation not justified by military necessity; and of 
unlawful attacks on civilian objects (violations of the laws and customs of war).135

134  Case information on Dubrovnik (IT-01-42). Pavle Strugar, ICTY. 

135  Ibid.

Pavle Strugar 
Source: ICTY 

(International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former 

Yugoslavia)



THE ATTACK ON DUBROVNIK

58

The command role of the then Montenegrin military and political leadership 
is indisputable, above all that of the late Momir Bulatović, former President of the 
Presidency of Montenegro (December 1990 – December 1992), who was responsible for 
the decision to deploy the Territorial Defense of Montenegro – the largest component of 
the 2nd Operational Group of the JNA, composed of mobilized Montenegrin reservists, 
in the attack on Dubrovnik.136 Bulatović also issued the order for the mobilization of 
the Special Police Unit, which took part in the “cleansing” operations on the Dubrovnik 
battlefield.137 To this day, it has not been investigated whether any of the commanders 
or members of these military-police formations are responsible for war crimes.

At the end of 2025, the Montenegrin Special State Prosecutor’s Office was investigating 
three reports of alleged crimes on the Dubrovnik battlefield.138 The first case, under 
investigation for fourteen years, concerns the killing of a civilian in Zvekovica, near 
Dubrovnik airport, on October 7, 1991. Proceedings are being conducted against 
unidentified JNA members, suspected of committing a war crime against the civilian 
population. According to reports from the Republic of Croatia, JNA members killed 
a person of Serbian nationality in front of their home. After the incident, the media, 
including RTCG, reported that the victim was in fact a foreigner, a Kurd, who had 
allegedly come to fight on the side of the ZNG against the JNA.139

The second case, which Montenegrin investigative authorities have been handling 
for almost a decade, concerns the armed conflict in the areas of Čepikući, Ivanjica, 
Osojnik, and Grab, between the JNA and the ZNG, when in the context of the Dubrovnik 
offensive, 24 JNA members were killed on Croatian territory.140

136  War Crimes Trials in Montenegro (2009–2015), op. cit., p. 11.

137  In the documentary film “Attack on Dubrovnik: War for Peace”, by Koča Pavlović, production company 
Obala, 2004, a statement from October 1991 by Milisav Marković, Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs of the 
Government of Montenegro for the Public Security Service, is shown regarding the armed actions of the 
Montenegrin police on the Dubrovnik battlefield: “The MoI units within the Territorial Defense of Montenegro 
have been conducting area clearance in the border zone for several days,” timestamp 38:38. The Ministry 
of Internal Affairs was part of the government of Prime Minister Milo Đukanović. Montenegrin MoI forces 
on the Dubrovnik battlefield were mobilized based on the Order of the President of the Presidency, Momir 
Bulatović, ref. no. 01–14 of October 1, 1991, on the mobilization of the Special Police Unit reinforced by an 
infantry company from Titograd.

138  B. Malović, Prosecution of War Crimes in Montenegro 2023–2024, HRA, Podgorica, 2025. 

139  Ibid., pp. 20–21.

140  Ibid., pp. 21–23.
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The only investigation ever launched for crimes connected to the Dubrovnik battle- 
field was initiated in June 2024 against Milivoje Katnić, former Montenegrin Chief Spe- 
cial Prosecutor, for the alleged mistreatment of civilians in Cavtat.141 

Also, at the end of 2025, proceedings were ongoing before the County Court in Split 
against 10 former JNA officers who had been indicted in Croatia back in 2009 for failing 
to prevent the conduct of their units contrary to the Geneva Conventions during the 
aggression on the Dubrovnik area in 1991 and 1992.142 Of those ten defendants, two are 
from Montenegro: Vladimir Kovačević–Rambo, originally from Nikšić and residing in 
Belgrade, and Radovan Komar from Podgorica.143

As for trials before Montenegrin courts, the key case connected with the Dubrovnik 
battlefield is the Morinj camp. During the aggression by the army of the former 
Yugoslavia and Montenegrin reservists on Konavle and Dubrovnik in 1991, civilian 
men and prisoners of war of Croatian nationality from this area were detained and 
imprisoned. For this purpose, the JNA converted an old military warehouse, built in 
the 1930s, into the Morinj Collection Center. Between October 1991 and August 1992, 270 
people were imprisoned and mistreated there.

