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1. THE ROOTS OF PSB IN BiH

The end of socialism in South-Eastern 
Europe ushered in a period of transition 
which included transforming state broad-
casters into PSBs with the aim of remov-
ing the media from direct state control. 
However, in many countries the political 
parties that gained power after the end of 
communism continued to dominate the 
media and exercise political control over 
it,3 which is characteristic of the state cap-
ture and weak rule of law that continues 
to exist in the region4. Today, the media in 
much of the region do not play the role of 
a forum for public debate but are rather a 
tool of political elites and interest groups. 
Jakubowicz notes that in post-communist 

countries, political elites’ power over me-
dia has resulted in Potemkin institutions 
designed “to satisfy the requirement of 
external actors, such as international do-
nors”5 which function only as de jure 
organizations which cannot fulfil their 
goals6. BiH’s PSBs are examples of such 
Potemkin institutions – while public ser-
vice broadcasting is part of the country’s 
EU accession process, local political actors 
fail to engage genuinely with the process 
and indeed have little incentive to do so. 

BiH is unique in the region, however, in 
that its political, economic, and social con-
text is defined by the legacies of conflict, 
power-sharing state structures, and dire 
economic circumstances. After the war in 
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Since its creation in 2002, Public Service Broadcasting (PSB) in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has struggled to fulfil its primary goals. Financial difficulties have 
brought the state broadcaster near the brink of collapse several times,1 while 
state capture by political parties has politicized PSB across the board2 and 
increased its dysfunction. Our research found that PSB in BiH has failed to 
secure a sustainable funding model, is not independent from politics, does not 
fulfil its remit, and has failed to adopt new technologies crucial to its continued 
relevance and survival. PSB is a victim of the political colonization of the media 
sphere, and weak, dysfunctional state institutions that suffer from the chronic 
disregard for the law demonstrated by ruling elites. At the same time, the 
ongoing debate about PSB in BiH is largely anachronistic, and fails to capture 
the core challenges and to articulate much needed innovative policy solutions 
that would look beyond the now largely outdated, defunct model of PSB that 
was introduced in 2002. 

*	 This paper is based on: Nidžara Ahmetašević and Tea Hadžiristić, The Future of Public Service 
Broadcasting in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Sarajevo: Analitika Center for Social Research, 2017).

http://www.analitika.ba/en/publications/future-public-service-broadcasting-bosnia-and-herzegovina
http://www.analitika.ba/en/publications/future-public-service-broadcasting-bosnia-and-herzegovina


IN A VICIOUS CYCLE: IS THERE A FUTURE FOR PUBLIC SERVICE BROADCASTING IN BiH?2

Bosnia, the country was subjected to in-
ternational intervention which considered 
media sector reform key to the peace-
building and democratization processes.7 
The war left the media landscape divided 
along ethnic lines and controlled by eth-
nonationalist ruling parties which contin-
ued to use war rhetoric and hate speech 
even after the peace accord was signed. 
Media reform was thus seen as a lynchpin 
in Bosnia’s post-war rebuilding.8 Hence, 
PSB was formally established in 2002 by 
the Office of the High Representative and 
made an official condition for signing the 
Stabilization and Association Agreement 
between the EU and BiH in 2005.9 Since 
then, the process has been in the hands 
of the political elites of BiH, which has ar-
guably led to strife and stagnation. 

Like other countries in the region, the po-
litical context of BiH is dominated by po-
litical capture of the state. In BiH, these 
political elites most often belong to ethni-
cally defined political parties, which pur-
port to serve as ‘guardians’ of national 
interest for their own groups. Divisions 
and disagreements among dominant po-
litical parties have repeatedly stalled the 
implementation of even the most basic 
reforms, including the implementation 
of laws pertaining to the public service 
media. Consequently, Freedom House’s 
Nation in Transit report for 2017 consid-
ers BiH a hybrid regime, caught in transi-
tion between a consolidated democracy 
and authoritarianism, with falling scores 
in democracy, growing corruption levels, 
and “the worst political dysfunction since 
the war.”10 Ruling parties in BiH continue 
to demonstrate characteristics of what 
Mujkić calls “a democracy of ethnic oligar-
chies,”11 in which parties continually “pro-
voke interethnic tensions and then pres-
ent themselves as saviors of the state’s 
various nations”12. 

