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This article examines the arguably most interesting pieces of evidence used during the
trial of Slobodan Milošević at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia—more than two hundred recordings of intercepted conversations that took
place in 1991 and 1992 between Milošević, Radovan Karadžić, Dobrica Ćosić, and
various other protagonists on the Serbian side of the wars in Croatia and Bosnia and
Herzegovina (BiH). Analysis of the intercepts presented in this article makes several
important contributions to the interpretation of events in former Yugoslavia during that
period. First, it identifies the ideological foundations of Milošević-led Serbian war
campaigns in the political influence of Dobrica Ćosić and his platform of “unification
of Serbs.” Second, it contributes to the vigorous debate regarding the possible deal
between Milošević and the Croatian president Franjo Tud-man for the division of BiH.
It confirms that negotiations took place, but that Milošević and his associates had no
intention of respecting any agreement and wanted the whole of BiH until at least late
1991. Third, it provides indications that Milošević held the position of the de facto
commander-in-chief in the operations of the Yugoslav People’s Army in Croatia and
BiH. And fourth, it establishes that the two institutions of force Milošević had direct
legal control over—Serbia’s State Security Service and Ministry of Interior—were his
principal means of control over Croatian and Bosnian Serbs and instruments in the
aggression against BiH even after its international recognition.
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The death of Slobodan Milošević in March 2006 marked not only the end of his
trial at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) but

also the end of the hope for many in the region that the main culprits for the carnage
of the 1990s would get a just punishment. Though the wars that led to the destruc-
tion of Yugoslavia ended more than a decade ago, a great number of questions about
their origin, nature, and conduct still remain to be answered and important debates
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persist both in the public and in the academic community. Did Yugoslavia collapse
in a string of more or less spontaneous ethnic civil wars or was it destroyed by a pre-
planned project of expansion and aggression of its largest nation—the Serbs? Was
this oft-mentioned plan of forming an expanded Greater Serbian state on the ruins
of Yugoslavia the true strategic goal behind Milošević’s campaigns in Croatia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), or was it just an invention of his adversaries used to
mask other possible origins of conflict like the protection of Serb populations in
those two republics? What did the Serbian leader and the apparatus he built around
himself actually want? Was Milošević truly, as the ICTY Office of the Prosecutor
(OTP) argued, the leader of a “joint criminal enterprise” responsible for severe
crimes he individually “planned, instigated, ordered, committed, or in whose plan-
ning, preparation, or execution he otherwise aided and abetted?”1 How much control
over various events, military units, structures, and personnel did he actually have?
Had he lived long enough, would he have even been convicted?

Although the Tribunal did not get a chance to pass its verdict on the role of Serbia’s
former president in a string of Balkan conflicts of the 1990s, the trial and the impres-
sive collection of evidence and testimonies used in its proceedings did leave us with
valuable material for a more informed assessment of the true nature and motivation
of Milošević’s war projects. Even though the Serbian leader was known to leave few
paper trails of his battlefield tactics, the Tribunal managed to penetrate into the mech-
anism of his regime and to expose its inner workings. Almost three hundred witnesses
testified about various aspects of the charges brought against Milošević regarding his
campaigns in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo (this article deals only
with the first two), and some of those testimonies were truly damning.2 The most
interesting insight into the nature of the Serbian war machine and the logic and plan-
ning behind the campaigns in Croatia and BiH, however, arguably did not come from
any of the witnesses. It was provided by the very voices of the former president of
Serbia and his associates in more than two hundred telephone intercepts of their con-
versations that took place between May 1991 and May 1992.

The story of how these intercepts were created and eventually used by the
Tribunal and released into the public sphere is partly shrouded in mystery. The
Counterintelligence Service (KOS) of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), the State
Security Service (SDB) of BiH, and different foreign intelligence services (usually
British and American) all feature more or less prominently in the various interpreta-
tions of the origin of the intercepts.3 Whatever the case may be, it is certain that the
ICTY ultimately acquired the intercepts from the British and American govern-
ments, though only after a protracted public battle that was particularly heated with
the Conservative government of John Major.4 Only the 1999 NATO bombing of
Serbia and Montenegro and the resulting Western campaign for the ICTY indictment
of Milošević finally secured the OTP’s greater—though still hardly complete—
access to the intercepts and other available intelligence.5 The admittance of the inter-
cepts into evidence by the Tribunal was also far from straightforward and was in the
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end resolved only in June 2004, with the judges—over strenuous protests from
Milošević—accepting most, though not all, of the intercepts.6 The OTP in the mean-
time publicly released the intercepts and their transcripts through the non-profit Web
site www.domovina.net, mostly in the ultimately futile attempt at bringing about
some sort of a mood swing in the Serbian public.7 Unfortunately, only a few of the
intercepts have been analyzed in the press and in academic publications, and thus far
there has been no concerted effort of looking into what all of the intercepts as a
broader body of evidence can tell us about the period they cover and their principal
protagonists.8 This article aims to remedy that.

