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Abstract
The Croatian legislation allows for persons belonging to national minorities, in 
cities or counties in which they reside and where they make up more than one 
third of a city’s or county’s population, to use their languages and scripts as co-
official ones. After the data from the 2011 population census revealed that per
sons declaring Serb ethnic origin account for 34.87 % of Vukovar’s population, 
the Government displayed bilingual plaques on public institution buildings in 
Vukovar, a city in Slavonia region which was besieged and severely destroyed by 
the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) and the Serb paramilitary forces in 1991. The 
plaques contained both Latin and Cyrillic script, since the Cyrillic script is a 
script used by the Serb national minority in Croatia. However, historical memo
ries and the symbolic meaning of Cyrillic script were instrumentalized as a tool 
for political mobilization by the far-right political parties and war veteran orga
nizations. They staged anti-Cyrillic protests across the country, got involved in or
ganised vandalism by scrapping plaques in Latin and Cyrillic script, and initia
ted a protest petition that attracted 650,000 signatures requesting a nation-wide 
referendum to raise the threshold for legislatively guaranteed co-official status of 
minority language and script for national minorities from the currently requested 
one third of the overall population of a local self-government unit to at least a 
half of the local population. Such acts mobilized the public both against the Serb 
minority and against the realization of minority rights. In addition to this, in 
2013 and in 2015 the Vukovar City Council voted amendments to the City Sta
tute that abolished all previously granted language rights of persons belonging to 
the Serb national minority both in relation to local authorities and in the public 
space. The Constitutional Court played a seminal role in defending minority 
rights by acting as an arbiter in the emerged inter-ethnic cleavage, although its 
decisions were not immediate but somewhat delayed. Not only did the Court re
ject the referendum initiative, deeming the referendum question unconstitutional 
because it is contrary to the fundamentals of the Constitution of the Republic of 
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Croatia, but it also gave its assessment of the compliance of Vukovar's Statute 
and the Statutory decision on the equal official use of the Serb national minori
ty's language and script in the City of Vukovar. This article analyses the Consti
tutional Court's decisions (U-II-6110/2013, U-VIIR-4640/2014 and U-
II-1818/2016) relating to the symbolic meaning of the Cyrillic script and realisa
tion of linguistic rights in the ethnically diverse Croatian society.

Introduction

Data from the 2011 Population Census revealed that the Serb national 
minority accounts for more than one third of the population of the city 
of Vukovar and, subsequently, pursuant to Article 12 paragraph 1 of the 
Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities, the right to offi
cial use of the minority language and script needed to be exercised in that 
city. Bilingual plaques, in Latin and Cyrillic scripts, with official names 
of governmental institutions, were then displayed on official government 
buildings in Vukovar in September 2013 but this revolted the far-right 
political parties and war veteran organizations. The Headquarters for the De
fence of Croatian Vukovar, initially a group of Vukovar citizens and war vet
erans that turned into a nation-wide social movement, staged Anti-Cyrillic 
protests across the country and launched a petition for a referendum in 
November 2013, demanding that minority language rights, including in
stalling bilingual plaques, should be granted only to municipalities, cities 
and counties in which persons belonging to a national minority constitute 
at least half of the local population.

The anti-Cyrillic protests and a series of measures taken by the local 
authorities to restrict language rights of persons belonging to the Serb 
national minority in the public space and in official use demonstrate 
how politics of memory and the symbolic meaning of Cyrillic script were 
instrumentalized as a tool for political mobilization by the far-right politi
cians and war veteran organizations.1 Such incentives eventually resulted 
in both an increase of fear among citizens belonging to the Serb minority 

1 Barahona de Brito defines ‘politics of memory’ as “various ways that political 
elites, social groups, and institutions reinterpret the past and the breakdown of 
civility and propagate new interpretative narratives about the ‘what happened’ to 
legitimate a new political dispensation and develop a new vision of the future 
for the polity.“ Alexandra Barahona de Brito,“Transitional Justice and Memory: 
Exploring Perspectives”, 15(3) South European Society and Politics (2010), pp. 359–
376, at 360.
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and an increased hostility against the Serb national minority and national 
minorities in general in the wider society. Bob Deen and William Romans 
claim that “the relative status of one language compared to another is 
closely linked to the relative status of a group”, recalling the seminal 
work of Donald Horowitz, who argued that linguistic differences between 
groups construe a symbolic agenda that can be used as a measure of the 
group status and as a ‘symbol of domination’.2 They, in addition, argue 
that “symbolic issues such as the spelling of personal names or toponyms 
are often at the heart of a power struggle that, if mismanaged or polarized, 
can significantly undermine inter-ethnic relations and social cohesion.”3 

Similarly, international minority rights law acknowledges that “symbols, 
such as flags, signs, statues, monuments, place and street names, commem
orative occasions or holidays, historical sites and burial sites, can have 
profound meanings related to identity.”4

This article initially describes the societal and political events that led to 
a revolt of far-right politicians and war veteran organizations against the 
equality of national minority languages and scripts. Subsequently I analyse 
how legal norms have been interpreted by the Constitutional Court in 
order to enforce the use of the Serbian language and Cyrillic script as 
co-official ones in Vukovar as well as to ensure that language rights of 
persons belonging to national minorities in the public space across Croatia 
are guaranteed.

By assessing the Constitutional Court’s response to a deep social and 
political cleavage I argue that the Court has acted as the ultimate keeper 
of minority rights and protector of ethnic diversity in the country, at the 
same time acknowledging the principle of inclusiveness and considering 
interests of two conflicting groups in a society. The writings on legal 
research argue that “the researcher should not only have knowledge about 
the traditional elements of the law, but also about the quickly changing 
societal, political, economic and technological contexts and, possibly, oth
er aspects of relevance.”5 For this reason I consulted both academic publi
cations, scholarly articles on the realisation of the right of minorities to 

2 Bob Deen and William Romans, “Introduction: Shaping Language Policies to Pro
mote Stability”, in Iryna Ulasiuk, Laurenţiu Hadîrcă and William Romans (eds), 
Language Policy and Conflict Prevention (Brill, 2018), pp. 4–22, at 6.

3 Ibid.
4 The Ljubljana Guidelines on Integration of Diverse Societies, https://www.osce.org

/hcnm/ljubljana-guidelines.
5 Philip M. Langbroek et al., “Methodology of Legal Research: Challenges and 

Opportunities”, 13(3) Utrecht Law Review (2017), pp. 1–8, at 2. See also Mark Van 
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use their language, as well as media sources of information for a better 
understanding of the process I am describing and analysing in the present 
article.

Relevant International Norms that Prescribes Minority Language Use in Shared 
Public Space

International instruments guarantee the protection of the use of minority 
languages, situating language considerations both as a prerequisite of non-
discrimination and equality, as well as an important identity marker, and 
as a conflict prevention dimension. If one language is promoted at the ex
pense of others, this can be a considerable source of inter-ethnic tension in 
a state that is inhabited by an ethnically diverse population. For example, 
Article 11 paragraph 3 of the Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities (hereafter: Framework Convention) requires that 
states, in areas traditionally inhabited by substantial numbers of persons 
belonging to a national minority and when there is a sufficient demand 
for such indications, endeavour to display traditional local names, street 
names and other topographical indications intended for the public also in 
the minority language. The Explanatory report to the Framework Conven
tion clarifies that “this article aims to promote the possibility of having 
local names, street names and other topographical indications intended for 
the public also in the minority language. In implementing this principle, 
the States are entitled to take due account of the specific circumstances 
and the framework of their legal systems, including, where appropriate, 
agreements with other States.. This provision does not imply any official 
recognition of local names in the minority languages.”6

In view of the central importance of linguistic rights for the effective 
protection of all rights of persons belonging to national minorities and 
the importance of language as an expression of individual and collective 
identity, the Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities (hereafter: Advisory Committee) com
prehensively elaborates on the scope of the linguistic rights of persons 

Hoecke (ed), Methodologies of Legal Research – Which Kind of Method for What Kind 
of Discipline? (Hart Publishing, 2011).