For 145 citizens of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina who had been prisoners of 
war in Morinj, the state of Montenegro paid about 1.4 million euros in compensation 
on the basis of lawsuits. For the torture in Morinj, four individuals were sentenced to 
prison terms ranging from two to four years.144 The process of investigation and trial, 
as well as the outcome of the Morinj case, was heavily criticized in Montenegro.145 It 
is considered that the prosecution failed to treat the crimes in the Morinj camp as an 
organized system of prisoner abuse and failed to indict those who were superior to the 
direct perpetrators, and that the judiciary in Montenegro approached the prosecution 

141  By the Order to Conduct an Investigation, Milivoje Katnić is accused of, in the Cavtat area, Republic of 
Croatia, as a JNA officer, acting inhumanely toward certain civilians of Croatian nationality, contrary to the 
provisions of the Fourth Geneva Convention on the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War and the 
Additional Protocols to the Geneva Convention, by attacking, torturing, physically injuring them, violating 
their human dignity, and inflicting harm on their mental well-being. The SDT has not provided further details 
on the investigation, which, as of September 2025, has not been concluded. See: Prosecution of War Crimes in 
Montenegro 2023–2024, op. cit., p. 18.

142  Ibid., pp. 43–44.

143  Response of the County Court in Split to HRA’s request for access to information, no. 26 Su i-25/2022, 
November 21, 2022.

144  Judgment of the Higher Court in Podgorica, Ks. no. 19/12, July 31, 2023.

145  War Crimes Trials in Montenegro (2009–2015), op. cit., pp. 19–22.
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of crimes in the Morinj camp significantly differently from the Hague Tribunal, with the 
perpetrators receiving disproportionately lenient sentences.146

A key event in the thawing of relations between the two former Yugoslav republics 
took place on June 24, 2000. Montenegrin President Milo Đukanović apologized to the 
Croatian people for the participation of Montenegrins in the aggression against the 
Dubrovnik area in 1991 and 1992.

“I would like to take this opportunity, in my own name and in the name of the citizens 
of Montenegro, especially those citizens who share my moral and broader political 
convictions, to express sincere regret to all the citizens of the Republic of Croatia, 
particularly those of Dubrovnik and the Dubrovnik-Neretva County, for all the pain, 
suffering, and material losses inflicted on them by any representative of Montenegro 
within the JNA during those tragic events,” Đukanović declared in Cavtat, after a meeting 
with Croatian President Stjepan Mesić.147 

Additionally, Montenegro paid 375,000 euros as compensation for the looting 
of livestock in this area. Although there were estimates that the damage was much 
greater, reaching up to 35 million euros, over time Croatia quietly dropped its demand 
for financial compensation.148 However, in the context of negotiations with Montenegro 
on resolving bilateral issues—which had led Croatia to block the closing of the EU 
negotiation chapter on foreign policy with Montenegro—a demand was raised for the 
payment of as much as 17 million euros for damages suffered by Croatian prisoners in 
Morinj, without citing a specific legal basis.149 

146  Ibid.	

147  Approach of Montenegro and Croatia, IWPR Balkans, July 4, 2000.

148  Croatia abandons the claim for war reparations from Montenegro, Klix portal, March 5, 2007.

149  No legal basis, but they can devise one: Is there a legal possibility for new monetary compensation for Morinj 
camp detainees, portal Vijesti, September 20, 2025.
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At the same time, Croatian and Montenegrin NGOs have been jointly working 
toward also achieving justice for Montenegrin prisoners of war who were detained 
and mistreated in Lora.150

The story of armed conflicts often carries with it examples of heroism in resistance. 
But not only resistance from the attacked and endangered, but also from those within 
the ranks of the aggressor who oppose crimes. One of the first victims of the attack 
on Dubrovnik was Rear Admiral Krsto L. Đurović. A JNA officer who strongly opposed 
any shelling, he is remembered for a statement he made to Dubrovnik’s mayor Petar 
Poljanić: “As long as I am commander, you can be sure that not a single shell will fall 
on Dubrovnik.”151

Đurović was killed under unclear circumstances in a helicopter crash on October 5, 
1991. While Croatian officers claim that the helicopter was shot down by JNA air defense, 
suspicions were further fueled by former Montenegrin President Momir Bulatović, who 
stated that the downing of the helicopter was most likely the result of a “tragic mistake” 
and that it was a case of “friendly fire.”152 