Within this milieu PSB flounders against 
oligarchic interests, which have no endog-

enous incentive for empowering an inde-
pendent PSB system. Deliberate backped-
aling about PSB’s proper implementation 
and development thus undermines its 
proper democratic and cohesive function. 
Likewise, parties face insufficient exoge-
nous incentives for PSB reform. While PSB 
and free media are nominally conditions 
for EU accession, international actors 
such as the EU are, on the whole, unwill-
ing to challenge political elites or demand 
accountability,13 exacerbating the stag-
nation and politicization of PSB. What is 
lacking is more robust support for democ-
ratization and civic action which would 
transform the very structure that sustains 
the ethnopolitical elites and fails to incen-
tivize support for a truly public and func-
tioning PSB. 

BiH’s imperiled economic situation has 
had negative consequences for PSB. 
Prominent local critics of post-war tran-
sition in post-Yugoslav countries point to 
regional patterns of “general impoverish-
ment, huge public and private indebted-
ness… widespread deindustrialization, so-
cial degradation, depopulation through 
diminished life expectancy and emigra-
tion, and general unemployment,”14 all of 
which are visible in BiH. The country has 
one of Europe’s highest unemployment 
rates15 and is often ranked as one of the 
poorest countries in Europe by various 
metrics16.

It is not surprising that some of the most 
relevant international rankings of the situ-
ation of media democratization and pro-
fessionalism in the country show continu-
ous decline in the last decade. For exam-
ple, the Freedom House scores for Inde-
pendent Media in BiH have been steadily 
dropping since 2006.17 Similarly, the IREX 
Media Sustainability Index for Bosnia and 
Herzegovina shows a decline in the devel-
opment of a sustainable media system in 
BiH since 2006 and stagnation in the past 
few years.18 The country’s media system is 
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considered to be ‘an unsustainable mixed 
system’ and almost all indicators have de-
creased in 2017, including free speech.19 
BiH’s media market is small, oversaturat-
ed, and faces declining revenues. Though 
the size of the radio and TV market is hard 
to establish due to fragmentation and a 
lack of reliable media marketing research, 
oversaturation has led to rapidly decreas-
ing advertising revenues and increased 
competition between public and private 
media.20 PSBs are generally uninterested 
in accurately measuring audiences or us-
ing this information to improve program-
ming, and measurements have been un-
reliable for at least half a decade.21

2. PSB ORGANIZATION

The organizational structure of the PSB 
System in BiH is a prime example the 
failure of an ideal model in practice. Ac-
cording to the current legal framework, 
the Public Broadcasting System of BiH in-
cludes one national and two entity broad-
casters, each with a television and radio 
channel.22 Regulation also prescribes the 
existence of a fourth unit – the Corpora-
tion – as an umbrella organization, which 
would manage equipment, set develop-
ment strategy, coordinate the technical 
and human potential of the three broad-
casters, and collect all advertising rev-
enues and the license fee and distribute 
them among the broadcasters in accor-
dance with a predefined formula.23 This 
model was proposed by a BBC consul-
tancy team that was involved in the early 
process of transformation. The BBC mod-
el operates on “an internal market among 
PSB units, where all the services would be 
purchased between the units, thus mak-
ing the production more cost-effective 
and the system more accountable.”24 

The Corporation, however, was never es-
tablished. This is partly due to obstruction 
by political parties, given that the estab-

lishment of the Corporation would have 
eventually led to the creation of a unified 
system, with minimal possibility for politi-
cal or economic influence. However, resis-
tance to its establishment is also present 
on the part of the two entity-level broad-
casters. Given the redistribution of earn-
ings envisaged by the Corporation, it is 
neither in the interest of RTVFBiH nor of 
RTRS, who would both lose a significant 
segment of the revenues from advertis-
ing they earned through the transfers to 
BHRT. 