Obviously, the use of intercepts as historical sources has its drawbacks. They were
first screened and pre-selected by the intelligence services before being passed on to
the ICTY, and were then additionally screened and pre-selected by the OTP officials
before being used as evidence and presented to the public. More importantly, the
intercepts on their own cannot provide us with a complete picture of events and must
be understood as only pieces of a greater puzzle. That being said, the contextual and
factual depth that the intercepts present us with does warrant our greatest attention.
This article does not attempt to encompass all possible aspects of the analytical reach
that the intercepts could provide, but instead concentrates on two topics that the inter-
cepts shed some revealing light on: the strategic goals of the Milošević-led Serbian
war machine and the operational nature of its mechanisms of force.

The first section of the article thus evaluates the evidence we can extract from the
intercepts regarding the process of evolution of Serbian war objectives. It identifies
the strategic foundations of Milošević’s campaigns by directly tying the Serbian
leader with the most well-known modern ideologue of Serbia’s expansion—the
writer Dobrica Ćosić. It then tracks the changes in the Serbian leadership’s exact per-
ception of what an expanded state should look like, especially vis-à-vis the position
of BiH and its possible division with the Croats. It confirms that negotiations on this
issue between Milošević and the Croatian president Franjo Tud-man did take place,
but—contrary to the commonly held view, especially in BiH—the analysis suggests
that Milošević and his associates had no intention of respecting any deal with the
Croats and worked on securing the whole of BiH for the new Serbian state until late
1991 and early 1992 when the refusal of the Bosnian Muslims to be silent accom-
plices in this scheme became definite.

The second section of the article assesses the contribution of the intercepts to our
understanding of how the military side of Milošević’s apparatus functioned. It pro-
vides indications that Milošević held the position of the de facto commander-in-chief
in the operations of the JNA in Croatia and BiH during the second half of 1991 and
the first half of 1992. It then helps define the role of institutions of force Milošević
had direct legal control over—Serbia’s State Security Service (SDB) and Ministry of
Interior (MUP)—in the war operations during the same period. These two institutions
are shown to be Milošević’s principal means of control over Croatian and Bosnian
Serbs, and the instruments in the aggression against Bosnia and Herzegovina even
after its international recognition.



Evolving Strategic Objective: Greater Serbia

A good number of books and articles have to date been written about Slobodan
Milošević and his political career.9 Although he has been called many things—from
a “malignant narcissist”10 or “the perfect postmodern politician . . . [for whom] truth
holds no value,”11 to “a potential Balkan Gorbachev,”12 “one of the cleverest men I
had to deal with,”13 or simply “the factor of peace”14—a certain consensus regarding
Milošević’s personal traits has remarkably been reached in the press, the academic
literature, and in the more general public perception and remembrance of his rule.
Milošević is commonly seen as a former devout communist who used Serbian
nationalism and the nationalist demagoguery solely in order to grab and hold on to
the only thing he ever wanted—power.15 As a result, Milošević’s leadership of the
Serbian war campaigns is invariably seen as a combination of his myopic willing-
ness to throw people and states into a whirlwind of conflict in order to amass more
power in the ensuing chaos, and of his blundering misconceptions and miscalcula-
tions as a supposedly “brilliant tactician, but a disastrous strategist.”16

This rather prevalent view unfortunately often serves to mask the ideological
intent and the system behind Milošević’s campaigns. The precise details of the goals
behind the war operations led by the former president of Serbia did adjust and
change as the situation on the frontlines and in international negotiations evolved.
Nevertheless, the ideological and strategic intent of those war operations was clear
and simple from the very beginning of armed conflicts—it was the creation of a new
and enlarged Serbian state. The evidence we can extract from the available commu-
nications intercepts in the period between 1991 and early 1992 clearly confirms this
in two important ways. First, it enables us to trace the thinking in Milošević’s inner
circle regarding what this Greater Serbian state should exactly look like, particularly
vis-à-vis the position of Bosnia and Herzegovina (i.e., whether or not this republic
should be divided with the Croats or swallowed as a whole). And second, the com-
munications intercepts assist us in identifying the ideological sources of Milošević’s
drive and in confirming that Serbia’s boss was truly and personally committed to the
goal of crafting an enlarged Serbian state.

