
 

Connections: The Quarterly Journal 
ISSN 1812-1098, e-ISSN 1812-2973 

 
 
 

İ. Güven, H. Preljević & A. Özerdem 
Connections QJ 22, no. 4 (2023): 85-104 

https://doi.org/10.11610/Connections.22.4.05  

Research Article 
 

Partnership for Peace Consortium of Defense 
Academies and Security Studies Institutes  

Creative Commons 
BY-NC-SA 4.0 

 

 

International Intervention and Security Challenges: 
Has Local Ownership in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Proven Successful? 

İbrahim Fevzi Güven,1,2 Hamza Preljević,3  

and Alpaslan Özerdem 1 

1 The Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter School for Peace and Conflict Resolution, 
https://carterschool.gmu.edu/ 

2 Karabük University, Republic f Türkiye, https://www.karabuk.edu.tr/en 

3 International University of Sarajevo, https://www.ius.edu.ba/en 

Abstract: This article examines the post-war security challenges and fragile 
peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina, emphasizing the ongoing debate be-
tween international intervention and local ownership. Following the disso-
lution of Yugoslavia, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been significantly influ-
enced by external actors, notably the Office of the High Representative, 
which has played a crucial role in maintaining peace and implementing re-
forms. The article critically assesses the balance between international 
oversight and fostering local governance. While liberal peacebuilding has 
its limitations, prioritizing local ownership also presents challenges, partic-
ularly amid ongoing security threats and political instability. Despite criti-
cisms, this analysis argues that international intervention remains a neces-
sary “lesser evil” to maintain peace, especially in the context of secession-
ist risks and potential conflict. An integrated approach that aligns interna-
tional and local efforts is essential for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s long-term 
stability and self-sufficiency. 

Keywords: Bosnia and Herzegovina, international intervention, liberal 
peacebuilding, Office of the High Representative, local ownership. 
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Introduction 

After the death of Josip Broz Tito, the country’s long-term leader, in 1980, the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia fell into a deep political crisis and disin-
tegrated in the 1990s. Earlier, under Tito’s leadership, there had always been a 
certain balance between the country’s different republics and national groups, 
maintained through a carefully managed system of federalism.1 Tito’s passing 
created a void in this balance, which was duly filled by Slobodan Milosevic’s op-
portunistic and power-hungry ambitions that grew immensely popular.  

Milošević attempted to use national-socialist rhetoric to consolidate power 
over the institutions in Serbia, Vojvodina, Kosovo, and Montenegro, thereby sig-
nificantly altering the political balancing map of the Yugoslav Federation. His pol-
icies contributed to escalating tensions among the republics, mainly due to his 
expressed desire for a “Greater Serbia” that aimed at uniting all Serbs in a single 
state. This made other Yugoslav groups wary of him, increased their desire for 
independence, and ultimately contributed to the collapse of the state.2 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), and Macedonia (now North 
Macedonia) separated from Yugoslavia from June 1991 to April 1992, while the 
remaining two, Serbia and Montenegro, formed a federation and tried to retain 
the name Yugoslavia. The wars of separation began in June 1991 when Slovenia 
and Croatia declared independence, which led to the Ten-Day War in Slovenia. 
During this conflict, the Serbian-led Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) attempted to 
regain control and suppress the independence movement but later agreed to 
withdraw to Croatia, where it became fully involved in the Serbian effort to take 
over the control of sizeable parts of Croatia.3 After about a year of fighting in 
Croatia, JNA was forced to withdraw to BiH, where it finally transformed into a 
Serbian Army.4 

Finally, BiH, with its mixed population of Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs, became 
the main theater of war during the breakup of the former Yugoslavia. A state-
wide referendum on Bosnian independence was held on February 29 and March 
1, 1992, with over 60 percent of participants voting in favor, while the majority 
of Bosnian Serbs boycotted it. Similarly to Croatia, in January 1992 the unelected 

                                                           
1  Sabrina P. Ramet, Nationalism and Federalism in Yugoslavia, 1962-1991 (Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 1992), https://doi.org/10.2979/NationalismandFedera.  
2  Louis Sell, Slobodan Milosevic and the Destruction of Yugoslavia (Durham: Duke Uni-

versity Press, 2002), https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822385257; Sonja Biserko, Yugosla-
viaʹs Implosion: The Fatal Attraction of Serbian Nationalism (Oslo: Norwegian Helsinki 
Committee, 2012), https://nhc.no/content/uploads/2018/07/YugoslaviasImplosion_ 
book.pdf. 

3  Marie-Janine Calic, A History of Yugoslavia (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University 
Press, 2019), 297-300, https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/purduepress_ebooks/46/. 

4  Marko Attila Hoare, “The War of Yugoslav Succession,” in Central and Southeast Euro-
pean Politics since 1989, ed. Sabrina P. Ramet and Christine M. Hassenstab (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 111-135, https://doi.org/10.1017/97811 
08752466.006.  

https://doi.org/10.2979/NationalismandFedera
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https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108752466.006
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108752466.006
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and self-declared Bosnian Serb Assembly proclaimed the “Serbian Republic of 
BiH,” which was later renamed Republika Srpska.5 However, since it was per-
ceived as part of Milošević’s Greater Serbia project and lacked democratic legit-
imacy, it was not recognized internationally.  

