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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
This brief outlines international policy 
towards Bosnia and Herzegovina over 
recent years, and then draws a 
comparison with wider lessons for post-
conflict stabilisation emerging from 
cross-national empirical research.  
 
How can we interpret any substantive 
differences between practitioners and 
academics? The historical record shows 
that practitioners, typically diplomats, 
have tended to view Bosnia as a political 
problem requiring a political solution. 
However, the empirical evidence does 
not support any link between the level of 
democratic governance and the 
likelihood of reversion to conflict; on the 
other hand, a strong link is visible 
between both economic growth and 
international peacekeeping and the risk 
of instability.  
 
The argument is made here that 
policymakers should reassess the 
overwhelming political focus to 
interventions in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and, not least in times of 
economic crisis, develop an economic as 
well as political exit strategy.  
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“2009: Year of the Western Balkans…” (Olli Rehn, 23 October 2008) 
“People in the Balkans face a stark choice this year…” (Olli Rehn, 28 January 2008)  
“This year will be crucial for the stability of…the entire region”(Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, 17 January 
2007) 
“2006…a crucial year for the Balkans” (US Department of State Press release, 16 June 2006) 
“2005 will be a crucial year for the Balkans” (Erhard Busek, 31 October 2004).1 
 
 
Many commentators will recognise the sense of déjà vu conveyed by the above quotations, not least 
in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, arguably mired in political stagnation.2 In an effort to shed 
new light on this state of affairs, this policy brief outlines international policy towards Bosnia3, and 
then draws a comparison with wider lessons for post-conflict stabilisation emerging from academic 
research. Are there any substantive differences between practitioners and academics and, if so, what 
conclusions can be drawn?  
 
This brief shows that while practitioners typically stress (political) grievances or ‘motivation’ for the 
conflict in Bosnia, emerging academic research offers an explanation of conflict that focuses on ease 
of breakout or ‘feasibility’. The empirical evidence does not support any link between the level of 
democratic governance and the likelihood of reversion to conflict; on the other hand, a link is visible 
between both economic growth and international peacekeeping and the risk of instability. So, the 
argument is made here that the European Union (EU) and international community (IC) should 
reassess the political focus to its interventions in the country, and, not least in times of economic 
crisis, examine what more can be done to promote economic development4.  
 
The different stages of International intervention in Bosnia 
 
International intervention in Bosnia can be divided into several distinct, if overlapping, phases. In the 
first phase following the Dayton General Framework Agreement for Peace (GFAP), military 
stabilisation by the NATO-led Implementation Force (IFOR) was combined with a multi-billion 
dollar housing and infrastructure reconstruction programme led by the World Bank and the European 
Union. Since 1996, there have been a number of reductions in international troop levels; the EU’s 
ALTHEA military operation now comprises less than 2,000 troops in theatre.  
 
A second phase focused on enforcing some of the human rights granted at Dayton, particularly the 
right to return to pre-war homes for refugees and internally displaced persons. Largely with this in 
mind, the 1997 Bonn Peace Implementation Conference signalled its assent to the High 
Representative (HR) adopting special powers to implement legislation and remove obstructive public 
officials. Milestones include the 2000 Bosnian Constitutional Court decision addressing the 
constitutional rights of the so-called ‘minority nationals’ in either Entity and the 2002 Mrakovica-
Sarajevo agreement on the decision’s implementation. 
 
The wind down of this phase was marked by the symbolic millionth return announced by UNHCR in 
September 2004. 

                                                 
1  Website references for quotations (correct at time of publication):  
 http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/08/556&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en 
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/jan/28/kosovo.world;  
 http://www.mfa.gov.yu/Bilteni/Engleski/b180107_e.html#N5; 
 http://www.america.gov/st/washfile-english/2006/June/20060616123756MVyelwarC9.812564e-02.html; 
 http://www.voanews.com. 
2  See, for instance, International Crisis Group report no. 198, p. 2 (9 March 2009).  
3  For reasons of stylistic simplicity in English, we use the term ‘Bosnia’ to refer to ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina’ more 

generally.  
4  For simplicity, the EU and IC are referred to more or less interchangeably in the text. 
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Since around 2000, a third – evolving - phase has seen the Office of the High Representative (OHR) 
and IC make use of the Bonn powers and contradictions within the GFAP’s Annex 4 (thus the 
country’s Constitution) to promote a strengthened, effective and democratic Bosnian state. HR 
Petritsch (1999-2002) combined efforts to strengthen central institutions with an understanding that 
local ownership of, and responsibility for, these reforms was key to giving institutions ‘political’ life. 
In addition, in 2002 the country became a member of the Council of Europe.  
 
