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Introduction

Bosnia and Herzegovina, often abbreviated as BiH, is a country that has long been
overlooked by expats seeking a European relocation. Yet, those who take the leap
soon discover a nation of immense beauty and cultural depth, nestled in the heart of
the Western Balkans. With its dramatic mountains, charming Ottoman-era towns, and
vibrant multicultural cities, Bosnia and Herzegovina offers an experience unlike any
other in Europe—one rooted in both tradition and transformation.

For many expats, the initial allure of Bosnia and Herzegovina stems from its
affordability. The cost of living is considerably lower than that in Western Europe,
allowing your resources to stretch surprisingly far. From the thriving café culture of
Sarajevo to the peaceful riverbanks of Mostar, daily expenses—from rent to groceries
and dining out—are budget-friendly without sacrificing quality of life. Moreover, the
country’s flat income tax rates are among the lowest on the continent, a fact that
appeals both to remote workers and entrepreneurs seeking favorable tax conditions.

Yet, Bosnia and Herzegovina offers much more than just practicality. The country’s
storied past is woven into every aspect of everyday life, from its architectural
treasures—Ilike the iconic Stari Most bridge in Mostar and Sarajevo’s mosaic of
religious buildings—to the living memory of its recent history. This patchwork of
influences, spanning Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and Slavic roots, is reflected in
everything from local customs to cuisine. Expats often find themselves embraced by
welcoming communities keen to share their traditions and stories, offering a rich
immersion into a distinctive way of life.

Of course, relocating to Bosnia and Herzegovina presents its own set of challenges.
The complex administrative structure, language barriers, and evolving infrastructure
require newcomers to be patient and adaptable. Navigating the intricacies of obtaining
visas, registering with local authorities, or accessing healthcare can be daunting at
first. However, those willing to invest the time to understand local procedures and
engage with the community are invariably rewarded with a smoother transition and a
deeper sense of belonging.

This book, "Living in Bosnia and Herzegovina: A Guide for Expats," was created to
support newcomers through every stage of their relocation journey. Whether you are
considering a move, in the process of settling in, or already an established resident
seeking insights and tips, this guide is tailored to address your most pressing
questions and concerns. You'll find detailed information on practical topics like
housing, work, healthcare, schooling, and daily living, as well as cultural insights,
safety advice, and success stories from fellow expats.
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Ultimately, this guide aims to empower you not only to adapt but to truly thrive in your
new home. Bosnia and Herzegovina is a place where the pace of life invites you to
slow down, appreciate the present, and build lasting connections. As you turn the
following pages, you'll discover how to navigate the challenges—and embrace the
countless rewards—of life in this beautiful, resilient, and welcoming country. Welcome
to your Bosnian adventure.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Bosnia and
Herzegovina: Geography, History, and Culture

Bosnia and Herzegovina, a nation often shortened to BiH, is a captivating tapestry
woven from diverse geographical features, a complex and rich history, and a unique
multicultural fabric. For expats considering a move to this corner of the Balkans,
gaining a foundational understanding of these elements is not merely an academic
exercise, but a crucial step towards a smoother and more enriching experience. This
country, situated in the western Balkans, is largely landlocked, though it proudly
boasts a narrow, 20-kilometer (12-mile) stretch of coastline along the Adriatic Sea,
surrounding the town of Neum.

The landscape of Bosnia and Herzegovina is predominantly mountainous, dominated
by the Dinaric Alps, which run in a northwest-southeast direction. This dramatic terrain
shapes much of the country's character, offering breathtaking vistas and a plethora of
outdoor activities. While the larger region of Bosnia occupies the northern and central
parts of the country, characterized by a moderate continental climate with hot
summers and cold, snowy winters, Herzegovina, the smaller southern region, enjoys a
Mediterranean climate and is largely composed of rocky hills and flat farmland. This
geographical distinction also subtly influences regional cultures and ways of life. Close
to 50% of the country is forested, particularly in the central, eastern, and western
parts of Bosnia, contributing to its stunning natural beauty.

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s administrative structure is famously complex, a direct result
of its intricate history and diverse ethnic composition. The country is divided into two
primary entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) and the Republika
Srpska (RS), along with the self-governing Brcko District. This division, established by
the Dayton Agreement in 1995, means that each entity possesses a significant degree
of autonomy, with its own legislature, government, and president, which impacts
various administrative and tax procedures. For instance, the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina is further decentralized into ten cantons, each with its own government,
while the Republika Srpska operates under a more centralized system. Understanding
this multifaceted governance is key to navigating life as an expat.

The capital city, Sarajevo, is not only the largest urban center but also the political,
financial, social, and cultural heart of Bosnia and Herzegovina. It's a city renowned for
its long history of religious and cultural diversity, earning it the moniker "Jerusalem of
Europe" or "Jerusalem of the Balkans." Here, it is not uncommon to find a mosque,
Catholic church, Eastern Orthodox church, and synagogue within the same
neighborhood, a powerful testament to centuries of coexistence. Other significant
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cities for expats include Banja Luka, the capital of Republika Srpska, and Mostar,
famous for its iconic Old Bridge (Stari Most). These cities, each with its own distinct
charm, offer varying experiences and cultural nuances.