By April 1992, the European Community and the United States officially rec-
ognized the Republic of BiH as an independent state, as their condition for recog-
nition—an open state-wide referendum—had been met. The Republic of BiH 
joined the United Nations in May 1992, alongside Croatia and Slovenia. However, 
BiH did not enjoy lasting international recognition without facing continued ag-
gressive attacks from Serbian paramilitaries. These forces, backed and encour-
aged by Milošević’s regime in Serbia, launched attacks across the newly inde-
pendent country, with military and logistical support from the JNA, aiming to 
eradicate Bosniak and Croat communities and establish a mono-ethnic Serb ter-
ritory through violence and territorial control.6 

The dissolution of Yugoslavia marked a shift in international influence in the 
Balkans, transitioning from the goal of maintaining Yugoslav unity to managing 
the stability of its successor states. This shift was characterized by the European 
Community’s intervention and the Arbitration Commission, which played a piv-
otal role in recognizing new states, including BiH. Despite gaining sovereignty, 
BiH soon faced devastating conflict, leading to the 1995 Dayton Peace Agree-
ment, which reshaped its governance and established the Office of the High Rep-
resentative (OHR), tasked with overseeing the civilian aspects of peace agree-
ments, facilitating the political process, and ensuring democratic standards.7 This 

                                                           
5  Calic, A History of Yugoslavia, 301. 
6  Iva Vukušić, Serbian Paramilitaries and the Breakup of Yugoslavia: State Connections 

and Patterns of Violence (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2023); Hikmet Karčić, Torture, 
Humiliate, Kill: Inside the Bosnian Serb Camp System (Michigan: University of Michigan 
Press, 2022), 23-24, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.12079875.  

7  The Office of the High Representative is an ad hoc international institution. Under 
Annex 10 of the General Framework Agreement for Peace, usually known as Dayton 
Peace Agreement, the OHR has the status of a diplomatic mission to BiH. In general 
terms, the High Representative collaborates with people and institutions of BiH and 
the International Community with an aim of ensuring the peaceful and viable democ-
racy in the country. Under BiH’s constitutional order and the position of the OHR, the 
High Representative has the power to enact laws, dismiss elected officials and annul 
the decisions of the Constitutional Court. For further information, see “Office of the 
High Representative: General Information,” accessed May 11, 2023, www.ohr.int/ 
about-ohr/general-information. For a time, after the Dayton Accords were signed, the 
OHR had no enforcement powers. Its role was to act as a guarantor of the Accords and 
to “facilitate” the signatories’ own efforts to implement the peace settlement. The 
High Representative’s role was to be that of a senior foreign politician-diplomat with 
sufficient moral weight to contribute to the settlement of disputes. However, espe-
cially after the Peace Implementation Council (PIC) granted the ‘Bonn Powers’ in 1997, 
this ad hoc international institution effectively became the executive and legislative 
body of BiH. At the Bonn conference, the PIC called on the High Representative to 
remove public officials from their position for violating legal commitments and the 
Dayton Peace Agreement, and to take appropriate legal action if the BiH legislature 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.12079875
http://www.ohr.int/about-ohr/general-information
http://www.ohr.int/about-ohr/general-information


İ. Güven, H. Preljević & A. Özerdem, Connections QJ 22, no. 4 (2023): 85-104 
 

 88 

international oversight aimed to stabilize BiH during its post-conflict reconstruc-
tion.8 However, the balance between external intervention and local ownership 9 
has been a persistent challenge. The Office of the High Representative, wielding 
substantial “Bonn powers,” played a crucial role in maintaining political stability 
and advancing governance, anti-corruption, and human rights reforms, including 
amending Entity Constitutional Laws. 

As time passed, the need for renewed interventionism emerged, with the ex-
tra-constitutional powers of the Office of the High Representative becoming in-
creasingly prominent in BiH’s governance. This raises critical questions: Can dem-
ocratic principles be temporarily suspended for peacebuilding? Can a post-con-
flict nation transform into a stable democracy through external impositions? The 
debate over the Office of the High Representative’s role highlights the complex-
ities of balancing international intervention with local ownership.10 

Critics argue that the Office of the High Representative’s continued presence 
undermines local sovereignty, fostering dependency on international oversight 

                                                           
failed to do so. For a comprehensive assessment of the Office of the High Representa-
tive’s mandate, See Tim Banning, “The ‘Bonn Powers’ of the High Representative in 
Bosnia Herzegovina: Tracing a Legal Figment,” Goettingen Journal of International Law 
6, no. 2 (2014): 259-302, https://doi.org/10.3249/1868-1581-6-2-BANNING.  

