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Bosnia and Herzegovina’s elections on 4 October 2026 left the established parties largely in-
tact while changing who holds the Croat seat on the Presidency. Yet under Dayton’s layered 
institutional structure, votes do not translate directly into political power. The real test will be 
whether the results can be turned into effective governance.

Introduction

General elections held in Bosnia and Herzegovina on 4 October 2026 brought renewed attenti-
on not only to political figures and parties but also to the functioning of the country’s post-war 
order. Voters cast their ballots for the three-member Presidency, state and entity parliaments, 
the entity presidency, and cantonal assemblies. Yet winning an election in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina does not necessarily mean gaining power. 

In a system where the distinction between holding office and exercising effective authority is 
particularly pronounced, differing electoral rules, guarantees of ethnic representation, and nu-
merous decision-making bodies make it difficult to translate the will expressed at the ballot box 
into workable government policies. International observers likewise noted that the elections 
were competitive, while political fragmentation and shortcomings in electoral administration 
persisted.[1]

Announced results indicate that two members of the Presidency retained their positions, while 
the Croat seat changed hands. Meanwhile, the principal parties largely maintained their posi-
tions in the parliamentary contests, demonstrating that the elections expressed both political 
continuity and a demand for change.[2] It is therefore important to assess the results beyond 
the electoral achievements of individual parties, considering their implications for Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s administrative and institutional functioning, its domestic political, economic and 
social stability, power relations in the Balkans, and the European Union (EU) accession process.
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Electoral System, Political Blocs and Results

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s political and administrative system was shaped by the Dayton Peace 
Agreement, which ended the 1992-1995 war. The state comprises two entities: the Federation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republika Srpska (RS). The Federation also contains ten cantons, 
each with its own assembly and government, while Brčko is a district with special status under 
the sovereignty of the state. The Presidency consists of one Bosniak and one Croat member ele-
cted from the Federation and one Serb member elected from RS. Its members serve four-year 
terms, with the chair rotating among them every eight months. Of the 42 seats in the directly 
elected House of Representatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 28 are allocated to the Federation 
and 14 to RS. The 15-member House of Peoples, the other chamber of the bicameral state parli-
ament, is constituted indirectly. At entity level, the Federation House of Representatives has 98 
members and the RS National Assembly has 83. The RS president and vice-presidents are also 
directly elected.[3]

In general elections, each voter makes four separate choices. Voters in the Federation cast bal-
lots for the Presidency, the state and Federation houses of representatives, and their cantonal 
assembly. In RS, the election of the entity president and vice-presidents replaces the cantonal 
ballot. The ballots available to voters in Brčko are determined by their entity citizenship. Muni-
cipal elections follow a separate timetable.[4]

While guaranteeing representation for the three constituent peoples, the Dayton order establis-
hes mechanisms of mutual consent in the legislature and executive. Consequently, the formation 
of post-election governments is not determined solely by the distribution of parliamentary vo-
tes. The international component of the system is the Office of the High Representative (OHR), 
which oversees the civilian implementation of the peace agreement. [5] The binding interven-
tion powers developed through the 1997 Bonn Conclusions can help overcome serious dead-
locks, but also raise questions about the responsibility of elected institutions and democratic 
accountability. [6]

In the electoral contest, the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), the Social Democratic Party 
(SDP BiH), the Party for Bosnia and Herzegovina (SBiH), and the Union for a Better Future 
(SBB) were prominent within the Bosniak political sphere. Cooperation between SDP BiH, Pe-
ople and Justice (NiP), and Our Party (NS), known as the Trojka, continued, while 14 parties 
supported Denis Bećirović’s candidacy under the umbrella of United for the State of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.[7] In the Croat political sphere, the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ BiH) com-
peted with the Democratic Front (DF) and the parties supporting independent candidate Zden-
ko Lučić. In RS, the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD), the Serb Democratic 
Party (SDS), and the bloc led by the Movement for a Safe Srpska (PSS) were the decisive actors.
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According to figures released by the Central Election Commission (CIK), voter turnout stood 
at 42.79%. This represents a decline of 8.66 percentage points from the 51.45% turnout recorded 
in the 2022 elections. Biometric verification and ballot scanners, used nationwide for the first 
time in these elections, were intended to limit electoral irregularities. However, the use of num-
bers instead of candidates’ names, inadequate information, and technical problems made voting 
more difficult, particularly for voters in certain age groups.[8] The extent to which the decline in 
turnout stemmed from political disengagement, implementation problems, or the prevention of 
past irregularities remains a separate matter of debate.