HR Lord Ashdown (2002-2006) added to the political vision of ‘finality’ following the 1990s conflict 
by explicitly linking the OHR’s exit strategy to EU and NATO membership. To this end, a high tempo 
of reform to strengthen state institutions led to an upsurge in the use of the Bonn powers. The intrusive 
nature of the HR’s powers, and the forthright manner in which they were sometimes used, attracted 
criticism from some quarters, a consensus emerging that Bosnia could not be ‘imposed’ into the EU.  
 
However, HR Schwarz-Schilling’s effort (2006-2007) to revitalise a ‘local ownership’ exit strategy 
was viewed as a failure by the IC, as it became clear that Bosnian politicians were not going to meet 
expectations on reform, including police reform and full ICTY cooperation, to allow for OHR closure 
and the country’s eventual transformation into a regular potential EU candidate country.  
 
More recently, an exit strategy has been formalised and conditioned on progress on the ground (the so-
called 5+2 objectives/conditions for OHR closure as outlined by the Peace Implementation Council 
(PIC) in February 2008). Since the PIC announced its objective to close the OHR in 2006, the reduced 
credibility of the Bonn powers has meant that their use has been in practice circumscribed, with 
former HR Lajcak (2007-2008) pithily characterising his position as “riding a dead horse”.  
 
In addition, since late 2005 constitutional reform has emerged onto the IC agenda, as a way consistent 
with local ownership to unblock progress towards IC objectives. Notwithstanding the 2008 ‘Prud 
agreement’ between the leaders of three key political parties on constitutional and other reforms 
necessary to meet EU obligations, reform itself has proved elusive.  
 
 
Empirical research on post-conflict stabilisation 
 
The academic literature on post-conflict stabilisation in Bosnia, Kosovo and elsewhere is a burgeoning 
one. Bosnia fits neatly into a broader post-Cold war debate on how the IC responds to ‘failed states’ 
that are exporters of instability and often violators of their citizens’ human rights. One of the more 
recent innovations in the academic literature is empirical research that investigates both the causes of 
conflict and a return to conflict in (post-conflict) states. This is in contrast to the case study approach 
that makes up the bulk of post-war literature on Bosnia.5  
 
In this brief, we examine recently published empirical research by Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler and 
Måns Söderbom into risks to post-conflict stability. The authors use statistical models to test various 
factors that are purported to impact on the risk of reversion to conflict, using a data set comprising a 
sample of 44 post-conflict countries.6 In the sections that follow, the key explanatory factors affecting 
risk of reversion to conflict are highlighted and a comparison drawn with IC policies adopted in 
Bosnia.  
 

                                                 
5  See, for instance, Simon Chesterman, You, the People (OUP, 2005) for a book-length study on post-conflict stabilisation. 

Of the many case study approaches to post-conflict stabilisation in Bosnia see, for instance, Sumantra Bose, Bosnia after 
Dayton: Nationalist Partition and International Intervention (Oxford University Press, 2002).  

6  Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler and Måns Söderbom, Post-Conflict Risks, Journal of Peace Research, 45 (2008) 4. This 
article is popularised in Paul Collier's book War, Guns and Votes (Harper Collins, 2009). This brief draws 
interchangeably on both works.  
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While it is beyond the scope of this brief to engage in a detailed methodological discussion on the 
empirical research itself, a few points of caution are in order. First, post-conflict stabilisation and 
‘Europeanisation’ (the process of approximation to EU standards) are related but distinct 
phenomena. Factors that impact on the former may or may not hold for the latter, and visa versa. 
Here we investigate just post-conflict stability. Of course, this partially reflects the availability of 
empirical research. But the post-conflict perspective is a valuable one in its own right: the 1992-5 
conflict is still a defining factor, and risk of state breakup is one of the foremost IC concerns. 
Second, the empirical research focuses on factors that can be measured across all countries in the 
researchers’ data set. So, the various idiosyncrasies of each country are typically not captured; 
neither are more nebulous factors such as political leadership. Third, rigid application of general 
statistical findings to a specific case would be an error of interpretation (the ecological fallacy). In 
summary, then, the empirical results herein are not presented in a prescriptive sense but rather as 
food for thought on current IC policy.  
 
International Peacekeeping 
 
Collier, Hoeffler and Söderbom find that expenditure on international peacekeepers strongly and 
significantly reduces the risk that a post-conflict situation will revert to war. To allow for a more 
intuitive understanding of this effect, the authors construct a ‘typical’ post-conflict country aping the 
mean characteristics of the sample countries. In this case, the cumulative ten-year risk of reversion to 
conflict is around 40 per cent. All other things remaining equal, an annual expenditure of $100m on 
peacekeepers reduces this risk to approximately 17 per cent.  
 