8  While the Office of the High Representative was mandated to oversee the civilian 
aspects of the peace process in BiH, the implementation of the military clauses of the 
peace agreement was assigned to the NATO-led Implementation Force. A force of up 
to 60,000 NATO soldiers was deployed with the objective of ensuring the end of hos-
tilities, monitoring the disarmament process, and, from 1997, playing a more active 
role in arresting war criminals and supporting the implementation of the civilian as-
pects of the peace agreement. By the time of the September 1996 elections, NATO 
had determined that the Implementation Force had successfully accomplished its 
mission. However, due to the persistence of instability on the ground, a complete 
withdrawal of forces from Bosnia would not have been prudent. Consequently, in 
December 1996, a smaller Stabilization Force was deployed to assist in maintaining a 
secure and stable environment, thereby facilitating civil and political reconstruction. 
See Soeren Keil and Anastasiia Kudlenko, “Bosnia and Herzegovina 20 Years after Day-
ton: Complexity Born of Paradoxes,” International Peacekeeping 22, no. 5 (October 
20, 2015): 474-475, https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2015.1103651. The Stabiliza-
tion Force continued its operations until 2004, when it was succeeded by the Euro-
pean Union’s Operation Althea, which remains in Bosnia to this day. European Union 
Force’s mission is to ensure a safe and secure environment, support the ongoing peace 
process, and contribute to the stability of the region. See “European Union Force in 
BiH – Mission Background,” 2023, https://www.euforbih.org/index.php/background.  

9  In the context of BiH, local ownership means empowering locals, institutions, and poli-
tical and civil society to play a bigger role in BiH governance, reforms, and integration 
processes while considering external support and intervention. 

10  Gerrit S.A. Dijkstra and Jos C.N. Raadschelders, “The High Representative in Bosnia-
Herzegovina: The Unusual Institutional Arrangement of a Non‐Authoritarian, Yet 
Controlled, Democracy,” World Affairs 185, no. 2 (Summer 2022): 285-311, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00438200221087971. 

https://doi.org/10.3249/1868-1581-6-2-BANNING
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2015.1103651
https://www.euforbih.org/index.php/background
https://doi.org/10.1177/00438200221087971
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and impeding the growth of autonomous local institutions.11 Concerns also per-
sist regarding the lack of mechanisms for reviewing its decisions and ensuring 
fairness in the dismissal of local officials or the passage of laws.12 

The uncertainty surrounding the OHR’s mandate in BiH persists. While its mis-
sion is to prepare BiH for self-sufficiency, it remains unclear what criteria will 
determine this and when the Office’s mandate will expire. Russia, a member of 
the Peace Implementation Council’s Steering Board, advocates for the Office’s 
closure, contingent on fulfilling the “5+2 agenda,” benchmarks set by the Peace 
Implementation Council’s Steering Board in 2008. The five objectives include re-
solving state and defense property issues, completing the Brčko Final Award, en-
suring fiscal sustainability, and entrenching the rule of law.13 

                                                           
11  Gerald Knaus and Felix Martin, “Lessons from Bosnia and Herzegovina: Travails of the 

European Raj,” Journal of Democracy 14, no. 3 (July 2003): 60-74, www.journalof 
democracy.org/articles/lessons-from-bosnia-and-herzegovina-travails-of-the-european-
raj/; Oliver P. Richmond and Jason Franks, “Between Partition and Pluralism: The 
Bosnian Jigsaw and an ‘Ambivalent Peace,’” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 
9, no. 1-2 (March 2009): 17-38, https://doi.org/10.1080/14683850902723389; Maria 
O’Reilly, “Muscular Interventionism: Gender, Power and Liberal Peacebuilding in Post-
Conflict Bosnia-Herzegovina,” International Feminist Journal of Politics 14, no. 4 (De-
cember 2012): 529-548, https://doi.org/10.1080/14616742.2012.726096; Matthew 
Parish, “The Demise of the Dayton Protectorate,” Journal of Intervention and State-
building 1, no. 11 (2007); Richard Caplan, “Who Guards the Guardians? International 
Accountability in Bosnia,” International Peacekeeping 12, no. 3 (October 2005): 463-
476, https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500074549; David Chandler, “Introduction: 
Peace without Politics?” International Peacekeeping 12, no. 3 (October 2005): 307-
321, https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500073988; David Chandler, “From Dayton to 
Europe,” International Peacekeeping 12, no. 3 (October 2005): 336-349, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500074077; David Chandler, Bosnia: Faking Demo-
cracy After Dayton (London: Pluto Press, 2000); Vivienne Jabri, “Peacebuilding, the 
Local and the International: A Colonial or a Postcolonial Rationality?” Peacebuilding 1, 
no. 1 (March 2013): 3-16, https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.2013.756253; Richard 
Caplan, “International Authority and State Building: The Case of Bosnia and Herze-
govina,” Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International Organiza-
tions 10, no. 1 (August 2004): 53-65, https://doi.org/10.1163/19426720-01001006; 
Richard Caplan, “Partner or Patron? International Civil Administration and Local Ca-
pacity-Building,” International Peacekeeping 11, no. 2 (June 2004): 229-247, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1353331042000237256; Timothy Donais, Peacebuilding and 
Local Ownership: Post-Conflict Consensus-Building, Studies in Conflict, Development 
and Peacebuilding 5 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), 78; Roland Kostić, “Nationbuilding 
as an Instrument of Peace? Exploring Local Attitudes towards International Nation-
building and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina,” Civil Wars 10, no. 4 (Decem-
ber 2008): 384-412, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698240802354482. 

12  Caplan, “International Authority and State Building,” 62; Knaus and Martin, “Lessons 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina: Travails of the European Raj”; Banning, “The ‘Bonn 
Powers’ of the High Representative in Bosnia Herzegovina.” 