6 See Paragraph 70 of the Explanatory report to the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities.
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belonging to national minorities in its Third Thematic Commentary.7 

This Thematic Commentary reiterates that Article 11 Paragraph 3 of the 
Framework Convention states that provision must be made for topograph
ical indications to be displayed also in minority languages in areas tra
ditionally inhabited by “substantial numbers of persons belonging to a 
national minority”. The conditions are framed in a way to require both 
traditional settlement of national minority community and its presence 
in substantial numbers. The practice and jurisprudence of the Advisory 
Committee has numerously reiterated the interpretation that clear criteria 
of what constitutes “substantial numbers” are not fixed. Moreover, the Ad
visory Committee has been promoting the lowering of thresholds related 
to recognition of minority right.8 It, furthermore, found that the require
ment of an absolute or relative majority in urban, municipal or local 
communities raised concern in terms of its compatibility with Article 11 of 
the Framework Convention.9 This very Thematic Commentary underlines 
that states are entitled to have a margin of appreciation in determining 
the threshold, but this right must not be exercised in such a manner as 
to constitute a disproportionate obstacle with respect to certain minority 
languages. Specifically, the requirement of an absolute or relative majority 
in urban, municipal, or local communities raised concern in terms of its 
compatibility with Article 11 of the Framework Convention.10

Finally, the Advisory Committee holds that the right to have topograph
ical indications displayed in minority languages should “be given a clear 
and unambiguous legislative basis” because “[i]t is not sufficient if this 
practice is granted as a matter of fact but unsupported by law.”11

Article 6 paragraph 1 of the Framework Convention requires states 
to “encourage a spirit of tolerance and intercultural dialogue and take 
effective measures to promote mutual respect and understanding and co-
operation among all persons living on their territory, irrespective of those 
persons’ ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity.” In addition, states 
are asked “to take appropriate measures to protect persons who may be 
subject to threats or acts of discrimination, hostility or violence as a result 

7 ACFC Thematic Commentary No. 3 on the language rights of persons belonging 
to national minorities under the Framework convention (2012), https://rm.coe.int
/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090
00016800c108d.

8 Ibid., Paragraph 66.
9 Ibid., Paragraph 6.

10 Ibid., Paragraph 65.
11 Ibid., Paragraph 67.
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of their ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity.” The Explanato
ry report to the Framework Convention clarifies that such a provision 
“stresses a spirit of tolerance and intercultural dialogue and points out 
the importance of the … promoting mutual respect, understanding and 
co-operation among all who live on their territory [of the state].”12

The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, the only 
binding legal instrument worldwide devoted to the protection and pro
motion of regional or minority languages, also refers, inter alia, to the 
right to have topographical indications and street names displayed in the 
regional or minority languages. The formulation of its Article 10 is very 
flexible, as it justifies the introduction of the measures “as far as this is 
reasonably possible”. Article 10 of the Charter, named 'Administrative 
authorities and public services', allows the state parties to chose from a 
list of measures that should allow the speakers of regional or minority 
languages to exercise their rights as citizens when addressing the local 
and regional authorities and participating in political and social life. The 
Explanatory note states this is necessary because “if a language were to be 
completely barred from relations with the authorities, it would in fact be 
negated as such, for language is a means of public communication and 
cannot be reduced to the sphere of private relations alone. Furthermore, 
if a language is not given access to the political, legal or administrative 
sphere, it will gradually lose all its terminological potential in that field 
and become a ‘handicapped’ language, incapable of expressing every aspect 
of community life.“13 Three categories of measures which imply the use of 
a regional or minority language by the public authorities are foreseen by 
this Article. The first relate to actions taken by administrative authorities 
of the State: that is to say the traditional acts of the public authorities, 
especially in the form of the exercise of public prerogatives or powers 
under ordinary law. The second relate to the activities conducted by local 
and regional authorities, that is general sub-national territorial authorities 
with powers of self-government. Finally, the third deal with actions to 
be undertaken by bodies providing public services, whether under public 
or private law, where they remain under public control: postal services, 
hospitals, electricity, transport, etc.

12 See Paragraph 48 of the Explanatory Report to the Framework Convention for 
the Protection of National Minorities.

13 Para. 102 of the Explanatory Note to the European Charter for Regional or 
Minority Languages.
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With regard to the fifth evaluation report of the European Charter for 
Regional or Minority Languages, the Committee of Ministers of the Coun
cil of Europe, following the conclusions of the Committee of Experts, 
recommended to Croatian authorities to “continue […] efforts to promote 
awareness and tolerance vis-à-vis the minority languages, in all aspects, 
including usage of signs and traditional local names with inscriptions 
in Cyrillic script.”14 The Committee of Ministers recommended then in 
addition to “take measures to ensure that speakers can use their minority 
languages in relations with relevant state, county and local authorities in 
practice, and that these authorities use the respective minority languages 
within the framework of their work.”15 Finally, the Committee of Minis
ters reiterated its recommendation to “review the existing threshold and 
increase efforts to introduce equal and official use of minority languages 
in those areas where there is a sufficient number of speakers” in the 
finalization of the sixth evaluation cycle.16 In the latest monitoring cycle, 
finalized in December 2020, the Committee of Ministers recommended to 
the state to “continue efforts to promote awareness and tolerance vis-à-vis 
the minority languages and the cultures they represent as an integral part 
of the cultural heritage of Croatia, in the general curriculum at all stages 
of education, in the media and through the use of minority languages and 
their scripts in administrative, traffic and heritage signage.“17

The OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities has also de
liberated on the language rights of national minorities in several of its 
instruments, that are considered sources of international soft law. For 
example, Recommendation 3 of the Oslo Recommendations regarding the 

14 Recommendation No. 1 of the Resolution CM/RecChL(2015)2 of the Committee 
of Ministers on the application of the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages by Croatia. See also Paragraphs 398 and 410 of the Fifth report of 
the Committee of Experts concerning Croatia on the Implementation of the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.

15 Recommendation No. 2 of the Resolution CM/RecChL(2015)2 of the Committee 
of Ministers on the application of the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages by Croatia.

16 Recommendation No. 3 of the Resolution CM/RecChL(2015)2 of the Committee 
of Ministers on the application of the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages by Croatia. See also of Recommendation No. 3 the Resolution CM/
RecChL(2020)7 of the Committee of Ministers to member States on the applica
tion of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages by Croatia.