The IC has delivered on international peacekeeping. At its peak in 1995/6, there were approximately 
54,000 peacekeeping troops in Bosnia. In 2004, just the common costs for the initially 6,300 strong 
ALTHEA operation stood at €71.7m. Peacekeeping tends to be expensive and unpopular, with 
contributing countries under constant pressure to reevaluate contributions. Interestingly, then, the 
authors demonstrate that France’s ‘over the horizon’ informal security guarantees to Francophone 
areas of West and Central Africa in the second half of the 20th century did succeed in reducing the 
risk of conflict. With the end to the EU's ALTHEA operation on the horizon, could a credible 
security guarantee be offered to Bosnia?  
 
Economic influences 
 
The authors show that absolute levels of per capital income and the rate of economic growth are 
important influences on risk of conflict reversion. Taking the same example of the typical post-
conflict state, an initial level of income twice the sample mean reduces the decade-risk of conflict 
from 40 to 31 per cent. Holding all other factors constant, the typical state with an economy growing 
at 10 per cent a year over the decade reduces the risk of conflict to 27 per cent (the effect of growth 
itself and the cumulative income effect).  
 
By the wretched standards of post-conflict countries Bosnia comes out favourably, with per capita 
income at $3,800 (2007) and growth rates averaging around 6 per cent since 2000. But could it do 
better? Since 2000 the growth rate has been in line with that in other ex-Yugoslav republics, while in 
absolute terms the Bosnian economy underperforms regional counterparts. For instance, GDP per 
capita (2007) in Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro was $13,200, $5,477 and $5,740 respectively. In the 
same year, unemployment in Bosnia was around 30 per cent (with low labour market participation), 
as against 19 per cent in Serbia and 10 per cent in Croatia. In 2007, 16 per cent of Bosnian citizens 
were defined as living in poverty, as against 8 per cent in Serbia. Bosnia ranks 109 in the world as an 
investment destination, compared to 62, 72 and 93 for Montenegro, Croatia and Serbia respectively.7  

                                                 
7 GDP per capita statistics available from www.imf.org, unemployment figures from www.ilo.org. Figures on poverty 

available from UNDP Bosnia and Serbia websites. Business competitiveness statistics from the World Economic 
Forum (http://www.weforum.org/pdf/GCR09/GCR20092010fullrankings.pdf).  
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So, were Bosnia to increase its growth rate (high growth not being uncommon amongst post-conflict 
countries) and narrow the economic gap with its neighbours, the risk of instability would likely be 
further reduced. By the same token, the dramatic falls in economic output associated with the current 
crisis may pose wider risks for stability. 
 
Arguably, fostering economic growth is an area where the IC has come up short. There have been 
successes, such as large post-war aid transfers, the creation of a single Indirect Taxation Authority, 
broad macroeconomic stability and a stable financial sector. However, the institutional and legislative 
economic and business environment remains a work in progress (see annual European Commission 
Progress reports). Privatisation, despite close IC interest, has mirrored the criminalised process 
witnessed in other transition economies. The public sector remains too large. The IC commitment to 
economic growth has often been largely rhetorical (see, for instance, the OHR’s 2002 ‘Jobs and 
Justice’ slogan), with political capital instead focused on political themes such police reform and 
ICTY cooperation. The EU has also disappointed – in 2007 just €50m were disbursed under the 
Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA), below the €62m allocated for 2007, a sum that 
compares unfavourably with the assistance that was made available to recent EU member states during 
the accession process8.  
 
Time 
 
The authors show that the risk of conflict persists over time. As we have seen, the decade-long risk of 
reversion to conflict is, at around 40 per cent, pronounced. This risk persists, but declines, over longer 
time periods. The basic point is that Bosnia remains a post-conflict country; it has not entered an 
exclusively Europeanisation phase.  
 
Ethnic diversity 
 
Surprisingly, the authors find no relationship between higher levels of ethnic diversity and risk of 
reversion to conflict. In the opinion of the author, this finding is open to challenge on methodological 
grounds.9 The researchers do, however, cite another study that sheds light on ethnic politics in Bosnia. 
Namely, recent evidence suggests that in ethnically divided societies electoral competition is not 
associated with the emergence of moderate parties heading for the centre ground, but rather 
polarisation and a ‘race to the bottom’ amongst extremists.10 This is a recognisable picture in the 
country and suggests that, even where there is a case to call certain politicians to account, it may be 
wishful thinking to identify the selfsame individuals as barriers to political stability; rather, political 
extremism is a general tendency of ethnically divided societies with electoral competition.  
 