13  Kurt Bassuener, “A Durable Oligarchy: Bosnia and Herzegovina’s False Post-War Dem-
ocratic Transition,” in Building Democracy in the Yugoslav Successor States: Accom-
plishments, Setbacks, and Challenges since 1990, ed. Sabrina P. Ramet, Christine M. 

http://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/lessons-from-bosnia-and-herzegovina-travails-of-the-european-raj/
http://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/lessons-from-bosnia-and-herzegovina-travails-of-the-european-raj/
http://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/lessons-from-bosnia-and-herzegovina-travails-of-the-european-raj/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683850902723389
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616742.2012.726096
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500074549
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500073988
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533310500074077
https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.2013.756253
https://doi.org/10.1163/19426720-01001006
https://doi.org/10.1080/1353331042000237256
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698240802354482
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The first condition is signing the Stabilization and Association Agreement 
(SAA), which BiH completed in 2008. The second condition’s “elastic clause” 
grants the Peace Implementation Council discretion in determining whether 
these benchmarks are met, underscoring the complexities of international gov-
ernance in BiH. Although the BiH authorities would fulfill all five objectives, it 
remains unclear what would trigger the PIC’s Steering Board to issue a positive 
assessment regarding BiH’s full compliance with the Dayton Peace Agreement. 
Russia’s push for closure contrasts with the EU’s emphasis on sustained inter-
vention to prevent regression and maintain fragile peace. 

The ongoing presence of the OHR and the European Union Force underscores 
the challenges of achieving stable governance in BiH. Political blockages, such as 
efforts to transfer state competencies to the Republika Srpska entity and seces-
sion threats, complicate the prospects of closing the Office of the High Repre-
sentative. Ironically, political instability in BiH has reinforced, rather than dimin-
ished, the need for international oversight. 

The 2024 OHR report highlights significant progress in BiH’s EU integration, 
marked by the European Council’s decision to begin accession negotiations. 
While this is a “game changer,” the report cautions that this opportunity alone 
may not resolve threats to BiH’s stability. Concerns persist over Republika Srpska 
President Milorad Dodik’s attempts to undermine BiH’s institutions, which could 
derail the country’s progress.14 

In theory, successful EU integration should facilitate the closure of the OHR.15 
However, this has not materialized, as EU conditionality alone has proven insuf-
ficient to drive necessary reforms. The stronger the OHR role, the slimmer BiH’s 
chances of EU membership – a paradox illustrating the complex relationship be-
tween external intervention and local ownership. 

BiH faces a central dilemma: Can international intervention align with the de-
velopment of a sovereign, democratic state? This debate reflects broader discus-
sions on balancing international intervention with local ownership. While OHR 
plays a vital role in maintaining peace and preventing regression, it raises ques-
tions about the legitimacy of external governance and the long-term prospects 

                                                           
Hassenstab, and Ola Listhaug (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, May 2017), 
216-255, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316848289. 

14  “65th Report of the High Representative for Implementation of the Peace Agreement 
on Bosnia and Herzegovina to the Secretary-General of the UN,” Office of the High 
Representative, May 29, 2024, www.ohr.int/65th-report-of-the-high-representative-
for-implementation-of-the-peace-agreement-on-bosnia-and-herzegovina-to-the-
secretary-general-of-the-un/. 

15  Susanne Fraczek, Beáta Huszka, and Zsolt Körtvélyesi, “The Role of Human Rights in 
the EU’s External Action in the Western Balkans and Turkey,” Fostering Human Rights 
among European Policies (European Commission, April 2016), https://repository.gchu 
manrights.org/handle/20.500.11825/91; Hamza Preljević and Mirza Ljubović, “Con-
tested Statehood and EU Integration: The Case of Bosnia and Herzegovina,” Politics in 
Central Europe 20, no. 3 (September 2024): 403-435, https://doi.org/10.2478/pce-20 
24-0018. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316848289
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for local ownership. Navigating this balance is crucial to ensuring that interna-
tional involvement supports, rather than undermines, BiH’s goal of becoming a 
self-sustaining, stable state within the European framework. 

Should a consensus emerge to reduce or phase out the OHR, a carefully man-
aged transition plan would be essential to maintain stability and support ongoing 
reforms without direct involvement from the Office. This article examines the 
post-war security challenges, fragile peace, and the future of BiH, analyzing the 
dilemma of international intervention versus local ownership. While acknowl-
edging both the shortcomings and legitimacy issues of the OHR, the authors ar-
gue that international intervention remains necessary due to persistent security 
challenges within and surrounding the country.16 

Liberal Peacebuilding 

Initially defined in broad and abstract terms as the creation of structures to pre-
vent the recurrence of conflict,17 peacebuilding began to take shape and be im-
plemented in the post-Cold War era, heavily influenced by liberal peace theory. 
This theory posits that liberal democratic states are inherently more peaceful 
than non-liberal ones, both domestically and internationally. Consequently, the 
liberal peacebuilding agenda—advocating for the establishment of lasting peace 
in war-torn countries through external interventions that promote liberal dem-
ocratic values, stable institutions, and market-oriented economies—gained 
prominence in the post-Cold War era.  