The history of Bosnia and Herzegovina is a deep and often turbulent narrative,
reflecting centuries of shifting empires and cultural influences. Permanent settlements
in the region date back to the Neolithic Age, with lllyrian and Celtic tribes inhabiting
the area in early historical periods. Christianity arrived in the 1st century, and by the
4th century, the region was part of the Western Roman Empire, followed by Germanic
tribes and then Slavs in the 6th century. These early Slavic settlers are the ancestors
of many of today's inhabitants. The medieval Banate of Bosnia was established in the
12th century, evolving into the Kingdom of Bosnia in the 14th century, which enjoyed
a period of virtual autonomy.

A pivotal moment in Bosnian history arrived in 1463 with the annexation of Bosnia into
the Ottoman Empire, initiating over 400 years of Ottoman rule. This era brought
profound changes to the political and administrative systems and introduced Islam to
the region, significantly altering the cultural and social landscape. The Ottoman legacy
is still profoundly visible in the architecture, cuisine, and cultural practices across the
country, particularly in cities like Sarajevo, with its historic Bascarsija (Old Town) and
numerous mosques. Mostar, too, showcases strong Ottoman influences, especially
around its famous bridge.

In 1878, following the defeat of the Ottomans, Bosnia and Herzegovina came under
the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. This period, lasting until World War I,
brought Western European architectural styles and administrative practices, further
contributing to the country’s unique blend of Eastern and Western influences.
Sarajevo, for example, displays a fascinating blend of Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian
architecture, giving it a distinct charm. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand
in Sarajevo in 1914 was a pivotal event that triggered World War I, irrevocably linking
the city to global history.

After World War I, Bosnia and Herzegovina was incorporated into the newly created
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, which later became Yugoslavia. During World
War Il, it was briefly part of the Independent State of Croatia. Following the war, it
became a constituent republic of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,
achieving its current borders. The dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s,
however, led to a devastating war in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995. This
conflict resulted in significant loss of life and massive displacement, leaving lasting
scars on the nation and its people. The internationally brokered Dayton Accords in
1995 finally brought an end to the war, establishing the complex political structure
that exists today.

The cultural heritage of Bosnia and Herzegovina is as rich and diverse as its history.
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It's a land where influences from Islamic, Orthodox, Jewish, and Catholic traditions
have converged and coexisted for centuries. This multiculturalism is evident in
everything from its architecture to its festivals, music, and cuisine. Traditional crafts,
such as coppersmithing in Sarajevo and woodcarving in Konjic, continue to thrive,
preserving age-old techniques and artistic expressions. The country also boasts a
vibrant literary heritage, with notable writers and poets contributing to its cultural
landscape.

The official languages of Bosnia and Herzegovina are Bosnian, Serbian, and Croatian,
all of which are mutually intelligible and based on the Shtokavian dialect of Serbo-
Croatian. While there are minor differences, primarily in vocabulary and the
prevalence of certain loanwords, speakers of one can generally understand the others.
Bosnian, for instance, has more Arabic, Turkish, and Persian loanwords due to its
historical Islamic ties. Both Latin and Cyrillic alphabets are in use, reflecting the
diverse cultural backgrounds within the country. For expats, while English is becoming
more common among younger generations, learning a few phrases in Bosnian,
Serbian, or Croatian can significantly enhance daily interactions and deepen cultural
appreciation.

The local currency is the Convertible Mark (BAM), locally abbreviated as KM. The BAM
is pegged to the Euro at a fixed exchange rate of approximately 1.95 BAM to 1 EUR,
providing a degree of stability and predictability for financial transactions. This peg
means that the value of the Convertible Mark is directly tied to the Euro, which can be
reassuring for expats accustomed to stable currencies. Banknotes are issued in
various denominations, and while fening coins exist, they are less commonly used in
everyday transactions.

Cities like Mostar and Banja Luka offer their own unique cultural experiences. Mostar,
with its iconic Stari Most, is a UNESCO World Heritage site and a powerful symbol of
reconciliation and coexistence. Its cultural identity has been shaped by lllyrian,
Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman, and Austro-Hungarian influences, evident in its
architecture, cuisine, and traditions. The city is also known for its religious diversity,
with mosques, Catholic, and Orthodox churches standing side by side. Banja Luka, the
second largest city, is a blend of impressive architecture, parks, and a vibrant social
scene. It too has a rich history, with traces of Roman, Ottoman, and Austro-Hungarian
influences visible throughout the city. The Kastel Fortress, dating back to Roman
times, stands as a testament to Banja Luka's long past.

Bosnian culture is characterized by warmth and generosity, and locals are generally
welcoming to foreigners. The pace of life is often described as calmer and more
focused on social connections and shared meals, encouraging a greater appreciation
for the present moment. While Bosnians tend to favor a direct communication style,
showing negative emotions in public is generally considered inappropriate. Respect for
elders is deeply ingrained in the culture, and family plays a central role in most
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people's lives. This blend of hospitality, a rich historical tapestry, and stunning natural
beauty creates a truly distinctive environment for expats to explore and enjoy.
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