17 Recommendation No. 1 of the Resolution CM/RecChL(2020)7 of the Committee 
of Ministers to member States on the application of the European Charter for 
Regional or Minority Languages by Croatia.
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Linguistic Rights of National Minorities reads that “in areas inhabited by 
significant numbers of persons belonging to a national minority and when 
there is sufficient demand, public authorities shall make provision for the 
display, also in the minority language, of local names, street names and 
other topographical indications intended for the public.“ The Explanatory 
Note to the Oslo Recommendations recalls the text of the Framework 
Convention (Article 11(3)) stating, with regard to symbolic recognition 
of existence of national minorities in the public space, that “Refusal to 
recognise the validity of historic denominations can constitute an attempt 
to revise history and to assimilate minorities, thus constituting a serious 
threat to the identity of persons belonging to minorities.”18

The section of the Lund Recommendations on the Effective Participa
tion of National Minorities in Public Life that addresses non-territorial or 
cultural autonomy, underlines such form of governance is useful for the 
maintenance and development of the identity and culture of national mi
norities. It is, inter alia, stated in Recommendation 17 that the realisation 
of the cultural autonomy of national minorities, according to this instru
ment of international law, presupposes that minorities can determine and 
enjoy their own symbols and other forms of cultural expression since this 
is crucial to the identity and way of life of national minorities.19

The OSCE mechanisms have continuously linked realisation of minori
ty rights and their integration into wider society with conflict prevention. 
The Ljubljana Guidelines on Integration of Diverse Societies contain struc
tural principles upon which good integration policy can be modelled 
in diverse societies.20 Integration is defined in the Ljubljana Guidelines 
as “a dynamic, multi-actor process of mutual engagement that facilitates 
effective participation by all members of a diverse society in the economic, 
political, social and cultural life, and fosters a shared and inclusive sense 
of belonging at national and local levels.”21 Recommendation 42 of the 
Ljubljana Guidelines reads that “States’ policies should balance the need 
for one or more shared language(s) as a common basis for the integration 

18 Fernand de Varennes and Elżbieta Kuzborska, “Continued Relevance of an ‘Oslo’ 
Language Policy in a Changing World”, in Iryna Ulasiuk, Laurenţiu Hadîrcă and 
William Romans (eds), Language Policy and Conflict Prevention (Brill, 2018), pp. 
121–134.

19 Lund Recommendations on the Effective Participation of National Minorities in 
Public Life, https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/0/9/32240.pdf.

20 Ljubljana Guidelines on Integration of Diverse Societies, https://www.osce.org/fil
es/f/documents/0/9/96883.pdf.

21 Ibid.
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and functioning of society with the obligation to safeguard and promote 
linguistic diversity, including by protecting the linguistic rights of minori
ties. Governments should provide accessible opportunities to learn the 
State language.”22 The Explanatory Note states, iner alia, that “language 
policies aimed at promoting integration respectful of diversity implies 
that States ensure that minorities enjoy sufficient support in maintaining 
and developing their linguistic identities”. This can include guaranteeing 
the right to use minority or regional languages in private and family 
life and by supporting their use in private and in public. For example, 
States can provide signs, inscriptions, place names, street names and other 
topographical indications in the minority language or bilingually in the 
State and minority languages.” Recommendation 50 deals exclusively with 
the diversity of symbols and their use in the public domain. It reads that 
“States should promote integration by respecting the claims and sensitivi
ties of both minority and majority groups regarding the display and use of 
symbols in shared public space. While being mindful of freedom of expres
sion, States should avoid the divisive use of symbols and discourage such 
displays by non-State actors. Where appropriate, opportunities to promote 
inclusive symbols should be sought.” The Explanatory note explicates that 
“symbols, such as flags, signs, statues, monuments, place and street names, 
commemorative occasions or holidays, historical sites and burial sites, can 
have profound meanings related to identity. Symbols can have a powerful 
impact on social relations, and can be used to promote inclusion and 
cohesion as well as separation and division. The inappropriate use of 
symbols can cause tensions and incidents that can escalate into conflict 
and intercommunity violence. This can be avoided by including balanced 
and fair rules to address potential issues relating to symbols as essential 
elements of integration policies.” The Explanatory note furthermore clari
fies that “displaying flags and symbols within or on the premises of local 
governments or other public institutions can be contentious and create 
tensions.”23 Bearing in mind the potentially inflammatory character of the 
symbols used in shared public space, the Explanatory note advises that 
in such cases, regulation of such displays should be “based on principles 
of inclusiveness and good governance, achieving a balance between the 
reasonable interests of all groups in society.”24

22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
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Croatian Legal Provisions that Guarantee the Display and Use of Minority 
Language and Scripts in Shared Public Space

Equality in the official use of national minority languages and scripts 
is regulated by the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia, the Consti
tutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities and the Act on the 
Use of Languages and Scripts of National Minorities.25 The Constitution 
stipulates that members of all national minorities are guaranteed free use 
of their language and script.26 Persons belonging to national minorities are 
entitled to freely use their language and script both privately and publicly, 
including the right to post signs, markers and other information in the 
language and script they use.27 Equality in the official use of a national 
minority language and script is guaranteed in a local governmental unit in 
which persons belonging to a national minority comprise a minimum of 
one third of the population. This equality in the official use of a national 
minority language and script may also be exercised when so agreed by in
ternational treaties which, pursuant to the Constitution of the Republic of 
Croatia, form a part of the internal legal order of the Republic of Croatia 
or when so stipulated for by a statute of a county or by a statute of a city 
in accordance with the provisions of the Act on the Use of Languages and 
Scripts of National Minorities in the Republic of Croatia.28

The Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of National Minorities 
in the Republic of Croatia regulates the following: the operations of mu
nicipal and city councils, and county assemblies in the Croatian language 
and Latin script and a national minority language and script in equal 
official use; bilingual and multilingual composition of the texts of stamps 

25 For a comprehensive overview of the Croatian national legislation that guarantees 
the official use of national minority languages and scripts see Antonija Petričušić, 
“Ravnopravna službena uporaba jezika i pisma nacionalnih manjina: Izvori do
maćeg i međunarodnog prava”, 2(1) Zagrebačka pravna revija (2013), pp. 11–39. 
See also Vesna Crnić-Grotić, “The Right to Display Place Names in Regional or 
Minority Languages within the Council of Europe Legal Framework”, in Iryna 
Ulasiuk, Laurenţiu Hadîrcă and William Romans (eds), Language Policy and Con
flict Prevention (Brill, 2018), pp. 182–196. See Vesna Crnić-Grotić, “The protection 
of minority languages in Croatia”, 23(2) Zbornik pravnog fakulteta Sveučilišta u 
Rijeci (2002), pp. 463–481.

26 Article 15 of the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia Narodne novine 85/10 – 
consolidated text and 5/14 – Constitutional Court Decision.

27 Article 10 of the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities, Naro
dne novine 155/02, 47/10, 80/10 and 93/11.

28 Ibid.
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and emblems in the same size script; composition of sign boards of rep
resentative, executive and administrative bodies of municipalities, towns 
and counties, and legal persons vested with public authority in the same 
size script; delivery of bilingual or multilingual materials for sessions to a 
councillor and to a member of an executive body; compilation of minutes 
and public posting of conclusions and publication of official notifications 
and summons of the representative, executive and administrative bodies 
of these units; issuing of public (bilingual or multilingual) documents 
to citizens and printing of templates for official purposes; composition 
of (bilingual or multilingual) traffic signs and other traffic markers, and 
street and square names and designations of geographic sites; and the right 
of persons belonging to national minorities to use the language and script 
that is in equal official use in first-instance and appeal proceedings before 
the administrative bodies of municipalities, towns and counties.