According to the results announced by CIK, Bećirović finished first in the contest for the Bosni-
ak seat in the Presidency with 215,944 votes (38.11%), Darijana Filipović won the Croat seat with 
111,671 votes (46.51%), and Željka Cvijanović won the Serb seat with 305,911 votes (55.58%). 
They were thus elected as the members representing their respective ethnic groups.[9] In the RS 
presidential contest, SNSD candidate Savo Minić received 289,287 votes (52.33%), while SDS 
candidate Branko Blanuša received 230,863 votes (41.76%).[10]
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In the elections to the House of Representatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina, SDA received 31.57%, 
SDP BiH 15.59%, and HDZ BiH 13.01% in the Federation contest. In RS, SNSD secured 41.20%, 
the PSS-led bloc 15.05%, and SDS 13.08%.[11] In the entity assemblies, SDA also finished first in 
the Federation with 30.63%, as did SNSD in RS with 39.13%.[12][13] In the Sarajevo Cantonal As-
sembly, one of the Federation’s ten cantonal assemblies and particularly significant because it ser-
ves the capital canton, SDA received 23.81%, SDP BiH 21.78%, and SBiH 19.10%.[14] These shares 
do not, by themselves, constitute a sufficient majority to form a government. While presidential 
election results directly determine the winners and officeholders, translating electoral strength in 
the assemblies into a governing majority will depend on coalition agreements.

The Political and Regional Significance of the Elections

The first striking outcome of the elections is the divergence between low turnout and the ins-
titutional weight of established parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s political system. Despite 
declining participation, parties capable of mobilising their organised electoral bases were able 
to maintain their political influence even with fewer votes. The results nevertheless show that 
parties’ declarations of victory cannot be equated with expanding public support. Although a 
certain degree of confidence in the ballot has been secured through technical measures, suffi-
cient public trust in politics has yet to be established.

Another important feature of the elections is that voters do not support a party and a candidate 
for the same reasons. This crisis of confidence in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s politics extends to 
the representative standing of party leaders. Although SDA finished first in parliamentary ele-
ctions at both state and Federation levels, Bakir Izetbegović’s second defeat in the race for the 
Presidency highlighted the divergence between loyalty to the party and acceptance of its leader. 
While the results strengthened SDA’s claim to return to power, they also reopened the debate 
over leadership renewal. Denis Bećirović’s success in the presidential contest, meanwhile, indi-
cates that voters were not satisfied with the parliamentary performance of the political parties 
supporting him.

Semir Efendić’s receipt of approximately one quarter of the valid votes in the contest for the Bos-
niak seat in the Presidency was one of the elections’ most notable results. The support gathered 
around the SBiH candidate can be read as a search for a third way, in opposition to both the poli-
tical bloc backing Bećirović and the SDA leadership. It would be mistaken to treat all of Efendić’s 
votes as defections from SDA simply because he had left that party. Such an assumption would 
reduce voter preferences to the electoral bases of the two principal rivals. Efendić’s success de-
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monstrates his ability to attract support beyond the existing polarisation. His next test will be 
whether he can translate that support into an independent programme in coalition negotiations.

On the Serb side, Milorad Dodik’s ban from public office has not ended his dominance over his 
party. Željka Cvijanović’s retention of her seat in the Presidency demonstrates that, although 
Dodik has lost office, he has not lost political influence, and that the political outlook he repre-
sents remains one of the significant forces shaping Bosnia and Herzegovina’s politics. His state-
ment immediately before the elections “Bosnia and Herzegovina is dead. This is an impossible 
country”[15] is significant in this context. Beyond being a populist declaration, this rhetoric 
seeks to turn the claim that Bosnia and Herzegovina’s political system and institutions do not 
function into a justification for secession.

The rise of the PSS list led by Draško Stanivuković in RS has primarily altered the leadership 
balance within the opposition. PSS’s overtaking of SDS does not, in itself, suggest that the oppo-
sition bloc has established a viable alternative to the government. Indeed, the failure to translate 
competition within the opposition into a shared programme and lasting cooperation is one of 
the most important factors enabling SNSD’s continued dominance.

The most significant change in the Presidency has been the election of HDZ candidate Darijana 
Filipović. While Bećirović and Cvijanović will be serving their second terms, this will be Filipo-
vić’s first. The fact that Cvijanović and Filipović are candidates of parties politically representing 
the Serb and Croat separatist camps also means that the rapprochement between HDZ and 
SNSD could find expression within the Presidency.