Moreover, the ownership of equipment 
would be with the Corporation, which is 
also not in the interest of the individual 
broadcasters, particularly those that are 
better equipped. In effect, the PSB system 
was never truly established in its envis-
aged form – instead, the three broadcast-
ers act like competitors rather than part-
ners who belong to the same organiza-
tional structure.

 
The dysfunctional organizational struc-
ture is directly linked to the failure to ful-
ly implement the legal framework that 
was introduced in 2002 by OHR.25 A brief 
analysis of the key elements of the legal 
framework shows that BiH suffers from 
all the ills democratizing societies in the 
region and in Europe suffer from: con-
stant changes in the laws and incom-
plete implementation of laws and rules 
in accordance with the interests of ruling 
elites and other influential groups. There 
is evidently a high level of informality in 
the current implementation of the legal 
framework for PSB in the country, and 
selective implementation of only those 
provisions that are acceptable to particu-
lar influential interests, to the detriment 
of society as a whole. Consequently, this 
failure to implement laws and rules trans-
lates into a number of problems, includ-
ing a dysfunctional funding model, a lack 
of independence and the politicization of 
PSB. 



4

3. A BROKEN FUNDING MODEL

The very existence of PSBs in Bosnia has 
been put into question recently due to ex-
treme financial hardship and an inability 
to agree on a functional funding model. 
Revenues of PSBs (consisting of a monthly 
license fee levied on all households, ad-
vertising revenues, and income from oth-
er sources such as rental of equipment) 
have been decreasing across the board 
and BHRT and RTVFBIH have been heavily 
in debt since at least 2011.26 

The redistribution of income among the 
three broadcasters which was envisioned 
by the legal framework simply doesn’t 
occur in practice. The laws stipulate that 
50% of advertising revenues and license 
fee income will be allocated to BHRT, 
while 25% will go to each entity broad-
caster. In practice, RTVFBiH’s advertis-
ing revenues far outweigh those of the 
other two broadcasters and it is simply 
not in their interest to redistribute these 
revenues to the other broadcasters. Ac-
cording to the CRA analysis of the broad-
casting market in BiH in 2013, RTVFBIH 
earned 63% of advertising revenues with-
in the PSB system, while BHRT and RTRS 
received only 19% and 18% respectively. 27 
The failure to establish the joint Corpora-
tion means that there are no mechanisms 
for proper collection and management of 
PSB revenues. 

The second problem has to do with the 
inability to collect license fees at a sus-
tainable level. The model of license fee 
funding collected via landline telephone 
bills officially expired in June 2016,28 and 
a draft law to adopt the European model 
of funding of direct taxation has yet to be 
voted on.29 Yet collection rates have been 
dropping radically for the past two years,30 
in part due to inefficiencies in collection, 
as well as boycotts led by various political 
parties.31 The CRA has explicitly criticized 
PSB management for their failure to use 

effectively all available means to increase 
collection of the license fee.32 The inabil-
ity to pass an adequate legal framework 
to replace the now obsolete model of col-
lection of license fees and the resulting 
near-collapse of BHRT has been deemed 
by the European Broadcasting Union to 
be in direct contravention of the proto-
cols for BiH’s EU accession.33 The Amster-
dam Treaty considers the system of pub-
lic broadcasting as “directly related to the 
democratic, social and cultural needs of 
each society” and states that countries 
acceding to the EU must “provide for the 
funding of public service broadcasting … 
for the fulfilment of the public service re-
mit.”34

None of the above funding problems 
could have persisted for such a long time 
had there not been strong political inter-
ests in their perpetuation. Namely, there 
is a continuous boycott of payment of the 
license fee by leading politicians, most 
notably among the Bosnian Croat political 
leadership, but also in the RS.35 Leading 
Croat politicians have used non-payment 
of the license fee as a means to achieve 
their objective of introducing a separate 
Croat language channel within RTVFBiH 
– a request strongly opposed by the Bos-
niak political leadership as well as by a 
large part of the public and the academic 
community. 