Articles 12–19 of the Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of Na
tional Minorities in the Republic of Croatia guarantee, inter alia, equality 
in the official use of their national minority languages and scripts to 
persons belonging to a national minority, as it regards procedures before 
first-instance state administrative bodies with offices and branch offices 
in municipalities, towns and counties, where both the Croatian language 
and the Latin script and a national minority language and script are in 
equal official use. It is further stipulated that the aforementioned bodies 
and its offices in such territorial entities, at the request of a citizen, must 
compose and issue bilingual or multilingual public documents and print
ed templates for official purposes, and generally must compose bilingual 
or multilingual texts of stamps and emblems, official signs and official 
document letterheads in the same size script.29

The Instructions for Consistent Implementation of the Act on the Use 
of Languages and Scripts of National Minorities was adopted in March 
2012. According to this by-law, all municipalities and cities in which per
sons belonging to a national minority account for a minimum of one third 
of the population and which, pursuant to the Act, are obliged to ensure 
that their statutes prescribe and regulate the right to equal official use of 
a national minority language and script throughout their territories, are 
obliged to thoroughly stipulate the exercise of said right and explicitly 

29 Articles 12–19 of the Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of National 
Minorities in the Republic of Croatia Act Narodne novine 51/00, 56/00 – correc
tion155/02.
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specify each individual right guaranteed by the Act in the territory of these 
units in their statutes.30

Statute of the City of Vukovar of 14 July 2009

The Statute of the City of Vukovar, ratified by the Vukovar City Council 
on 14 July 2004, granted the members of the Serbian national minority the 
right to freely use the Serbian language and the Cyrillic script in the social 
and public life, as well as in the official communication in public affairs 
related to the scope of activities of the self-governing local community 
of the City of Vukovar. However, the Statute had not prescribed the use 
of Serbian minority script in public spaces of Vukovar. The Statute was 
passed pursuant to the Local and Regional Self-Government Act and the 
earlier Statute of the City of Vukovar.31

Article 61, paragraph 1 of the Statute stipulated that “on ceremonial 
occasions of significance to the national minority the anthem and/or cele
bratory song of the national minority can be played.” Paragraph 2 provi
sioned that “before the anthem and/or celebratory song of the national 
minority the national anthem of the Republic of Croatian shall be played.” 
Paragraph 3 of the same Article stipulated that “pursuant to the provisions 
of the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities and this 
Statute, members of the Serbian national minority have the right to freely 
use the Serbian language and the Cyrillic script in the social and public 
life, as well as in the official communication in public affairs related to 
the scope of activities of the self-governing local community of the City of 
Vukovar.”32

By the end of 2012 the analysis of the 2011 Census results was done and 
it revealed that persons belonging to national minorities are entitled to 
equal official use of their languages and scripts in a total of 27 units of re
gional and local self-government, out of which in 23 units that right refers 

30 Instructions for Consistent Implementation of the Act on the Use of Languages 
and Scripts of National Minorities, Narodne novine 33/12.

31 Article 35 of the Local and Regional Self-government Act, Narodne novine 33/01, 
60/01- authoritative interpretation, 129/05, 109/07, 125/08 i 36/09) and Article 27 
of the first indent of the Statute of the City of Vukovar, Službeni vjesnik Grada 
Vukovara 7/01, 2/04, 2/06, 2/09.

32 The Statute of the City of Vukovar, Službeni vjesnik Grada Vukovara 4/2009, 
available also at https://www.vukovar.hr/images/stories/files/uon/sluzbeni_vjesnik
/2009-04.pdf.

Antonija Petričušić

390

https://www.vukovar.hr/images/stories/files/uon/sluzbeni_vjesnik/2009-04.pdf
https://www.vukovar.hr/images/stories/files/uon/sluzbeni_vjesnik/2009-04.pdf


to the use of the Serbian language and Cyrillic script. The right to the use 
of the Czech, Hungarian, Slovak and Italian languages respectively applies 
to the remaining four units. After the data from the 2011 Population Cen
sus revealed that persons declaring Serbian ethnic origin accounted for 
34.87 % of the City of Vukovar’s population, 2 % up from 32,88 % in the 
2001 census, the Government displayed bilingual plaques on state institu
tion buildings in Vukovar, a city in the Slavonia region which had experi
enced a 87-day siege by the Serb paramilitary forces and the Yugoslav Peo
ple’s Army in 1991, heavily damaged with severe human casualties. The 
plaques contained both Latin and Cyrillic script, since the Cyrillic script is 
a script used by the Serbian national minority in Croatia. Ljiljana Šarić and 
Tatjana Radanović Felberg noted that “the symbolic meanings of Cyrillic 
have been developed and utilized by politicians, professionals, various or
ganizations, and ordinary people in various contexts and with various 
aims; from delegitimizing political actors and propagating hostility and 
reconciliation to creating a ‘useful’ past and consolidating collective iden
tity.”33 In this case historical memories and the symbolic meaning of Cyril
lic script were instrumentalized as a tool for political mobilization by the 
far-right political parties and war veteran organizations. A group of war 
veterans, angered by the installation of the bilingual plaques on the gov
ernmental buildings in the City of Vukovar, tore down all the plaques in 
Latin and Cyrillic scripts. They contended that it was premature to intro
duce Cyrillic script on public buildings in Vukovar, because this script 
symbolizes the aggressor in the recent armed conflicts and beyond. Vuko
var’s mayor, member of the party “Croatian Democratic Union” (HDZ) 
party, on numerous occasions argued that the realization of the right to co-
official use of the minority language and script is related to the final reso
lution of issues that arose in 1991 during the Serb and JNA siege of the 
city. Until the aggression against Croatia in the 1990’s had not been re
solved, Vukovar would not be ready for such major change in the public 
space. Thus, the use of Cyrillic in the public space was construed both as 
an infringement of a collective memory of the recent past but also as a 
provocation and threat to the Croatian identity. Fostering collective mem
ory of the victimhood of Vukovar has served identity consolidation in the 
nation-building process.34 Remembrance of warfare has construed the 

33 Ljiljana Šarić and Tatjana Radanović Felberg, “‘Cyrillic does not kill’: Symbols, 
Identity, and Memory in Croatian Public Discourse”, 85 Družboslovne razprave 
(2017), pp. 51–71.

34 See e.g. Kruno Kardov, “Remember Vukovar: Memory, Sense of Place, and the 
National Tradition in Croatia”, in Sabrina Ramet and Davorka Matić (eds), De
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Croatian contemporary identity. Enduring resistance in the 1991 siege, the 
destruction of the city landscape and personal losses of the Croat popula
tion in Vukovar have been framed as the dominant narrative in Croatian 
society since the flight of the Croatian population following the takeover 
of the city by the JNA and Serb paramilitary forces in November 1991. By 
condemning the script of the national minority those opponents were col
lectivising the guilt of all Serbs in Vukovar for the atrocities done in 1991. 
Unlike war veterans and radical right politicians who had upheld the sym
bolic meaning of Cyrillic script, numerous other social actors connected 
“Cyrillic with the necessity to respect minority rights, trying to break the 
symbolic link between the script, warfare, and the Battle of Vukovar.”35 

The contesters, on the other hand, did not consider the discourse of minor
ity rights, but argued that, due to wartime events, Vukovar had a special 
status and should be excluded from law enforcement. The tensions related 
to contentious symbols and the political cleavage that arose out of it served 
the interests of far-right politicians who advanced their power and influ
ence by denying minority rights to the Serb population in the City of 
Vukovar. Predominantly not sanctioned vandalization of plaques, as well 
as the anti-Cyrillic mobilization through street protests across the country, 
was in the function of overthrowing the then left-liberal government led 
by the SDP and the dismissal of SDP Vukovar mayor of that time.