Ideological Intent: Dobrica Ćosić and the Unification of Serbs

Milošević’s inspiration and pursuit of the idea of forging an enlarged Serbian
state was a product and a logical continuation of a lengthy buildup of nationalist hys-
teria in Serbia throughout the 1980s. That decade was—even prior to Milošević’s
rise to power in 1987—marked by the intense revisionist radicalization of Serbia’s
intellectual elite that publicly portrayed the modernYugoslav state as a spiritual, eco-
nomic, and political loss for the Serbs and which called for a new and more assertive
platform for change based on true Serbian national interests. That platform, first
openly presented in the infamous 1986 Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of
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Sciences and Arts (SANU), challenged not only Yugoslavia’s obvious economic,
political, and constitutional inefficiencies but also attacked some of the foundational
elements of the Federation’s post–World War II equilibrium—the autonomies of
Kosovo and Vojvodina, the equality of the republics, and the inviolability of inter-
republican borders.17

The communications intercepts clearly imply that Milošević had the best possible
mentor in the “science and art” of Serbian nationalism and irredentism—the most
popular exponent of Serbia’s intellectual life of the time, the writer and nationalist
ideologue Dobrica Ćosić. Although he did not directly participate in the crafting of
the SANU Memorandum, Ćosić was the one Serbian intellectual who best vocalized
the perceived grievances of the Serbian nation and who clearly identified the goals
Serbian political leaders should pursue in opposition to the status quo in the Yugoslav
Federation. His contribution to the explosion of nationalism in Serbia of the late
1980s is immeasurable and well documented.18 What is perhaps somewhat less
known is that in spite of Ćosić’s semi-dissident status during communism and in spite
of Milošević’s obvious past commitment to the system under which he became a high
functionary, the two men apparently grew to be confidants and personal allies during
the critical stages of the crisis in former Yugoslavia in 1990 and 1991.

According to some of Milošević’s intercepted communications, Ćosić proofread
Milošević’s speeches,19 personally phoned Milošević to exuberantly praise his public
appearances and interviews,20 and—most importantly—advised both Milošević and
the leader of the Bosnian Serbs Radovan Karadžić on policy matters. Ćosić’s opin-
ions were so highly valued that Milošević, for example, personally invited Karadžić
on 11 June 1991 to come to Belgrade for their joint policy review meeting with
Ćosić, exclaiming, “We shall build a nation.”21 What Ćosić might have advised
Milošević and Karadžić at that meeting (or at a number of similar previous meetings
that are recounted in the memoirs of Milošević’s close associate Borisav Jović) is
easy to deduce from Ćosić’s writings and speeches at the time.22 If there is any
doubt, one can simply refer to his fascinating conversation with Radovan Karadžić
of 11 November 1991. “The unification of the South Slavs collapsed historically,”
Ćosić told Karadžić at the time, “but the unification of the Serbs did not. It is now
being historically finalized or will fail. . . . This tactic of yours, your strategy; I don’t
know what would have happened if you had not done what you did.”23

The praise that Ćosić bestowed on Karadžić’s “tactic” and “strategy” on this occa-
sion came in the midst of the Bosnian Serb referendum on whether to remain in a com-
mon state with Serbia and Montenegro.24 It also came some two months after the
formation of Serbian Autonomous Regions in Bosnia, which later formed the
Republika Srpska, and only two and a half weeks after Serbian deputies walked out of
the BiH Parliament (with Karadžić exclaiming from the floor that “Muslims will dis-
appear as a people from these territories if Bosnian sovereignty is proclaimed!”) and
formed their own “Assembly of the Serbian Nation of Bosnia and Herzegovina” on 24
October 1991. The implications of the aforementioned exchange between Karadžić
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and Ćosić were thus clear—the actions of the Bosnian Serb apparatus under Karadžić
were for Ćosić the essential elements in the process of “unification of the Serbs.”