Post-conflict interventions have often followed a standardized, top-down ap-
proach emphasizing Western political and cultural norms and neoliberal eco-
nomics, driven by a global consensus on achieving peace through liberalization.18 
This liberal agenda entails interventions by powerful states, international organ-
izations, and financial institutions that encourage—or even impose—democrati-
zation, good governance, respect for human rights, and the rule of law.19 Despite 

                                                           
16  See more on the dissolution of Yugoslavia: Misha Glenny, The Fall of Yugoslavia: The 

Third Balkan War (New York: Penguin Books, 1996); Misha Glenny, The Balkans, 1804-
2012: Nationalism, War and the Great Powers (London: Granta Books, 2017); Noam 
Chomsky, Yugoslavia: Peace, War, and Dissolution (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2018). 

17  Boutros Boutros-Ghali, “An Agenda for Peace: Preventive Diplomacy, Peacemaking 
and Peace-keeping,” International Relations 11, no. 3 (December 1992): 201-218, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/004711789201100302.  

18  Oliver P. Richmond, Failed Statebuilding: Intervention, the State, and the Dynamics of 
Peace Formation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 64; Roger MacGinty, 
Madhav Joshi, and SungYong Lee, “Liberal Peace Implementation and the Durability 
of Post-war Peace,” International Peacekeeping 26, no. 4 (August 2019): 457-486, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2019.1618189.  

19  Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace After Civil Conflict (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 37; Oliver P. Richmond, “The Globalization of Responses to 
Conflict and the Peacebuilding Consensus,” Cooperation and Conflict 39, no. 2 (June 
2004): 129-150, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836704042865; Oliver P. Richmond, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/004711789201100302
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2019.1618189
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836704042865
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the high hopes for top-down liberal peacebuilding efforts in numerous con-
flicts—from Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo to East Timor, Sierra Leone, 
Haiti, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, and Afghanistan—the 
desired outcomes of sustainable peace and democratization have yet to be 
achieved.20 

A growing body of literature has critiqued the top-down, interventionist lib-
eral peacebuilding approach to post-conflict reconstruction, highlighting its lim-
itations and negative consequences.21 While some studies question the effec-
tiveness of liberal peacebuilding in achieving sustainable peace, arguing that it 
has often failed,22 others challenge its legitimacy, denouncing it as “aggressive 

                                                           
“UN Peace Operations and the Dilemmas of the Peacebuilding Consensus,” Interna-
tional Peacekeeping 11, no. 1 (March 2004): 83-101, https://doi.org/10.1080/135333 
1042000228403. 

20  Richmond, Failed Statebuilding; Susanna Campbell, David Chandler, and Meera Saba-
ratnam, eds., A Liberal Peace?: The Problems and Practices of Peacebuilding (London: 
Zed Books, 2011); Mats R. Berdal, Building Peace After War (London: Routledge, 
2009); Daniel Bochsler, Adis Merdzanovic, and Davor Petrić, “Turning International 
Intervention into Domestic Cooperation in Post-War Societies,” International Peace-
keeping 27, no. 1 (January 2020): 125, https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2019.168 
0291; John Karlsrud, “From Liberal Peacebuilding to Stabilization and Counterterror-
ism,” International Peacekeeping 26, no. 1 (January 2019): 1-21, https://doi.org/10.10 
80/13533312.2018.1502040; Toby Dodge, “‘The Failure of Peacebuilding in Iraq: The 
Role of Consociationalism and Political Settlements,’” Journal of Intervention and 
Statebuilding 15, no. 4 (August 2021): 459-475, https://doi.org/10.1080/17502977.2 
020.1850036; Toby Dodge, “Afghanistan and the Failure of Liberal Peacebuilding,” 
Survival 63, no. 5 (September 2021): 47-58, https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.20 
21.1982197; Stein Sundstøl Eriksen, “The Liberal Peace Is Neither: Peacebuilding, 
State Building and the Reproduction of Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo,” 
International Peacekeeping 16, no. 5 (November 2009): 652-666, https://doi.org/10.1 
080/13533310903303289. 

21  Oliver P. Richmond, “Failed Statebuilding versus Peace Formation,” Cooperation and 
Conflict 48, no. 3 (September 2013): 378-400, https://doi.org/10.1177/00108367134 
82816; Kirsti Samuels, “Post-Conflict Peace-Building and Constitution-Making,” 
Chicago Journal of International Law 6, no. 2 (2006): 663, https://chicagounbound.u 
chicago.edu/cjil/vol6/iss2/10; Berdal, Building Peace After War; David Chandler, 
Peacebuilding: The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1997-2017, Rethinking Peace and Conflict 
Studies (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-50322-6. 

22  Chandler, Bosnia: Faking Democracy After Dayton; David Chandler, Empire in Denial: 
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social engineering” 23 or a modern form of colonial “civilizing missions.” 24 This 
critique suggests that the Western interventionist belief—that the West has a 
moral obligation to modernize, democratize, and develop “others”—is funda-
mentally at odds with liberal and democratic values.25 

Despite the consensus that state-building and peacebuilding should be 
grounded in liberal and democratic principles, there is an assumption that post-
conflict countries might need to remain under tutelage to become sufficiently 
liberal and democratic.26 This creates a paradox: on the one hand, democratic 
governance and local ownership are promoted, but on the other, top-down de-
cisions and reforms are imposed by international actors.27 