Republika Srpska (RS) Prime Minister Dodik is a case in point: a ‘darling’ of the IC while the hard-
line Srpska Demokratska Stranka held sway in the RS, since 2005 Dodik has progressively adopted a 
series of policies and views that have attempted to reverse some of the state-building reforms since 
2000 and has on occasion questioned the integrity of the Dayton accords, earning the ire of many in 
the IC. However, as HR Lajcak conceded towards the end of his term, Dodik represents an ‘authentic 
political force’ and one should avoid ‘demonising’ him.11  
 

                                                 
8  http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=156&document_ID=66 
9  The ‘ethnic fractionalisation’ measure used in this research is arguably flawed. See Posner, “Measuring Ethnic 

Fractionalization in Africa”, American Journal of Political Science, 48 (2004) 4.  
10  See P. Vicente and L. Wantchekon, “Clientalism and Vote Buying: Lessons from Field Experiments in Africa”, draft 

submitted to Oxford Economic Policy Review (November 2008).  
11  http://www.ohr.int/ohr-dept/presso/pressi/default.asp?content_id=43086 
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Political design 
 
The authors find no statistical link between the quality of democratic governance and risk of conflict 
reversion. This is a pity – since the immediate post-war period governance standards in Bosnia have 
modestly improved.12 Gallingly, the authors do find that severely autocratic polities tend to have a 
dramatically lower risk of reversion to conflict than less repressive ones (25 per cent versus 70 per 
cent respectively in the case of our sample country). Furthermore, the research shows that post-
conflict elections tend not to lower but rather shift the risk of reversion to conflict; that is, in the year 
before an election the risk of violence is sharply reduced, while in the year following an election the 
risk level shoots upwards.  
 
It is important to correctly interpret these findings. The results do not (and cannot) suggest that 
democratisation is not an important end in itself, and an integral part of EU accession criteria. 
However, when it comes to tackling the underlying roots of conflict, the findings are instructive. 
First, the early emphasis in Bosnia on elections was probably misplaced, under post-conflict 
conditions elections tend to displace rather than reduce underlying risk. Second, the IC focus on 
state-building i.e. building a strengthened, effective and democratic state apparatus is unlikely to be 
sufficient by itself to tackle underlying conflict. Thirdly, while any forthcoming OHR closure once 
the 5+2 objectives/conditions are deemed implemented may bring the country closer to EU 
membership, this should not be confused with ‘progress’ in the sense of bringing greater stability to 
the country – there is no empirical evidence in support of such a link.13  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This brief challenges existing perspectives on Bosnia. First, it popularises new findings from cross-
national quantitative research. While the empirical evidence has its own limitations, it is a useful 
complement to the case studies that form the bulk of scholarship and commentary on Bosnia, and the 
biases they can sometimes entail.  
 
Second, practitioners, typically diplomats, have (perhaps unsurprisingly) tended to view Bosnia as a 
political problem requiring a political solution. The empirical research instead suggests that we 
should resist seeing risks to post-conflict states solely in terms of political ‘motivation’ but also 
address the ‘feasibility’ of conflict breakout.  
 
There are a number of points to take from the ‘feasibility’ approach. To begin, post conflict risks to 
stability tend to persist for decades. So, the likelihood is that Bosnia will remain a post-conflict 
society for some time, regardless of the fate of the OHR. The EU accession process needs to be 
adapted to take this into account as best it can (not least in terms of additional financing for 
economic development).  
 
Next, while a strengthened, effective and democratic Bosnian state may be an EU requirement and a 
worthy intrinsic goal, the evidence suggests that in itself this will not bring stability. We should thus 
exercise caution when linking progress towards EU membership (say, on the 5+2 objec-
tives/conditions) with greater political stability. We should also resist the temptation to see Bosnia as 

                                                 
12  The World Bank’s Country Policy and Institutional Assessment Indication (CPIA) tracks a useful range of governance 

indicators including the rule of law, control of corruption, regulatory quality, government effectiveness, voice and 
accountability and political stability. This is the data source for the Collier, Hoeffler and Söderbom research.  

13  The empirical evidence suggests that autocracy may reduce the risk of conflict; so, while local ownership is doubtless a 
 necessary part of a normalisation process, one might argue that the weakening of the OHR’s grasp over Bosnian politics 
 may have contributed to rising instability since 2006 (see the downward trend since 2006 in the country’s political 
 stability compiled by UNDP’s Early Warning System). Following this line of argument, OHR closure risks another 
 uptick in political instability, offering support for the notion that it would be as well to delay ALTHEA departure until 
 after OHR closure. Perhaps leaving the OHR ‘dormant’ rather than definitive closure offers a fallback solution.  
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‘one step away’ from a political solution to instability (the ‘year of the Balkans’ syndrome), whether 
the barrier is lack of ‘local ownership’ or ‘obstructionist politicians’.  
 
Finally, the evidence suggests that Bosnia requires an economic as well as political exit strategy. 
Indeed, it makes intuitive sense that financial benefits accruing to ordinary citizens will likely dampen 
tensions more than protracted debate on politically sensitive topics. At the same time, the current 
economic crisis may have unpredictable spillover effects onto wider political stability. In summary, 
while Bosnia is unlikely to ever resemble an ideal-type nation-state, we should draw inspiration from 
the fact that there are several successful EU members with unresolved internal tensions.  
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