The Peak of Expansion: Krajina, Dubrovnik, and Swallowing Bosnia
and Herzegovina Whole

Further evidence provided by the communications intercepts helps us in under-
standing how the idea of “the unification of the Serbs” developed and evolved in
practical terms. Throughout 1991 the new state that would unify the Serbs was con-
ceived as something very close to the historically recurring ideal of a Greater Serbia,
which would include the whole of Bosnia and Herzegovina and whose western bor-
der would be carved deep in the territory of Croatia. A number of intercepts are par-
ticularly instructive on this issue. Milošević bluntly outlined the contours of the new
state in a conversation with Karadžić on 1 July 1991: “Concerning Slovenia—I
would let them go immediately . . . and [the Croats] as well after they have settled
the issue of borders with us. And I cannot let your man [president of Bosnia and
Herzegovina Alija Izetbegović] go.”25 Or as he repeated in a similar conversation on
6 September 1991, the new state was to consist of the three republics of Serbia,
Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, plus the Croatian Serbs.26 The implica-
tion of these statements is that—in contrast with the growing consensus in the liter-
ature, particularly in BiH—throughout 1991 Milošević wanted the whole of
Yugoslavia’s central republic and did not seem to (yet) have a set deal with the
Croatian President Franjo Tu�man for its division.

This issue is significant because the proponents of the idea of Tu�man and
Milošević dividing Bosnia and Herzegovina invariably point to their two tête-à-tête
meetings of 25 March and 15 April 1991 where they discussed the issue of division,
and to the series of by now confirmed secret conferences between the two presidents’
teams of experts during that spring.27 However, the communications intercepts, as
well as some first-hand accounts recently made available, imply that at this time no
deal was completed exactly because of Serbian maximalist demands.28 On 29 May
1991, Milošević instructed Karadžić to push to keep the whole of Bosnia and
Herzegovina in what would remain of Yugoslavia.29 On 12 June 1991, he recounted
to Karadžić the tripartite talks he had that day with Tu�man and Alija Izetbegović in
Split where Tu�man apparently “scared” Izetbegović with talk of division, while
Milošević’s platform was to keep all of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the remnants of
Yugoslavia.30 In a conversation of 26 July 1991, Milošević openly told Karadžić,
“The Croats are continuously asking for an agreement with me. . . . For me to agree
with Franjo, if we want his scheme, I can make an agreement with him in five min-
utes,” implying that no agreement had until then been reached (though it was obvi-
ously discussed).31 Even more significantly, on 2 November 1991 the Minister of
Defense of Serbia General Tomislav Simović told Karadžić in their conversation
regarding military supplies and mobilization, “Bosnia is ours . . . as long as you are
there and I am here . . . and it will be lengthened and widened.”32



From the movements on the battlefield and from a number of other communica-
tions intercepts we know that this “lengthening and widening” of Bosnia and
Herzegovina clearly referred to the process of annexation of certain parts of Croatia.
In a 28 July conversation with his party’s functionary in Banja Luka, Radovan
Karadžić openly stated that “we want the whole of Bosnia” and that the so-called
Serbian Autonomous Region of Krajina—the Serb-occupied territory in Croatia—
would be “annexed to us,”33 making the idea of a running deal with the Croats appear
improbable at this time. It is questionable how Milošević might have had an agree-
ment with Tu�man for the division of Bosnia and Herzegovina while the army
machinery under his command was working on the annexation of not only the
Croatian areas of Northern Dalmatia, Lika, Kordun, and Banija where the Serbs
were a majority but also of the border areas with mixed populations in Slavonia
and—rather significantly—of the part of Croatia that had an overwhelming Croat
majority, like the Southern Dalmatia with Dubrovnik. Milošević’s military pursuits
in the Dubrovnik area and the communications intercepts regarding this issue also
give us a better sense of what role was BiH to play in the new state that would “unify
the Serbs.”

In an almost surreal 7 October 1991 conversation with a local Serbian Democratic
Party (SDS) strongman from Eastern Herzegovina who was assisting the JNA and
reservist forces in the battles around Dubrovnik, Radovan Karadžić clearly stated
that “Dubrovnik needs to be saved for Yugoslavia. Let it be a Republic. . . . Some cit-
izens should be found there to decide on that when they are liberated.”34 Later that
week, he also mused to Gojko-Dogo (a Serbian poet and famous 1980s dissident of
political stock similar to that of Dobrica Ćosić) that Dubrovnik “has to be put under
military command and that’s it. . . . Dubrovnik was never Croatian!” with -Dogo
responding that the territory around Dubrovnik needs to be cleansed—“burn every-
thing and good bye! . . . up north of Dubrovnik River kill everybody!”35 The new
border seems to have been set at the Croatian port of Ploce, some one hundred kilo-
meters north of Dubrovnik—a territory that could not be occupied and eventually
annexed without Bosnia and Herzegovina. As Karadžić explained in his request to
the Chairman of the so-called rump Yugoslav Presidency and the JNA’s self-pro-
claimed Commander-in-Chief Branko Kostic′ on 26 November 1991, “Ploce is vital
to [the economy of Bosnia and Herzegovina]. . . . And [the JNA] can take the part
from Ploce downward.”36