The Headquarters for the Defence of Croatian Vukovar, a Citizens’ Initia
tive, was registered, aiming at raising the threshold of legislatively guaran
teed co-official status of minority language and script from the request that 
there should be a national minority population of one third of the overall 
population of a local self-government unit to the number to at least a half 
of the local population. The initiative gathered more than 650,000 support
ing signatures across the country which were presented to the Parliament 
in December 2013 in an attempt to initiate a nation-wide referendum 
which would amend the Constitution and allow minority languages and 

mocratic Transition in Croatia: value transformation, education and media (College 
Station, TY: Texas A&M University Press, 2007). Sandra Cvikić, Dražen Živić, 
and Mateo Žanić, “Vukovar 1991 Battle and Cultural Memory”, 5 Kultura/Culture 
(2014), pp. 71–80. Tamara Banjeglav, “Filling voids with memories: commem
orative rituals and the memorial landscape in post-war Vukovar”, in Vjeran 
Pavlaković and Davor Pauković (eds), Framing the Nation and Collective Identities. 
Political Rituals and Cultural Memory of the Twentieth-Century Traumas in Croatia 
(Routledge, 2019), pp. 194–208.

35 Ljiljana Šarić and Tatjana Radanović Felberg, op.cit. note 33.
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scripts to be co-official only in areas where the minority makes up at least 
50 % of the population.

In advocating their views concerning (not) introducing the Cyrillic 
script in the public space in Vukovar, both the advocates and the oppo
nents cited Article 8 of the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National 
Minorities, which demands that tolerance and mutual understanding of 
both the majority and minorities be promoted. This Act was invoked in 
support of the argument that the provisions of minority legislation should 
be interpreted and implemented with a view to respecting both the mem
bers of the national minorities and the Croatian nation.

At the time of the anti-Cyrillic mobilization the HDZ, a party that had 
been declaring itself as a centre-right political party, was turning into a 
more radical-right party under Tomislav Karamarko, the party president 
and the opposition leader at the time. On several occasions Karamarko 
publicly invoked Article 8 of the Constitutional Act on the Rights of Na
tional Minorities. Karamarko declared that “Implementing the 2002 Con
stitutional Act at this moment provokes negative reactions by the majority 
population in Vukovar, where wounds are still fresh and individuals who 
raped women during the occupation still walk freely. This is why Vukovar 
is sensitive to this form of expression, which has been given unwarranted 
prominence at this moment”.36 In addition, he requested that the intro
duction of the Cyrillic script be delayed, citing Article 8 of the aforemen
tioned Constitutional Act, which stipulates that its provisions “shall be 
interpreted and implemented with a view to respecting the members of 
national minorities and the Croatian nation, promoting understanding, 
tolerance and dialogue between them.” Karamarko questioned whether 
“this rash decision to implement the Constitutional Act contributes to 
tolerance and dialogue?”, inviting members of the Serbian minority to 
“exhibit some understanding towards the majority, who are sensitive due 
to what happened 20 years ago”.37

36 “Karamarko admitted: HDZ voted for bilingualism”, available at https://slobodna
dalmacija.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/karamarko-priznao-hdz-je-glasovao-za-dvojezicnost-v
ukovarski-vijecnik-sdss-srbi-se-ne-osjecaju-sigurno-bauk-protiv-moratorija-192941.

37 Ibid.
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Statutory Decision on Amendments to the Statute of the City of Vukovar in 
2013

The 2013 Statutory Decision on Amendments to the Statute of the City 
of Vukovar fully exempts the City of Vukovar from implementing the 
provisions of the Act on the Use of the Languages and Scripts of National 
Minorities until the conditions of Article 8 of the Constitutional Act of 
the Rights of National Minorities have been met.38 The Statute of the City 
of Vukovar was amended so that it now states: “the area of the City of 
Vukovar is fully exempt from implementing the provisions of Article 12 
of the Act on the Use of the Languages and Scripts of National Minorities 
until the conditions of Article 8 of the Constitutional Act of the Rights of 
National Minorities have been met.”39 The Ministry of Public Administra
tion conducted supervision and found Article 22 of the Decision contrary 
to the provisions of Articles 3, 5 and 12 of the Constitution of the Republic 
of Croatia, Article 12 of the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National 
Minorities and the provisions of the Act on the Use of the Languages and 
Scripts of National Minorities in the Republic of Croatia.

The Ministry of Public Administration suspended the application of 
Article 22 of the Statutory Decision on Amendments to the Vukovar City 
Statute and proposed to the Croatian Government to initiate proceedings 
for the review of constitutionality and legality of the Statutory Decision 
before the Constitutional Court.40 The Constitutional Court is the only 
authority competent to decide on the compliance of provisions from the 
statutory acts of municipalities, cities and counties, and to repeal them if it 
finds them inconsistent with the Constitution and other legislation.41

On 12 December 2013, the Croatian Government issued a Decision 
on the submission of the motion to institute proceedings for the review 
of constitutionality and legality of Article 22 of the Statutory Decision 

38 Statutory Decision on Amendments to the Statute of the Town of Vukovar of 4 
November 2013, Službeni vjesnik Grada Vukovar 7/13, available at https://www.v
ukovar.hr/images/stories/files/uon/sluzbeni_vjesnik/2013-07.pdf.

39 Ibid.
40 Ministry of Public Administration Decision CLASS: 023–01/13–01/624, 

REG.NO.: 515–02- 02/1–13–2 of 21 November 2013. Cited in Government of the 
Republic of Croatia, Sixth report by the Republic of Croatia on the application of 
the European Charter for Regional or Minority Language, June 2019, availabe at 
https://rm.coe.int/croatiapr6-en/168096fd20, at p. 7.

41 Constitutional Act on the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Croatia Naro
dne novine 49/2002.
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on Amendments to the Vukovar City Statute.42 The Ministry of Public 
Administration in January 2014 requested and collected data on the imple
mentation of the right to equal official use of the languages and scripts of 
national minorities by examining the Statutes of cities and counties. The 
data showed that 10 local self-government units had completely aligned 
their Statutes with the relevant legal provisions; the Statutes of 12 local 
self-government units contained only a general provision on the right to 
equal official use of the language and script of a relevant national minori
ty, without a detailed elaboration of the exercise of each individual right 
in the manner stipulated by the Act on the Use of the Languages and 
Scripts of National Minorities in the Republic of Croatia; whereas 5 local 
self-government units had not regulated the exercise of said rights in their 
Statutes at all.43

Constitutional Court Decisions U-II-6110/2013 and U-VIIR-4640/2014 of 12 
August 2014

On 12 August 2014 the Constitutional Court abolished Article 22 of the 
decision to amend Vukovar’s statue.44 The Constitutional Court demand
ed that by August 2015 Vukovar City Council explicitly stipulate the indi
vidual and collective rights of the Serbian minority “to the extent that does 
not infringe upon the very essence of these rights and at the same time 
respects the sensitivity of the majority Croatian population which results 
from the still palpable consequences of the Greater Serbian aggression 
against the city.”

At the same time the Constitutional Court ruled on the issue of whether 
the referendum question contained in the referendum initiative by the 
Citizens’ Initiative Headquarters for the Defence of Croatian Vukovar was 
constitutional, a ruling requested by the Croatian Parliament.

In its second ruling of 12 August 2014 the Constitutional Court banned 
the proposed referendum question. By this ruling the Constitutional 
Court confirmed that the proposed referendum question, which requested 
that the threshold for the official use of language and script be raised, 

42 Government of the Republic of Croatia, Sixth report by the Republic of Croatia 
on the application of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, 
June 2019, available at https://rm.coe.int/croatiapr6-en/168096fd20, at p. 7.