Ultimately, financial instability is a major 
factor leading to the compromised inde-
pendence of the PSBs in BiH. In the RS, a 
recently passed amendment to the RTV 
law36 allowed RTRS to seek budget funds 
from the entity government if it came 
up short. Some see this as an attempt 
to ‘emancipate’ RTRS from the national 
broadcasting system completely,37 though 
it could also be interpreted as a survival 
mechanism in the face of financial crisis. 
Links between control and government 
funding can be seen in the Federation 
in the case of government-funded local 
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broadcasters on a cantonal and municipal 
level, as well as the direct funding of two 
entity news agencies, SRNA and FENA, 
which has led to a “grip of government 
over the media sector.”38 

4. POLITICIZATION OF PSB

Institutional instability and financial woes 
make the PSB system in BiH vulnerable 
to direct political interference when it 
comes to the appointment of managing 
boards, editors and even journalists. Ob-
servers of BiH’s media system worry that 
politicians hold too much power over key 
nominations and dismissals of the manag-
ing boards of the PSBs.39 There are fears 
that appointments are now completely in 
the hands of the legislative bodies. Legal-
ly, Board members cannot belong to a po-
litical party or hold legislative, executive, 
or judicial power,40 though they are often 
people who are closely aligned to politi-
cal parties. As a consequence, the 2016 
IREX report stated that while the indepen-
dence of PSB “is formally ensured […] po-
liticization continues to poison appoint-
ments to managerial positions at the en-
tity’s public broadcasters.”41 PSB steering 
boards are “known to be influenced polit-
ically in the wake of many scandals con-
cerning nominations and resignations.”42

Political influence on editorial policy is 
visible in links between parties and edi-
tors and journalists. The 2015 Alterna-
tive Report on BiH’s EU Progress warned 
of a worrying level of political influence 
over PSB.43 Allegedly, political parties un-
officially have a say in the appointment 
of the editors.44 Moreover, the Program 
Council, which should ultimately repre-
sent citizens in the co-creation of edito-
rial policy, has been marginalized in the 
RTRS and entirely maligned in the RTVF-
BIH and BHRT.45 The overt political influ-
ence translates into editorial policy and a 
lack of critical programming. Political of-

ficials are often used as sources for pri-
metime news, with little critical reflec-
tion on their claims. Local media analysts 
point to the large amounts of airtime 
provided for leading political parties in 
comparison to the opposition voices as a 
key example of its use as a governmen-
tal mouthpiece.46 This has the effect of 
narrowing “the range of opinion in both 
entities,”47 which in practice means that 
PSBs are not fulfilling their obligation to 
provide political pluralism48. Physical at-
tacks and threats against journalists have 
been growing in the past year, accompa-
nied by increasing reports of self-censor-
ship and aversion to covering potentially 
problematic issues. 49

5. EDITORIAL POLICY AND 
DIVERSITY

The ethnic power-sharing arrangement of 
Bosnian politics is reflected in the mana-
gerial structures, staffing, and editorial 
principles of the PSB system, which are 
meant to ensure equal representation of 
the three constituent peoples and minori-
ties. The CRA requires that public radio 
and TV stations establish Editorial Coun-
cils which should reflect the ethnic, cul-
tural, and religious character of their audi-
ence.50 Programming is also legally meant 
to reflect the needs, languages, and cul-
tures of all constituent peoples and mi-
norities,51 however there are no “quotas 
for each of the constituent peoples and 
ethnic minorities’’52 and the legal frame-
work does not contain a clear provision 
and obligation to offer programs related 
to national minorities.53 The focus on the 
three constituent peoples has essentially 
edged out any regard for ethnic, religious, 
sexual and any other minorities. For ex-
ample, the LGBT population is entirely ig-
nored by public media,54 Roma are rep-
resented by the public broadcasters in a 
‘sensationalist and biased’ way, while eth-
nic minorities are underrepresented.55 
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6. DIGITALIZATION OF 
BROADCASTING, NEW MEDIA, & 
MODERNIZATION