The intercepts unfortunately do not provide us with any evidence of how the orig-
inal negotiations on the division of Bosnia and Herzegovina from the spring of 1991
were conducted. Were they Milošević’s trick to lull Tud-man’s defenses and lure him
into a morally equivalent position of an aggressor? Were they the product of Tud-man’s
well-documented enthusiasm for the idea or simply his tactic of baiting Milošević
with a part of Bosnia in order to keep him from going after Croatia? Whatever the
case may be, the intercepts suggest that Milošević and his allies had no commitment
to a deal throughout 1991. The new and enlarged Serbian state, as it was conceived
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and built by arms during the critical stages of the Croatian war in 1991, was to
include the whole of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was not to be divided with the
Croats but to be expanded at the expense of Croatia.

Reduced Demands: The Blackmail of Bosnian Muslims and the
Division of Bosnia and Herzegovina

The main problem with Milošević’s plan to swallow the whole of Bosnia and
Herzegovina together with parts of Croatia, and the ultimate reason for its failure (in
addition to Croatia’s determined defense), was that it hinged on the complacency of
the Bosnian Muslims. With only 31% of the BiH population being Serb, Milošević
desperately needed Izetbegovic′. His strategy vis-à-vis the Bosnian Muslims during
this time, however, was solely an expression of his feeling of military superiority.
Apart from a reported cosmetic offer to Izetbegovic′ to be the president of the new
state, Milošević’s approach was simply blackmail. Izetbegovic′ and the Bosnians
were expected to succumb to Milošević’s pressure to “voluntarily” join the new state
that was built in part on war exploits in Croatia. In case of their refusal, they were to
face the wrath of the dissenting Bosnian Serbs and of the military might under
Milošević’s control. As Milošević directly threatened Izetbegovic′, “If you do not
want to [accept], there will be those within Bosnia who will. . . . Of course I mean
the [Bosnian] Serbs!”37

According to the available intercepts, it was only once Izetbegovic′ stood up to
Milošević’s blackmail and pursued a policy of a sovereign and independent Bosnia
and Herzegovina that the first signs appeared in the Serbian camp of a significant
change of plan regarding a possible division of the republic.38 With the Bosnian
Muslims’ refusal, the original goal of a Greater Serbian state that would include
Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the occupied parts of Croatia had
to be adjusted. Since the entire BiH could not be secured, the new objective was the
largest possible part of this republic. The exchange between Karadžić and Milošević
after the sovereignty proclamation of the BiH Parliament in late October 1991 is par-
ticularly instructive: “We will establish full authority over the Serbian territories in
Bosnia and Herzegovina! [Izetbegovic′] will not be able to exercise power there! He
will not have control over 65% of his territory! That is our goal!” Karadžić stormed.
Milošević, on the other hand, was partly skeptical and partly dumbfounded that the
Muslims would actually dare stand up to him and the military power under his con-
trol. Milošević: “I don’t believe that they dare to fight. I don’t believe that.”
Karadžić: “If they knew they would be humiliated, they would fight!” Milošević:
“But they know very well they cannot win that.” 39

Although Milošević’s hopes of holding onto the whole of BiH did persist for
some time after this conversation with Karadžić from late October 1991,40 the
Bosnian proclamation of sovereignty marked the beginning of a profound shift of
strategy. While the intercepts do not help us on the issue of new and this time
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successful Serbo-Croat negotiations regarding the division of Bosnia, substantial
other evidence suggests a bargain was struck during the spring months of 1992.41

The intercepts, however, do clearly show something equally important. They show
that the vast military apparatus at Milošević’s and Karadžić’s disposal within Bosnia
and Herzegovina throughout early 1992 became more than just the source of sup-
plies for the campaigns in Croatia and the instrument of blackmail against the
Bosnian Muslims. It became the primary tool for achieving the new and adjusted
goal of Greater Serbia that Karadžić so bluntly outlined in his fit of rage at
Izetbegovic′’s defiance—65% of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The Mechanism Exposed: Milošević’s Levers of Force