Criticism of top-down liberal peacebuilding has led to the emergence of new 
approaches, often described as the “local turn” in peacebuilding. These ap-
proaches emphasize the significant role of bottom-up dynamics and advocate 
for local actors to be active participants in the peacebuilding process rather than 
passive recipients. The goal is to counterbalance top-down, standardized prac-
tices that often prioritize official “big peace” processes with insights from the 
grassroots level.28 The inclusion of local practices and perspectives is seen as es-
sential for achieving sustainable peace, which is difficult to attain through top-
down approaches alone.29 
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It has been suggested that lasting peace through international intervention is 
unlikely to foster democratic development via standardized third-party solu-
tions, as imposing viable local institutions is challenging. Moreover, outside in-
tervention is often unwelcome by the government and people of the affected 
country,30 as it is perceived as an intrusion on sovereignty.31 A common critique 
of liberal peacebuilding is the exclusion of local actors and dynamics, with a pref-
erence for “internationals” over “locals” as peacebuilding agents.32 Richmond, 
one of the most prominent critics, argues that this approach creates a “virtual 
peace” reliant on long-term external intervention.33 In response to these defi-
ciencies, proponents of more effective and comprehensive approaches advocate 
for a locally-owned perspective in peacebuilding.34 

Peacebuilding and Statebuilding in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

BiH is often cited as a prime example of the limitations and failures of the liberal 
peacebuilding approach. The post-conflict political and institutional arrange-
ments, which Merdzanovic terms “imposed consociationalism,” represent one 
of the most controversial instances of top-down liberal peacebuilding.35 Follow-
ing the brutal 1992-1995 war, BiH became known as “the world capital of inter-
ventionism.” 36 

The Dayton Peace Accords, which ended the war in 1995, established an in-
ternational administration with unprecedented control mechanisms over affairs 
in BiH. These included election management, oversight of local authorities, hu-
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man rights monitoring, and the implementation of regional arms control pro-
grams.37 Despite significant international efforts to rebuild institutions, promote 
democratization, and create a multi-ethnic, inclusive society—with billions spent 
on the peace process and transforming the country into an “NGO haven” 38—the 
liberal peacebuilding model has failed to achieve sustainable peace in BiH.39 The 
country remains deeply divided along ethno-nationalist lines, beset by political 
instability, persistent separatist threats, and economic challenges.40 For many 
scholars, this underscores that the top-down peacebuilding approach fails to ad-
dress the complex social, cultural, and political dynamics inherent in war-torn 
societies.41 

The shortcomings of liberal peacebuilding are clear and undeniable. In this 
context, local ownership offers a valuable bottom-up perspective that can ad-
dress some weaknesses of the top-down approach. However, the intense criti-
cism of top-down liberal peacebuilding reflects unrealistic expectations of what 
can be achieved in war-torn countries.42 While international interventions have 
often fallen short of establishing positive peace, they have effectively achieved 
the critical goal of ensuring negative peace by halting war and violence.43  

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Dayton Peace Agreement was primarily de-
signed to end the violence and stop the war,44 although it also included elements 
to promote positive peace.45 Ending war and restoring security are essential 
steps toward achieving positive peace, but positive peace cannot be realized if 
negative peace remains at risk. In post-conflict countries, peace and security are 
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more likely to be sustained with international intervention.46 Therefore, in any 
post-conflict scenario where security threats persist, prioritizing local ownership 
over international intervention may not be viable. 

The success or failure of peacebuilding efforts is often attributed to collabo-
ration and reconciliation among the conflicting parties. However, in the absence 
of such cooperation, it is beyond the international community’s capacity to 
transform the parties’ political positions. In post-conflict situations where local 
actors are not inclined toward peace and cooperation, international efforts are 
better focused on preventing the re-emergence of political crises or armed con-
flict rather than attempting to transform local actors. 

The liberal peacebuilding approach reflects an inherent distrust of local ac-
tors, whereas post-liberal approaches often exhibit excessive optimism about 
the intentions and capacities of the locals. More balanced perspectives, such as 
the hybrid peace approach 47 or complexity-sensitive peacebuilding,48 are need-
ed. These approaches advocate for interaction and collaboration between local 
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and international actors without idealizing the local ones. It is important to rec-
ognize that “local” does not refer to a single, homogeneous category of actors 
applicable in all cases. Instead, it includes diverse groups with varying interests 
and objectives, which can differ significantly depending on the specific context.49 
Thus, it is unrealistic to assume that local actors are inherently committed to 
peace and non-violent solutions.50 

In BiH, while existing studies have examined the marginalization of local ac-
tors in top-down liberal peacebuilding efforts and questioned the role and legit-
imacy of international institutions like the Office of the High Representative, lit-
tle attention has been given to the alternative scenario of increased local own-
ership and reduced international intervention. Therefore, whether this scenario 
could lead to a peaceful and stable future for BiH remains unclear. This article 
argues that international intervention might be considered the “lesser evil,” akin 
to Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan,51 particularly given the fragile peace and security 
risks in the country, such as recurring political crises driven by the secessionist 
tendencies of Republika Srpska authorities, and even the potential recurrence of 
war. Consequently, as elaborated below, although third-party intervention 
mechanisms—such as OHR’s role in a democratic country—are controversial, it 
is difficult to argue that BiH’s future would be better without them. 