43 Ibid.
44 Constitutional Court, ruling No. U-II-6110/2013 of 12 August 2014, Narodne 

novine 104/14.
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could not be justified on the basis of the Constitution. In order for the 
referendum proposal for raising the threshold for the public use of a 
language and script to one half of the population to be allowed, it should 
have a clear and rational foundation and objective grounds and there 
should be an indisputable social need for raising the current one-third 
threshold. However, the Constitutional Court held that “there are no 
relevant and sufficient reasons for raising the threshold on the entire ter
ritory of the country [...] as was proposed in the referendum question, 
and there is no recognized and precisely determined indisputable social 
need stemming from the democratic society based on the rule of law and 
the protection of human rights. The proposed alteration [...] lacks a clear 
rational foundation. Due to a lack of legitimate aim it also has to be 
qualified as objectively unwarranted.”45

In this ruling the Constitutional Court emphasized that “the ‘right to 
freedom’ to use one’s own language and script [...] is not of a temporary 
or transitional character. It constitutes the essence of the identity of every 
nation and is of a universal character. It is one of the most precious 
achievements of humankind.”46 Relating this issue to the long lasting 
nature of one of the main pillars for preserving the identity and ensuring 
the existence of national minorities, the Constitutional Court at several 
points emphasized that it considered the individual rights of members of 
national minorities to freely use their language and script to “constitute 
the very essence of the identity of national minorities in the Republic of 
Croatia”, and that the exercise of these very rights “demanded tolerance 
and understanding on the part of the Croatian people as the majority, 
as well as being a constant reminder of the values of the Constitution 
and the boundaries of acceptable behaviour to minorities, imposed by the 
Constitution.”47

Furthermore, the Constitutional Court ruled that the Croatian Govern
ment had a period of one year to propose to the Parliament amendments 
to the Act on the Official Use of Languages and Scripts of National Mi
norities that would ensure an appropriate legal mechanism in cases where 
representative bodies of the units of local self-government do not imple
ment the provisions of this Act or obstruct its implementation.48 Also, the 
Constitutional Court ruled that in the period before these amendments 

45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid.
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had been passed, the official state bodies would not forcefully implement 
this Act on the territory of the City of Vukovar. Interestingly, the Consti
tutional Court accepted as valid the argumentation given by the Vukovar 
City Council, stating that there were exceptional circumstances that called 
for passing a separate Statutory Decision on the Serbian minority’s right 
on the territory of the City of Vukovar to officially use its language and 
script, which is, in compliance with Article 5, paragraph 2 of the Amend
ments to the Statute, considered to be part of the Statute of the City of 
Vukovar.49

The latter (presumably) means that the government (Ministry of the 
Interior) would not prosecute those who break the bilingual plaques that 
are currently only placed on the central government institution buildings 
that have their local outposts (such as police station, the revenue service, 
the local retirement fund, etc.). In other words, the Constitutional Court 
required that the local government refrain from implementing the Act.

The Constitutional Court mandated that the Vukovar City Council har
monise the Decision with the Act within one year by explicitly stating in 
its Statute in what particular neighbourhoods in Vukovar bilingual signs 
should be posted, a right to which members of Serbian national minority 
are entitled, according to the Act, based on the last census.

Although, in principle, equal official use of a national minority’s lan
guage and script is introduced in the entire area of a municipality or town, 
it can be introduced by the statute of a municipality or town in only a part 
of an area.50 Therefore, although the amended Statute of the City of Vuko
var of 2013 stipulates that “the area of the City of Vukovar is a place of 
special respect for the sacrifice in the Homeland War”, in the period of one 
year the Vukovar City officials were ordered to stipulate in what streets 
and neighbourhoods and on what local institutions facilities the Cyrillic 
script will be posted alongside the Latin. They are obliged to do so by the 
Constitution, the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities, 
the Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of National Minorities, and 
lastly by the ruling of the Constitutional Court.

The Constitutional Court accepted the positions of the Government of 
the Republic of Croatia and ruled that implementation of the provisions 
of minority legislation, whose aim is to ensure that both members of 

49 Ibid.
50 Act 6 paragraph 2 of the Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of National 

Minorities and Act 3 of the Instructions for the Consistent Implementation of 
the Act on the Use of the Languages and Scripts of National Minorities in the 
Republic of Croatia.
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national minorities and the majority Croatian population are respected, 
“cannot be used as legal grounds for arbitrary suspension of the implemen
tation of active legislation in the Republic of Croatia.”

Statutory Decision on Amendments to the City of Vukovar Statute and the 
Statutory Decision on the Exercise of Equal Official Use of the Language and 
Script of the Serbian National Minority of 17 August 2015

The Vukovar City Council adopted on 17 August 2015 the Statutory Deci
sion on Amendments to the City of Vukovar Statute and the Statutory 
Decision on the Exercise of Equal Official Use of the Language and Script 
of the Serbian National Minority.51 The latter became legally binding on 
1 January 2016. Although the City Council amended the Statute, it did 
not proceed in the way requested by the Constitutional Court as it used 
the majority vote to amend the 2013 Statute, and the decision had not 
deliberated views of all political options represented in the City Council. 
In addition, both amendments to the Statute were adopted without a 
previously requested opinion and approval from both the political repre
sentatives of the Serb national minority in the City Council and the Serb 
national minority council. This is contrary to international law standards 
that require, in order to achieve effective participation of national minori
ties in public life, that any political decision concerning minorities be 
made in consultation with the local minority representatives.52 Besides, 
the amended statutory decisions had recognised only individual minority 
rights, but not a collective right to the equal use of the Serbian language 
and Cyrillic script. The amended Statute had not foreseen the placement 
of bilingual plaques on local public facilities, institutions, squares and 
streets of Vukovar. Finally, although the amendments to the Statute envis
age that extending the scope of the rights will depend on the level of 
understanding, solidarity, tolerance and dialogue in Vukovar, which is to 
be considered every year in October, the Vukovar City Council did not 
discuss it in 2017 and 2018.

51 Statutory Decision on Amendments to the Statute of the Town of Vukovar of 17 
August 2015, Službeni vjesnik Grada Vukovar 7/15.

52 Recommendation 5 of the The Lund Recommendations on the Effective Partici
pation of National Minorities in Public Life. See also of the Explanatory Report 
to the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities on Arti
cle 15.
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The Council for National Minorities stated in its press release, following 
the statutory amendments, that they did not comply with the Constitu
tional Act on the Rights of National Minorities and the Act on the Use 
of the Languages and Scripts of National Minorities in the Republic of 
Croatia, i.e. that equal official use of the language and script of a national 
minority should be in place in a local self-government unit when members 
of the minority constitute at least a third of the unit’s population.53

At the very end of his term of office, in late January 2016, Arsen Bauk, 
Minister of Public Administration in the left-wing government led by 
Zoran Milanović in the period between 2011 and 2016, suspended certain 
provisions of the two decisions and proposed that the Government request 
the assessment of compliance of the contested statutory provisions with 
the Constitution and legislation. In doing so he also suspended the provi
sion on the basis of which Vukovar City Council is requested to annually 
assess the current level of tolerance between the citizens of Vukovar every 
October and on the basis of this assessment decide on the possibility and 
necessity for extending the scope of minority rights.

Seeing that two consecutive governments did not request the Constitu
tional Court’s assessment of the compliance as proposed by former mini
ster Bauk, on 13 April 2016 the Parliamentary Committee on Human 
Rights and Minority Rights requested the assessment of compliance with 
the Constitution for the two statutory documents regulating the issue of 
bilingual signs in the City of Vukovar. Then Minister Arsen Bauk, who 
was later member of the Committee on Human Rights and Minority 
Rights of the Croatian Parliament, on this occasion stated that he believed 
“that the Government was obliged to request the Constitutional Court’s 
assessment, but, as it failed to do so, it obviously assessed the provisions to 
be compliant with existing legislation.”54

53 Statute of the Town of Vukovar infringes upon Constitutional rights, Večernji list, 
18/08/2015. available at https://www.vecernji.hr/vijesti/statut-grada-vukovara-krsi
-ustavom-zajamcena-prava-1019922.