The essence of Milošević’s policies was always force. He relied on the support of
former army generals in 1987 when he was coming to power;42 he relied on the
special police and army units to keep Kosovo under control in 1989; he relied on the
army intervention to stay in power during the mass opposition protests in March
1991; and most importantly, he relied on an impressive military and secret service
apparatus under his direct control to wage the campaigns in Croatia and Bosnia and
Herzegovina. As he told Karadžić in August 1991, “We are strong. And since we are
strong, we can establish peace”43 (this being, naturally, not any peace but peace on
his terms). Or as he fumed in another, less savory, conversation, “They can go f—
themselves! Whoever wants to fight, we are here and we are stronger!”44 Indeed,
Milošević and the forces under his command were stronger than any of their oppo-
nents. As the former leader of the Croatian Serbs Milan Babic′ explained in his tes-
timony at the ICTY, Milošević had under his decisive control two vitally important
levers of power—the full military arsenal of the Yugoslav People’s Army and the
volunteer and police forces organized jointly by the State Security Service (SDB)
and the Ministry of Interior (MUP) of Serbia.45 Both of these sources of power were
essential not only in the actual advances on the battlefield, but also in the process of
setting the political and military foundations for the initiation of conflict.

Yugoslav People’s Army as the Backbone of Expansion

The JNA was, obviously, vital for all of Milošević’s plans and he did everything
he could to achieve full control of its command structure. A number of important
sources have already revealed a long sequence of collaboration between the Army
and Milošević, starting all the way back in May 1990 when the JNA disarmed the
Slovenes and the Croats by emptying their Territorial Defense depots, and soon
thereafter began to arm the Croatian and Bosnian Serbs.46 The available communi-
cations intercepts help complete the picture of the relationship between the Army
and the Milošević-led Serbian regime. They do so not only by exposing the JNA’s
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and Milošević’s coordination regarding virtually all major aspects of the Army’s
movements in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina but also by providing strong
implications that Milošević indeed was the Army’s de facto commander-in-chief.

To be fair, the intercepts do suggest that Milošević had nothing to do with the
JNA’s actions in Slovenia.47 The JNA’s brief engagement in that republic during June
and July 1991 was most likely the last gasp of theYugoslavist wing in the Army High
Command which, because of the failure of that operation, eventually completely lost
out to the staunchly pro-Serbian camp.48 When it comes to Croatia and BiH, how-
ever, the intercepts imply something starkly different—Milošević’s leading role in
the Army’s operations was unchallenged. In an 8 July 1991 intercept that received
much press already in September 1991 when it was made public by the federal Prime
Minister Ante Markovic′ (who apparently got it from the Bosnian SDB), Milošević
instructed Karadžić that “it is of strategic importance for the future ‘Ram’ [‘Frame’
in Serbian] . . . that the Banja Luka Corps is able and mobile. . . . Call [the JNA com-
mander of the Banja Luka Corps] General Uzelac in one hour with a reference to the
agreement at the highest place. . . . All the people you supply . . . he will arm. We
will bring helicopters and everything.”49 Markovic′’s interpretation of the intercept at
the time was more than prescient: “Let it be known that it clearly follows . . . where
Slobodan Milošević is giving orders to Karadžić to make contact with Uzelac, in
order to, according to an agreement with the top military commanders, hand over the
Army weapons to the Territorial Defense of Bosnian Krajina [the wider Banja Luka
region]. This forms a part of the Plan ‘Ram’, which allegedly refers to the plan for
Greater Serbia.”50

That intercept was, however, not the only one exposing the coordination between
the Serbian leadership and the JNA. In an earlier intercept of 29 May 1991—almost
a full month before the 10-day war in Slovenia—Karadžić explicitly instructed his
party’s functionaries in Banja Luka to mobilize as many men as possible and to “give
them to Uzelac to arm them” because “what is being defended is what remains as
Yugoslavia.”51 Throughout the coming months, Milošević on a number of occasions
charged Karadžić with specific mobilization and deployment tasks. On 19
September 1991, for example, Milošević instructed Karadžić to mobilize more men
in the Bosnian Krajina.52 On 22 September 1991 he instructed him to make sure
those who were mobilized actually went to the front around the Croatian town of
Slunj.53 On 24 September 1991 he charged him with making certain that the JNA
units coming from Serbia have a free passage through Bosnia and Herzegovina to
the battlefields of Krajina.54 And if there was any doubt who was fully in control,
Karadžić dispelled it when he urged Milošević earlier that month to have a reserve
candidate for the army chief-of-staff, saying “If you do not know [the reserve can-
didate], then there is none. [The JNA] is not in a condition to prepare the reserve
option. . . . You should prepare that tonight.”55 Karadžić’s implication was clear—the
president of Serbia was the ultimate authority in the federal army.
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Ensuring Direct Control: Serbia’s Security Structures