The digitalization of public broadcasting 
in BiH has lagged behind the rest of Eu-
rope, which switched off analogue signals 
in 2015. Although the Strategy on Digital 
Switch-Over was adopted in 2009 and the 
first deadline for transition to a digital sig-
nal was set to 2011, implementation was 
delayed for years56 after several failed 
public tenders for equipment. The first 
phase of installation was finally complet-
ed by the end of October 2016,57 and a call 
for tenders for the second phase was put 
out in March 2017. The second phase in-
volves the procurement, installation, and 
testing of equipment that would digitalize 
more hubs in BiH and connect the country 
with its neighbors – the job is meant to be 
finished by early 2018.58 However, experts 
are skeptical it will be finalized.59 Digital 
switchover also requires digital receivers, 
different production equipment, and an 
entirely new approach to programming 
and production, which most PSBs do not 
have – BHT and FTV continue to rely on 
obsolete TV production equipment.60 

The process was slowed by political ob-
structions and a lack of accountability to 
the public by the elected leaders, accord-
ing to Emir Vajzović, former general secre-
tary of the DTT Forum.61 The lack of a joint 
Corporation meant that equipment was in 
the possession of each broadcaster62 and 
this fragmented the process. The insti-
tutionalized lack of accountability to the 
public arguably created an atmosphere in 
which the benefits of digitalization were 
never clearly articulated or pushed for 
by ruling politicians. In sum, the failure of 
digitalization was the collateral damage of 
dysfunctional public institutions.

New media platforms, such as cable and 
Internet protocol television (IPTV), on-
line media, and social media platforms 

are reaching BiH, with many private print 
magazines turning solely to online. Mobile 
phone penetration in BiH has been rising, 
reaching 87.85% by 2014.63 According to 
the Internet World Statistics, at the end of 
2015, there were 2,628,846 Internet us-
ers, a 68.1% penetration. The same source 
suggests 1,400,000 Facebook users on Jun 
30/16, or 46.1% penetration rate.64 

However, television remains the main 
source of news in BiH – a 2016 EBU in-
fographic demonstrated that Bosnians 
watch the most television in Europe – on 
average 5 hours and 4 minutes a day.65 
Hence, PSBs in BIH still rely on the idea 
of a traditional public and use traditional 
channels in order to communicate with 
them. The focus on delayed digitalization 
has arguably distracted PSBs from ques-
tions of modernization in the domain of 
production, internal re-structuration and 
the introduction of new forms of gover-
nance, use of a variety of new communi-
cation channels (including social media), 
introduction of new services, and online 
presence in general.66 Only RTRS has be-
gun construction on a digital studio, and 
the trend of integrated newsrooms (which 
blur the distinction between media such 
as radio, TV, and online content) has not 
begun in Bosnia. All three broadcasters 
have only started investing in their on-
line presence, although their websites are 
ranked quite low in the country. Meeting 
these challenges is crucial for the sustain-
ability of PSBs in the modern age, main-
taining their appeal to youth, and enhanc-
ing their legitimacy as public institutions.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

The question of public broadcasting in 
BiH lacks true public debate and as a re-
sult lacks collective legitimacy. The import 
of a foreign model has evidently failed, 
while the lack of incentive for local elites 
to foster independent public media leads 
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to politicization and selective implemen-
tation of laws, PSBs’ lack of collective le-
gitimacy, an unsustainable funding model, 
institutional inertia within public broad-
casting institutions, and an inability for 
PSBs to adapt to new technological inno-
vations. BiH’s malfunctioning PSB system 
mirrors its low levels of democratic values 
and practices.67 The lack of international 
pressure and low involvement of the EU 
in PSB in BiH means a lack of external in-
centive for local elites to foster indepen-
dent public media. The internal gover-
nance of public media needs substantial 
reforms. With reference to the Council of 
Europe’s recommendations,68 BiH’s PSBs 

must first obtain independence from the 
government if they are to serve their role 
properly. 

A collective deliberation on what and who 
Public Service Broadcasting in BiH is for 
is necessary for any hope of successfully 
achieving its aims in the future. Uncritical-
ly supporting the continued existence of 
PSBs in their current form without ques-
tioning their function is not enough.69 
Ending the “vicious cycle” of a lack of 
funding and political will require redefin-
ing the role of public broadcasting by lis-
tening not only to politicians, but to the 
voices of the public.70 
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