Security Challenges in Post-Conflict Bosnia and Herzegovina: Fragile 
Peace and Political Stalemate 

Multiple factors threaten security in post-conflict BiH, eroding stability and pro-
gress. The fragile peace established by the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement relies 
on a complex power-sharing arrangement among Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs. 
However, this balance is frequently disrupted by political deadlock, ethnonation-
alist rhetoric, and ineffective governance, undermining state functionality and 
public trust in democratic institutions.52 A key concern is the secessionist threat 
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from the Republika Srpska entity, where calls for greater autonomy or independ-
ence strain national cohesion.53 This secessionist agenda, coupled with a need 
for greater consensus on national issues, creates a volatile political environment 
where the risk of renewed conflict, though not immediate, remains a concern. 
BiH’s geopolitical context, particularly in light of Russia’s aggression in Ukraine, 
also adds external risks that further destabilize internal security.54 

These internal and external challenges underscore the ongoing necessity of 
the OHR in maintaining peace and stability in BiH. Nearly three decades after the 
Dayton Peace Agreement, the persistence of these security issues confirms that 
the OHR’s mission is not yet complete. The future of BiH and the Office of the 
High Representative’s role will hinge on the severity of these challenges and 
broader international politics. Divisions within the Peace Implementation Coun-
cil’s Steering Board, especially with Russia’s opposition, could impact the OHR’s 
effectiveness. Therefore, while the Office of the High Representative remains 
crucial, BiH must strengthen its internal capacity to address security challenges 
independently rather than relying solely on external support. 

The Dayton Peace Agreement’s constitution, initially a temporary measure to 
end the war in BiH, has become the de facto governing framework. The complex 
power-sharing arrangement among the three main ethnic groups—Bosniaks, 
Croats, and Serbs—creates significant challenges.55 The veto power56 held by the 
Parliamentary Assembly, the Presidency, and the Council of Ministers often leads 
to political deadlock, hindering progress on domestic reforms and EU and NATO 
integration. The tripartite Presidency, representing the three ethnic groups, has 
the authority to veto decisions deemed harmful to their vital interests. Similarly, 
the Council of Ministers operates on a parity principle, requiring consensus or 
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majority votes that include members from each ethnic group. This structure en-
ables ethnic groups to block reforms, stalling BiH’s progress.57 

The Parliamentary Assembly, a bicameral legislature, also has veto mecha-
nisms that impede legislative progress. Both the House of Representatives and 
the House of Peoples require a quorum and votes from each ethnic group, allow-
ing ethnic interests to dominate or obstruct legislation. Since November 2017, 
representatives from the Republika Srpska entity have boycotted Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s institutions on three separate occasions, significantly stalling re-
forms. These political blockades, compounded by the structural complexities es-
tablished by the Dayton Peace Agreement, have posed serious obstacles to gov-
ernance.  

Earlier boycotts occurred in February 2020, following the Constitutional 
Court’s repeal of a key Republika Srpska agricultural land law,58 and in 2017, after 
BiH Presidency member Bakir Izetbegović suggested that Kosovo should have 
been recognized by then.59 The most recent boycott, initiated in 2021, was a re-
sponse to the then-High Representative Valentin Inzko’s decision to impose 
amendments to the law prohibiting and penalizing the denial of genocide and 
the glorification of war criminals.60 These repeated disruptions highlight the on-
going challenges in achieving political stability and effective governance in BiH. 

The 2021 blockade was distinct as it coincided with unilateral efforts by the 
Republika Srpska entity to transfer jurisdiction from the state level to Republika 
Srpska. On December 10, 2021, the Republika Srpska National Assembly adopted 
measures to transfer competencies in indirect taxation, justice, defense, and se-
curity from BiH to the Republika Srpska entity, alongside attempts to reestablish 
the Republika Srpska Army and revoke powers previously granted to the state of 
BiH.61 These actions, including the refusal to register immovable defense prop-
erty with the central state, threatened BiH’s European integration and NATO 
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membership prospects.62 However, on May 26, 2022, the Constitutional Court of 
BiH declared these moves unconstitutional, prompting the Republika Srpska Na-
tional Assembly to postpone the transfer of competencies due to complex geo-
political circumstances.63 

These political blockades and attempts to transfer state competencies to the 
Republika Srpska entity have obstructed the potential closure of the OHR and 
the European Union Force. The escalating political crisis in BiH since 2021, exac-
erbated by Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, underscores the importance of 
the European Union Force Althea, which has reinforced its presence in response 
to growing instability. Rather than being phased out through reforms leading to 
EU membership, these institutions remain vital, as BiH’s instability necessitates 
continued international intervention. This intervention is regarded as the “lesser 
evil” to prevent conflict escalation.  

Years of neglect have worsened instability, fueling radical views and seces-
sionist calls. BiH remains fragile, with ethnic agendas often overshadowing na-
tional progress, hindering its path toward stability and Euro-Atlantic integration. 
Without a unified vision among ethnic groups and necessary reforms, progress 
will remain elusive, and the country’s future will likely reflect its current chal-
lenges. 