Although the JNA was the largest element of Milošević’s arsenal, it was not the
only supplier of armed force under his control. An arguably even more important
lever of his power was the joint apparatus of the State Security Service of Serbia
(SDB) and the Serbian Ministry of Interior (MUP). A number of valuable sources
have already clearly identified these two institutions as the tools of Milošević’s full
control over the political and military activities of the Croatian and Bosnian Serbs.
Milošević’s former collaborators have during his ICTY trial identified the Serbian
SDB and MUP as the instigators of the so-called log revolution of the Croatian Serbs
in August 1990,56 the additional suppliers of weapons to the Croatian and Bosnian
Serbs during 1990 and 1991,57 the main obstacles to a peaceful settlement between
the Croats and the Croatian Serbs during 1990,58 the principal coordinators and sup-
pliers of various volunteer shock units of the Serbian forces,59 and the essential ele-
ments in the planning and execution of the Serb takeover of eastern Bosnia in the
spring and summer of 1992. The available communications intercepts go a long way
in confirming these roles of the Serbian SDB and MUP in the period between May
1991 and May 1992.

In a conversation between Karadžić and Milošević’s close associate in the SDB
and MUP structure Mihalj Kertes on 24 June 1991 regarding deliveries of supplies
for the Bosnian Serbs, Kertes affirmed that “Slobo has given me and [the head of
Serbian SDB] Jovica [Stanišic′] carte blanche.”60 In a further conversation between
Stanišic′ and Karadžić on 7 August 1991, Stanišic′ confirmed he would be sending a
new batch of supplies to the Bosnian Serbs and that he was working hard on con-
trolling and disciplining the leader of the Croatian Serbs Milan Babic′, who was act-
ing too independently.61 In a revealing conversation between an SDS functionary in
the Banja Luka area and Karadžić later that month it was further confirmed that
Stanišic′ was also controlling and disciplining the local SDS politicians and that he
was in charge of setting up and equipping military training camps in the area.62 In a
15 December 1991 conversation between Karadžić and his men in Banja Luka,
Karadžić confirmed his coordination with Stanišic′ and the Serbian Minister of
Interior Zoran Soloković regarding mobilization.63 The picture that these and a
number of other intercepts from 1991 paint is clear—the security structures under
direct legal command of Milošević (which was obviously not the case with the JNA,
where Milošević exerted his control illegally since the JNA was supposed to be
responsible to the federal presidency) were instrumental in the political and logisti-
cal preparations for the war in BiH.

What is equally important, however, is that the engagement of the Serbian SDB
and MUP did not cease once that war truly began in the early spring of 1992. As the
available intercepts from 1992 demonstrate, the forces under the command of the
Serbian SDB and MUP actively participated in the aggression on Bosnia and
Herzegovina well after it was recognized as an independent state. Particularly
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instructive is a series of intercepted communications between the infamous warlord
Željko Ražnatovic′-Arkan and one of his deputies Milorad Ulemek-Legija in mid-
May 1992.64 The connection between Ražnatovic′, his paramilitary units called the
“Serb Volunteer Guard” (or just “Arkan’s Tigers”) and the Serbian SDB and MUP is
well established. The Tigers were directed, equipped, and paid in cash by the SDB
and MUP throughout their involvement in Croatia and BiH between 1991 and
1995.65 The aforementioned intercepts between Ražnatovic′ and Ulemek clearly
demonstrate that the Tigers fought both in the Eastern Bosnian towns of Zvornik and
Bijeljina, where they committed particularly horrific atrocities in the first two weeks
of April 1992,66 and that they operated on the outskirts of Sarajevo throughout May
1992, where they set up a military training camp and collaborated in the shelling of
the Bosnian capital with the Army units under General Ratko Mladic′’s command.67

In other words, the evidence in the available communications intercepts persuasively
demonstrates that forces under Milošević’s direct control through the Serbian SDB
and MUP had a decisive role not only in the preparation but also in the carrying out
of the most notorious early acts of aggression on the sovereign and internationally
recognized Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Conclusions

The trial of Slobodan Milošević was in many ways the ultimate embodiment of
catharsis that the ICTY hoped to provide for the former Yugoslav region, particularly
because Ratko Mladic′ is still at large and Radovan Karadžić long evaded capture,
and even more so because the Tribunal’s Chief Prosecutor Carla Del Ponte zeroed in
on Milošević and eschewed going after some of his main collaborators.68 Although
hope for the region’s (and particularly Serbia’s) open confrontation with the crimes
committed by Milošević’s war machine was arguably already lost with the sluggish
and drawn-out conduct of the five-year-long trial, Milošević’s controversial death
and the resulting lack of a verdict rendered those hopes of catharsis as almost
utopian.69 Despite such obvious failures of the Tribunal in some of its principal tasks,
the benefits of the whole process against Serbia’s former president have been
unquestionable. The trial has left us with vast resources essential in evaluating the
events in former Yugoslavia, and the communications intercepts analyzed in this arti-
cle are only the most interesting tip of the iceberg.