Although this is not the first time Croat and Serb nationalist parties have served together in 
the Presidency, the possibility of their cooperation marks a particularly critical juncture in the 
current political context. International reports from the period indicate that, in the country’s 
first post-war Presidency, elected in 1996, Croat member and HDZ candidate Krešimir Zubak 
and Serb member Momčilo Krajišnik, the candidate of the Serb Democratic Party (SDS / Srpska 
demokratska stranka), at times sought to cooperate against the Bosniak bloc within collective 
governing mechanisms, acting on shared interests in opposition to Bosniak representative and 
SDA leader Alija Izetbegović.[16] Nevertheless, the present partnership cannot be regarded as 
ideologically cohesive. HDZ’s European orientation and SNSD’s proximity to Russia entail sig-
nificant differences in foreign policy.[17] 

The principal factor that could bring the two parties closer is their ability to reinforce their cla-
ims to ethnic representation through mutual support in bargaining at state level. Foreign policy 
and diplomatic appointments, in particular, could become subjects of continuous negotiation 
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through reciprocal obstruction. Such a process risks narrowing the state’s practical room for 
action while leaving its legal existence intact.

Dayton’s structural problem becomes apparent here: arrangements for mutual consent and ve-
toes, designed to prevent conflict, can become instruments of political bargaining that delay de-
cision-making. The resolution of the deadlock over the formation of the Federation government 
through an OHR decision in 2023 provides a concrete example of this tension.[18] Internatio-
nal intervention can ensure institutional functioning in the short term, but its repetition risks 
strengthening elected politicians’ tendency to transfer their responsibility to reach compromise 
to external actors. Protecting the rights of the constituent peoples and expanding individual 
political equality should therefore not be treated as alternative objectives.

At the regional level, the positions of Belgrade and Zagreb will remain decisive. Whether they 
encourage their partners in Bosnia and Herzegovina to compromise or to advance more exten-
sive demands will also matter for political balances in the Balkans in the period ahead. Con-
ducting Serbia’s relations with RS within a framework that respects Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
sovereignty could limit the ability of entity leaders such as Dodik to use external support to 
strengthen their bargaining position vis-à-vis central institutions. The close and organic relati-
onship between the Croatian government and HDZ BiH likewise provides strong grounds for 
expecting Croatia to influence the demands and policies of the Croat bloc in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. Presenting the closeness between HDZ and SNSD as the shared will of the Serb and 
Croat communities could turn competition between political parties into ethnic confrontation. 
If the EU treats the formation of a government in Bosnia and Herzegovina as progress in itself, 
it could strengthen actors who continually expect concessions in return for ending obstruction.

Implications of the Elections for Türkiye

The election results demonstrate the limits of basing Türkiye’s relations with Bosnia and Herze-
govina on a single political actor or a particular strand of representation within the Bosniak com-
munity. Ankara’s historical and cultural affinity is an important diplomatic asset. However, SDA’s 
parliamentary weight, Bećirović’s position in the Presidency, and the representative strength of 
other political actors must each be taken into account. The approach of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Republic of Türkiye, which emphasises dialogue with all three constituent peoples 
and support for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s sovereignty, offers an inclusive basis in this respect.[19] 

The trilateral consultation mechanisms maintained with Serbia and Croatia should be used not 
merely for contact between leaders, but also to support the decision-making capacity of state 
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institutions in the interests of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s political, economic and social stability. 
Such an approach also requires consistency in Türkiye’s relations with regional actors. Ensuring 
that contacts with Belgrade and Zagreb do not turn into claims to make decisions on behalf of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina reinforces the standing of its common state institutions as interlocu-
tors. Trilateral diplomacy gains value to the extent that it keeps channels of negotiation open 
within Bosnia and Herzegovina and supports mutual guarantees, while avoiding the appearance 
of a new mechanism of external tutelage.

In economic and security cooperation, the priority will be to translate political declarations into 
tangible outcomes. Bilateral trade declined from USD 1.076 billion in 2024 to USD 1.052 billion 
in 2025.[20] This is significant because it demonstrates that close diplomatic relations do not 
automatically produce economic growth. Türkiye’s contribution should be measured by Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s institutional integrity and the benefits accruing to its citizens, rather than by 
the influence of any particular party.

Conclusion

The 4 October elections demonstrate that political continuity in Bosnia and Herzegovina has 
not eliminated differences in voter preferences. While established and well-organised political 
parties such as SDA and SNSD have maintained their parliamentary weight, the presidential 
contests show that the same voter can distinguish between party and candidate preferences. Yet, 
within a multilayered system of government, finishing first in an election does not, by itself, 
confer the ability to form a government or implement reforms. The real test of the new period 
will be whether the election results can be translated into a shared capacity to govern across 
institutions operating at different levels.

Political equality, democratic responsibility and effective decision-making must be strengthened 
while preserving the Dayton order’s role in safeguarding peace. For the EU, genuine progress 
should be sought in reforms that can be implemented rather than in the number of coalitions for-
med; for neighbouring countries and Türkiye, it should be sought in their contribution to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s sovereign institutions rather than in relationships of influence. In this respect, 
the ultimate significance of the elections lies less in which party received more votes than in the 
extent to which the resulting political balance improves the functioning of the common state.
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