Secessionism Threat and Geopolitical Concerns 

The declaration of BiH’s independence triggered a secessionist response from 
the Serbs, leading to the formation of Republika Srpska. The Dayton Peace 
Agreement aimed to address ethnic and territorial grievances through decentral-
ization, but the conflict was primarily driven by territorial ambitions and re-
sistance to BiH’s independence. Decades later, these secessionist ambitions per-
sist, undermining BiH’s unity and stability. Serbian secessionism, rooted in his-
torical ideologies like the “Greater Serbia” concept, continues to shape regional 
politics.64 Croatian ambitions during the 1990s also sought to redraw borders to 
include Croat-populated areas within BiH.65 
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In 1996, Republika Srpska President Biljana Plavšić called for secession to join 
Yugoslavia, a move halted by her indictment by the ICTY.66 After Kosovo’s recog-
nition in 2008, Republika Srpska’s leadership revived secessionist rhetoric, argu-
ing for a similar right to independence. This assertiveness is further exemplified 
by Milorad Dodik, a prominent advocate of Republika Srpska’s secession, who 
has consistently expressed ambitions to organize a referendum on Republika 
Srpska’s independence. Dodik’s alignment with the “Serbian World” project, akin 
to the “Greater Serbia” concept, further fuels these ambitions. 

Since resuming the presidency of Republika Srpska in 2022, Dodik’s seces-
sionist actions have intensified, coinciding with Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. In 
June 2023, the National Assembly of Republika Srpska adopted legislation sus-
pending rulings by the BiH Constitutional Court and halting the publication of 
High Representative decisions.67 Despite the High Representative’s attempts to 
overturn this, Dodik signed it into law, defying the authority of the High Repre-
sentative.68 His actions, including suggesting Republika Srpska’s independence if 
Donald Trump were re-elected, have further strained the fragile peace in BiH and 
increased geopolitical instability in the region.69 

Dodik’s alignment with Russia and China—both opposing the High Repre-
sentative’s role in BiH—underscores his geopolitical maneuvering. His refusal to 
support EU sanctions against Russia, ongoing economic cooperation with Russia, 
and the awarding of Republika Srpska’s highest Medal of Honor to Putin in Jan-
uary 2023 have drawn criticism from Western officials.70 The international com-
munity has responded to Dodik’s actions with sanctions, though these have had 
mixed results. The United States and the United Kingdom imposed sanctions, but 
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internal divisions within the European Union, particularly opposition from Hun-
gary, have hindered broader European measures.71 

The persistent secessionist threat in BiH profoundly affects the operations of 
the European Union Force, especially given the intensified security concerns fol-
lowing Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. The prolonged presence of the European 
Union Force and the Office of the High Representative in BiH has impeded the 
country’s progress toward fulfilling the “5+2 agenda,” crucial benchmarks for the 
potential OHR closure and BiH’s advancement toward EU and NATO member-
ship. 

BiH’s path to EU and NATO integration is unlikely if it remains a “soft protec-
torate” reliant on the OHR. Addressing the secessionist threat through interna-
tional intervention is essential for enhancing BiH’s security and advancing its 
Euro-Atlantic integration. Given BiH’s limited internal capacity to counter seces-
sionist threats, substantial international engagement remains critical for stability 
and progress. Local mechanisms alone are insufficient to neutralize the persis-
tent secessionist pressures without significant external support. 

Conclusion 

BiH stands at a pivotal moment in its pursuit of stability, democratic develop-
ment, and Euro-Atlantic integration, heavily influenced by its complex institu-
tional framework and ongoing secessionist threats. The Dayton Peace Agree-
ment, initially designed to end hostilities, has become entrenched, creating a 
fragmented governance structure that impedes effective reform. The Dayton 
Peace Agreement’s provisions, granting significant veto powers to ethnic groups, 
have stalled legislative progress, obstructing BiH’s path toward EU and NATO in-
tegration. 

Secessionist tendencies, particularly within the Republika Srpska entity, 
rooted in historical ideologies like “Greater Serbia,” have persisted as a major 
challenge. Leaders like Milorad Dodik have exacerbated these ambitions, align-
ing with Russia and China and undermining BiH’s constitutional order. The Re-
publika Srpska’s efforts to weaken the OHR authority and the BiH Constitutional 
Court have further destabilized the fragile peace. 

The ongoing debate between international intervention and local ownership 
presents a critical dilemma. While international intervention is essential for 
maintaining stability and protecting BiH’s sovereignty, it can also foster depend-
ency, hindering local democratic development. Ideally, a transition to local own-
ership would empower local actors to sustain peace and advance reforms. How-
ever, this is complicated by resistance from certain leaders, particularly in the 
Republika Srpska, who pursue agendas that threaten the country’s stability. 

Local ownership, while often seen as a positive indicator of commitment to 
peace, is undermined in BiH by secessionist rhetoric and actions. The reluctance 
of some leaders to support the peace process suggests that local ownership 
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alone may be insufficient to ensure stability. Before transitioning to a model of 
local ownership, the international community must carefully assess BiH’s secu-
rity and political challenges. 

Despite its flaws, international intervention remains crucial for safeguarding 
BiH’s sovereignty, particularly given the current limitations of local actors. The 
challenge lies in balancing the need for international support with fostering local 
ownership. Effective intervention should create conditions that enable local ac-
tors to work genuinely toward sustainable peace while protecting BiH’s sover-
eignty from secessionist threats. 

Ultimately, BiH’s path to stability and integration depends on navigating the 
complex interplay between international intervention and local ownership. Alt-
hough international support is not a perfect solution, it is the “lesser evil” com-
pared to the ongoing security threats and political instability. A strategic ap-
proach is necessary to facilitate a gradual transition toward local ownership 
while ensuring safeguards remain in place to protect BiH’s long-term stability 
and progress. 
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