Much work obviously still needs to be done by the academic community to prop-
erly assess the importance and the validity of the evidence provided by the intercepts
and to appropriately place it into the larger puzzle of existing information regarding
the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s. This article argues that the intercepts substantiate the
claims that the mechanism of the Serbian war machine that undoubtedly committed
horrendous crimes in the towns and villages of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina
was constructed and commanded by Milošević and his closest associates. The analysis
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of the intercepts presented in this article also strongly suggests that Milošević’s war
machine had a very specific strategic goal, which was crafted by Serbia’s most
renowned nationalist ideologues. This goal was “the unification of Serbs” in a new
Greater Serbian state that would be built on the ruins of federal Yugoslavia at the
expense of both Croatia and of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

While the intercepts provide us with a number of very important answers, they
however also leave us with some troubling questions. These intercepts were pro-
duced and collected by intelligence agencies that had access to important centers of
political power. According to credible press sources, though at least some of the
intercepts seem to have been produced by the SDB of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Western intelligence services were in possession of the intercepts virtually as the
recorded conversations were taking place. Their “contemporaneous intelligence” in
fact “convinced them that Milošević’s responsibility for ethnic cleansing and the
general conduct of the war in 1991 and ‘92 were direct and clear. . . . It was an elab-
orate and very systematic series of campaigns, employing a combination of military
assets and local paramilitaries.”70 Why then, in spite of that awareness and convic-
tion of Milošević’s responsibility, did the international community do virtually noth-
ing to stop at least the buildup of his war machine in Bosnia and Herzegovina?
Perhaps members of Western governments (particularly of the Conservative govern-
ment of John Major) who fought tooth and nail that these intercepts never see the
light of day know the answer.
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Glaurdic / Milošević Telephone Intercepts, 1991-1992 99

April 2007). On the other hand, a series of press reports claimed not only that the United States and the
United Kingdom possessed “damning telephone intercepts” but they also provided pretty clear and ulti-
mately correct descriptions of the intercepts’ contents. For a view that stressed the role of the U.S. intel-
ligence agencies (DIA, CIA, and NSA) see Stephen J. Hedges et al., “Will Justice Be Done?” U.S. News
& World Report, 25 December 1995/1 January 1996, pp. 44-47, 49-51. And for a view that stressed the role
of the British intelligence agencies (especially the GCHQ intelligence staff in Cyprus), see David Leigh
and Jonathan Calvert, “Rifkind Put Paid to War Crimes Inquiry,” The Observer, 18 May 1997, p. 11.

4. The 1995 offer of the U.S. government to share its intelligence and communications intercepts with
the ICTY was apparently vetoed by the U.K. Foreign Secretary and former Secretary of State for Defense
Malcolm Rifkind, who persisted in his refusal in spite of personal appeals by the president of the ICTY
Judge Antonio Cassese. For the 1995 U.S. offer, see Jane Perlez, “War Crimes Tribunal on Bosnia Is
Hampered by Basic Problems,” The New York Times, 28 January 1996, Section 1, p. 1. For the activities
of Sir Malcolm, see Leigh and Calvert, “Rifkind Put Paid to War Crimes Inquiry,” p. 11.

5. Although Britain became more cooperative shortly after the change of government in 1997, the
Tribunal did not receive substantial access to intelligence nor did it truly commit its resources to investi-
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but only as a potential bargaining chip with the West. He seems to have not had much interest in it from
the beginning.
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28. The memoirs of Dušan Bilandžić, who was a member of the Croatian team of experts, are truly
revealing in this respect. He recounts three meetings between the expert groups in April 1991 and notes that
the Serbian team insisted on taking the Krajina region (even asking for its access to the sea in northern
Dalmatia) and Baranja from Croatia, rendering any deal impossible. According to Bilandžić, the Croatian
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was “acting with the direct blessing of the [Republic of] Serbia government in the areas of Slavonia, Western
Srijem, and Baranja.” Similarly, a well-known warlord from the Knin area called “Captain Dragan” (full
name Dragan Vasiljković) in April 1992 publicly stated that “All that I was able to do successfully in the
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the 1988 “yogurt revolution” in Vojvodina when Kertes helped Milošević overthrow the local leadership.
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