54 HINA, SDP's Arsen Bauk's proposal on Cyrillics in Vukovar accepted: The Par
liamentary Board requests assessment of the City's Statute compliance with the 
Constitution, Jutarnji list, 14/04/2016, https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/pros
ao-prijedlog-sdp-ovca-arsena-bauka-o-cirilici-u-vukovaru-saborski-odbor-trazi-ocjen
u-ustavnosti-gradskog-statuta/4046151/.
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Constitutional Court Decision U-II-1818/2016 of 2 July 2019

In 2016, proceedings were instituted before the Constitutional Court for 
the review of constitutionality of the specific provisions from the statuto
ry decisions. It took almost three years for the Constitutional Court to 
rule on the request by the Parliamentary Committee. In the meantime, 
other human rights institutions were also reporting on sustained non-im
plementation of the right of minorities to use their languages and scripts. 
For example, the Ombudswoman reported in her 2018 Annual Report 
to the Parliament: “Considering that bilingual signs with the names of 
settlements in settlements with a significant share of the Serb minority 
are erected only in the Municipality of Donji Lapac, and that Cyrillic 
script in the Croatian society has a negative connotation, it is necessary 
to send a clear message from the highest levels of government on the 
purpose of minority rights and values of minority languages as an integral 
part of the cultural heritage of the Republic of Croatia, and create the 
conditions for this right to be exercised in all local government units that 
meet the prescribed conditions, bearing in mind that the exercise of this 
right would constitute a symbolic recognition of integration into Croatian 
society for members of the Serb minority.”55

On 2 July 2019 the Constitutional Court decided on the request for 
assessment of the compliance with the Constitution and legislation of 
the provisions of the Statutory Decisions. Some articles of the Statutory 
Decisions of the City of Vukovar were revoked by the Constitutional 
Court’s ruling. For example, the earlier statutory provision, referring to 
the rights of City Council members belonging to Serb national minori
ty, was ruled to include the provision that work materials of the City 
Council must be made available to them in the Serbian language and 
Cyrillic script not only on written but also on oral request. The same is 
provisioned for transcriptions of individual cases, regulations, directives 
or documents. The Constitutional Court expressed concern that Vukovar 
City Council did not produce decisions governing the rights of the Serbian 
national minority. The City Council had therefore been given a deadline 
until October 2019 to act upon the provisions of their own Statute and 
the Constitutional Act, make those changes and adopt other necessary 
decisions that will enhance the Serb minority’s right to use its language 

55 Pučka pravobraniteljica, Izvješće pučke pravobraniteljice za 2018. godinu (Annual 
Ombudsman Report for 2018), available at https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/izvjesc
a-puckog-pravobranitelja/, at pp. 38–39.
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and script, and inform the Constitutional Court on these changes. This 
Constitutional Court’s requirement, however, have not been met up to a 
present day. Vukovar Mayor Ivan Penava held a press conference on 14 
July 2019 at which he expressed his dissatisfaction with the Constitution
al Court’s ruling regarding the official use of the Serbian language and 
Cyrillic script in that city. He reminded that the Serb minority in Vukovar 
has for years enjoyed the same rights as Croatians and that documents in 
Serbian language and Cyrillic script are provided to City Council members 
belonging to the Serb national minority without any problems. He, in 
addition, stated that “victims of the Homeland War have been waiting 
for justice for 28 years, an incomprehensible 28 years, and there are many 
who never lived to witness that justice, then, in this country in which we 
swear by the Homeland War, our veterans and Vukovar, you will have 
to understand that everyone else will have to wait until our people see 
the day that justice is finally delivered and until the city of Vukovar finds 
its peace.”56 The Mayor’s repeated argumentation is the claim that “until 
all of the unresolved issues that arose in 1991 during the Serb and JNA 
siege of the city and the aggression against Croatia in the 1990’s are finally 
resolved, Vukovar will not be ready for such major changes.”57 Finally, 
Penava argued on that occasion “that dialogue and cooperation among 
local residents and ethnic Serbs in that eastern Croatian town was at a 
satisfactory level and any increase in the volume of rights of that ethnic 
minority would deteriorate the relations among local communities.”58

Eventually, on 18 October 2019, the Vukovar City Council voted a 
Conclusion on the achieved degree of understanding, solidarity, tolerance 
and dialogue among the citizens of Vukovar, members of both the Croat 
people and the Serb minority. Although international law standards re
quire, in order to achieve effective participation of national minorities in 
public life, that any political decision concerning minorities be made in 
consultation with the local minority representative, Serb representatives 
in the Vukovar City Council were not involved in the drafting of that 
conclusion. It reads at follows:

“The level of understanding, solidarity, tolerance and dialogue among the ci
tizens of the City of Vukovar, members of the Croatian people and members 

56 Domagoj Ferenčić, “Vukovar mayor opposes court’s decision on Serbian Cyril
lic”, Glas Hrvatske-HRT, 14/07/2019., https://glashrvatske.hrt.hr/en/news/domestic
/vukovar-mayor-opposes-courts-decision-on-serbian-cyrillic/.

57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
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of the Serb national minority, is at a level that enables cooperation and 
coexistence, and no preconditions for expanding the scope were created for 
securing individual rights and prescribing collective rights to members of the 
Serb national minority who live in the City of Vukovar and amendments to 
the Statutory Decision by which members of the Serb national minority in 
the area of the City of Vukovar would be recognized new rights.
In the circumstances where a vast majority of the citizens of Vukovar of 
all nationalities, who opposed the 1991 Greater Serbian aggression are still 
denied their basic human rights, and where the right to human life, human 
dignity and human freedom have been denied by systematically delaying the 
conduct of proceedings against perpetrators of war crimes during the Greater 
Serbian aggression against Vukovar, necessary prerequisites for recognition 
of new special rights under the equal use of language and script in Serbian 
national minority have not been met.
Extending the scope of rights to an extent that goes beyond rights secured 
by the Statute of the City of Vukovar and Statutory Decision on the Equal 
Right to Officially Use the Language and Script of the Serbian National 
Minority on the Territory of the City of Vukovar would be considered 
disrespectful to their casualties by the citizens of the city of Vukovar of all 
nationalities, who opposed the 1991 Greater Serbian aggression and this 
would ultimately lead to unintended consequences for coexistence in the City 
of Vukovar.”59

This Conclusion implied that minority rights again were not going to be 
effectively implemented and that ethnic divisions persisted and tensions 
continued both in the City of Vukovar and in the wider society. In addi
tion, such a Conclusion does not foster intercultural links and mutual 
recognition of the two ethnic communities inhabiting the City of Vukovar 
and does not add to the accommodation of all communities in the shared 
public space.

59 Conclusion on the achieved degree of understanding, solidarity, tolerance and 
dialogue among the citizens of Vukovar, members of both the Croat people and 
the Serb minority (Zaključak o dostignutom stupnju razumijevanja, solidarnosti, 
snošljivosti i dijaloga među građanima Grada Vukovara pripadnicima hrvatskog 
naroda i pripadnicima srpske nacionalne manjine), Službeni vjesnik Grada Vuko
vara 10/19.
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Conclusions

Minority rights provide for the display of topographical and street signs in 
minority languages which may also include the use of a minority script. 
International minority rights instruments, such as the European Charter 
for Regional or Minority Languages and the Framework Convention for 
the Protection of National Minorities, provide those rights if substantial 
numbers of persons belonging to a national minority traditionally inhabit 
certain areas and persons belonging to minorities demonstrate a desire 
to have a minority language promoted in such a way. Following this 
line of legal reasoning, the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National 
Minorities in Croatia and the Act on the Use of Languages and Scripts of 
National Minorities in the Republic of Croatia entitle persons belonging 
to national minorities, where they make up more than a third of the 
overall population of a local self-government unit, to have their language 
and script used for official purposes.