Alongside Krsto Đurović, the name of another Montenegrin is tied to resistance against 
the war hysteria of 1991. Rear Admiral Vladimir Barović is remembered for his words: “There 
will be no destruction here as long as I am commander, and if I am ever forced to order the 
destruction of Pula and Istria, then I will no longer be alive.” 153 These words, together with 
a sentence from his farewell letter—“Montenegrins cannot fight and destroy a people who 

150  The first publicly known step by the Croatian prosecution in this investigation in the past 12 years 
occurred in October 2024, when Croatia requested, by letter rogatory, the hearing of former detainee Veselin 
Bojović, who testified about the torture of Montenegrins in Lora and who himself survived torture there. A 
turning point in the investigation was provided by the documentary film Evil Spring ’92, RTV Nikšić, which 
HRA and Documenta submitted to the ŽDOS in November 2023, along with an analysis of available data and 
a list of potential witnesses and victims, detailing the suffering of the Nikšić–Šavnik and Bar groups. In March 
2024, representatives of HRA and Documenta met with ŽDOS and were informed that the prosecution had not 
accessed the submitted material for four months due to technical reasons. After the meeting, ŽDOS received 
a CD containing the complete documentary material. Following a review of the film, Deputy State Attorney 
Rene Laura forwarded the footage to the police, who then prepared a report on statements indicating crimes 
against prisoners of war. Based on this, State Attorney Laura submitted a request for international legal 
assistance, seeking the hearing of witnesses in Montenegro, which subsequently took place. See: Croatian 
Prosecution Must Demonstrate Seriousness in Investigating the Suffering of the Nikšić–Šavnik Group, HRA, June 
25, 2024; and Turning Point in the Investigation of Crimes against Montenegrin POWs in Lora – Hearing of Veselin 
Bojović, HRA, February 13, 2025.

151  How did Admiral Krsto Đurović, who refused to shell Dubrovnik, die?, portal Al Jazeera, December 10, 2022.

152  M. Bulatović, The Rules of Silence, National Book & Alfa, Belgrade, 2004, p. 48.

153  Barović was posthumously awarded the Charter of “Honorary Citizen of the City of Pula” in 2023, which 
states: “The bullet that saved Pula took the life of an extraordinary man. There are many kinds of heroes, 
and Vladimir Barović is a hero of heart, reason, and courage, and a hero of the city of Pula!” Decision on the 
Awarding of the Charter of “Honorary Citizen of the City of Pula”, 2023, City Council of Pula, no. 024-03/23-01/49.
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have done them no harm”—were inscribed on a memorial plaque bearing his name, which 
was unveiled in 2022 on the Croatian island of Vis.154 Barović committed suicide under 
unclear circumstances on Vis on September 29, 1991.155 In 2016, Montenegrin President Filip 
Vujanović posthumously decorated Admiral Barović for bravery, at the initiative of the 
NGO Civic Alliance. His family did not accept the decoration, which was instead received 
by the then commander of the Montenegrin Navy.156

For the first time in 30 years since the attack on Dubrovnik, in October 2021, Montenegrin 
and Croatian state officials jointly laid a wreath at the site of the Morinj camp.157 The 
following year, officials of the two states unveiled a controversial memorial plaque at 
the same location, with an inscription condemning the Greater Serbian aggression 
against Croatia, thereby overlooking the responsibility of the Montenegrin authorities 
for their equal participation with Serbia in the attack on Dubrovnik in 1991.158

154  Krivokapić: Barović, as a Montenegrin, defended honor and bravery, Government of Montenegro, September 
13, 2022.

155  A memorial plaque unveiled for Admiral Barović on Vis: “He placed honor above orders,” portal Vijesti, September 
12, 2022.

156  In memory of Vladimir Barović: The admiral who defended honor with his life, HRA, September 29, 2023.

157  For the first time in 30 years: Delegations of Montenegro and Croatia laid a wreath at the entrance of Morinj 
camp, portal Vijesti, October 3, 2021.

158  Memorial plaque unveiled in Morinj: Crimes committed to disgrace the name and spirit of Montenegro, portal 
Pobjeda, October 10, 2022.
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