Display of plaques containing both Latin and Cyrillic script in the City 
of Vukovar was instrumentalised as a tool for political mobilisation by the 
far-right politicians and war veteran organizations in 2013 and afterwards. 
Symbols were used by those actors not only to promote separation and div
ision in the society, but also to challenge the stability of the government 
and the President of that time. The citizens’ initiative Headquarters for the 
Defence of Croatian Vukovar staged a series of Anti-Cyrillic street protests 
across the country and initiated in November 2013 a protest petition that 
attracted 650,000 signatures requesting a nation-wide a referendum on 
reducing minority rights. Had this referendum been conducted, and had 
it been successful, it would effectively prevent the display and use of the 
Cyrillic script in the shared public space of Vukovar and throughout Croa
tia. Such acts mobilized the public both against the realization of minority 
rights and against the Serb minority. Besides, this referendum initiative set 
a precedent for an additional retraction of minority rights in Croatia. In 
2018, the ‘The People Decide’ citizen initiative called for a referendum to 
reform the electoral legislation in a way that would restrict the number 
of seats in the Croatian Parliament reserved for national minorities. The 
referendum question wanted to cut the eight seats reserved for representa
tives of national minorities to six and Members of Parliament representing 
national minorities would not be able to take part in votes of confidence 
in the government nor vote on the budget law. Like in the case of the 
anti-Cyrillics referendum initiative, this initiative predominantly targeted 
the Serb minority and enhanced inter-ethnic divisions and tensions. There 
was no need to inspect constitutionality of this referendum initiative by 
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the Constitutional Court’s since the Government established it lacked 
sufficient number of voters’ signatures submitted to the Parliament in 
support of the initiative.60

The violent resistance to the Cyrillic script, which at the same time 
indicates an opposition to the implementation of minority rights, was 
justified by traumatic memories and victimization of the Croats in the 
1991 conflict and siege of Vukovar. The Constitutional Court reconciled 
the conflicting discourse on the Cyrillic script, as a contentious symbol of 
aggression in one context and as a symbol of respecting minority rights 
in another. Along the recommendation from the Ljubljana guidelines, the 
Constitutional Court attempted through its three rulings (U-II-1818/2016 
of 2 July 2019, U-II-6110/2013 and U-VIIR-4640/2014 of 12 August 2014) 
to regulate the display of Cyrillic script on the premises of public institu
tions in Vukovar and the equal official use of languages and scripts in 
local self-government units taking into account the principles of inclusive
ness and good governance, thus trying to balance between the legitimate 
interests of all groups in society. The Court acknowledged the claims of 
the majority group regarding the display and use of minority symbols in 
shared public space, by authorizing the Vukovar City Council to decide if 
appropriate level of tolerance and dialogue has been achieved in order to 
introduce the Cyrillic script in the public space of Vukovar. In this way, 
the Court acknowledged that the symbolic meaning of Cyrillic script had 
divisive effects on a part of the Croatian population in Vukovar but it 
accommodated merely the concerns of the majority regarding the use of 
minority language and script in the public place. Undoubtedly, the Court 
should have done more in order to reduce tensions in the post-conflict city 
and in the wider Croatian society. For example, as the ‘guardian of the 
Constitution’ it could have commissioned the local and regional govern
ment to deliver activities in the majority community that would enhance 
recognition of minority rights, as equal rights and national equality belong 
to the highest values of the constitutional order of the Republic of Croatia. 
In addition, the Court failed to promote in its ruling an obligation of 
all public bodies, including bodies of local and regional self-government 
units, to undertake effective measures that promote mutual respect and 
understanding and co-operation among all persons living on the territory 
under their jurisdiction. Article 8 of the Constitutional Act on the Rights 

60 Decision of the Governement of the Republic of Croatia of 17 October 2018 
(Zaključak Vlade Republike Hrvatske, klasa: 022–03/18–07/315, urbroj: 50301–
25/06–18–13, od 17. listopada 2018. godine).
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of National Minorities, written on the blueprint of the Article 6 of the 
Framework Convention, stipulates the promotion of understanding, soli
darity, tolerance and dialogue between members of national minorities 
and the Croatian majority. Article 8 also stipulates that the provisions 
of minority legislation be interpreted and implemented with a view to 
respecting members of national minorities and the Croatian majority. Un
fortunately, in its rulings concerning the Cyrillic script the Constitutional 
Court failed to explicitly state the mechanisms for implementing Article 
8. Granted that this provision is of a general nature, its explication would 
ensure that it is not arbitrarily interpreted. Despite its referring to the 
necessity for mutual respect, understanding and cooperation of national 
minorities and the Croatian majority population, my assessment is that 
the Constitutional Court, deliberately or inadvertently, failed to interpret 
Article 8 in its two rulings in 2014 and the one from 2018 and in this way 
contributed to preserving social divisions and facilitating further political 
abuse of this provision of minority legislation.

Another fact is conspicuous and this is the failure by the Constitutional 
Court to invoke international legislation, which is part of national legal 
order, as a means of facilitating the exercise of the rights of national 
minorities and interpreting national rules. More specifically, in all three 
rulings concerning equal official use of a minority language and script 
in Vukovar the Constitutional Court referred neither to the provisions 
of the Framework Convention nor to the European Charter for Regional 
or Minority Languages or the soft law developed by the OSCE’s High 
Commissioner on National Minorities. According to the latter, integration 
of ethnically diverse societies is a multi-actor process of mutual engage
ment of both the majority and minorities. The integration should foster 
an inclusive sense of belonging not only at the national level, i.e. in the 
capital, but also at a local level of governance. The way historical events 
are memorialized and represented is closely related to identity. Once the 
politicians in Vukovar stop to impose the frame of the Croatian identity 
as the only one to be acknowledged in the public space, because it has led 
to the formation of the independent nation-state, and start promoting an 
inclusive sense of belonging of all local citizens to the City of Vukovar, 
it will be able to achieve a positive attitude of citizens to the cultural 
identity of the Serb national minority, including the manifestation of their 
script in public space. In order to achieve a symbolic integration of the 
Serb minority symbols in the public space, a supportive political will is 
of crucial importance. The manipulation of the politics of memory also 
obstructs inter-ethnic relations in Vukovar and the whole country. The 
injustice and war crimes committed towards the population of Croatian 
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ethnic origin in 1991, when the Serb rebels supported by the then Yu
goslav People’s Army (JNA) besieged and destroyed the city and forced the 
population into an exile, cannot justify the denial of the right to equal 
official use of the languages and scripts of national minorities thirty years 
later. The local government should take due account not only of historical 
community relations but also of contemporary ones. The first concrete 
and palpable change would be to revoke the for an annual reassessment 
of the accomplished level of tolerance and dialogue rights, upon which 
the realization of minority rights is dependant. All future decisions, if the 
leadership of the City of Vukovar is to change the pace, should be made 
in an inclusive and participatory manner, whereas the outcome should not 
add to divisions among the Croats and Serbs in the city. The key to dealing 
with the past in Vukovar is an inclusive process of dialogue between all 
citizens and groups. It is only such a process that could help to overcome 
divisions and to find equitable solutions that reflect everyone’s historical 
memory in the shared public space.

Antonija Petričušić

406


