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Regional Approach and Conflict Management  
 
[ Christophe Solioz ] May we start our discussion with the question of a 
regional approach to the problems of Bosnia and Herzegovina? From Sep-
tember 1997 until July 1999, you were the Austrian Ambassador to the Fed-
eral Republic of Yugoslavia. During the last year of that period, you were 
also first the European Union (EU) Special Envoy for Kosovo and later the 
EU Chief Negotiator at the Kosovo peace talks in Rambouillet and Paris 
(February–March 1999).1 What was your evaluation of the regional situation 
in 1997–1999 and how do you assess the conflict management that the inter-
national community demonstrated at that time? 
[ Ambassador Wolfgang Petritsch ] As the Kosovo conflict escalated, it be-
came clear to me that the Yugoslav conflict had not yet gone its full circle. I 
did, however, see Kosovo as being at the end of this cycle of conflict. 
Obviously, therefore, I was hopeful and confident about Macedonia at the 
time. It is remarkable that even for experts, even for those who worked in the 
region, Macedonia was only a minor blip on the radar screen. So was the 
Preševo valley. 
Nevertheless, I still believe that Kosovo was the culmination of the Yugoslav 
drama. The conflict in the former Yugoslavia started in Kosovo, and it also 
reached its climax there. So it was clear to me that Kosovo would make an 
impact during the final stages of the dissolution of Yugoslavia, as well as 
mark the beginning of a new era in this region. 
The under-estimation of the effects of the break-up of Yugoslavia on Mace-
donia only shows how important it is to take a comprehensive approach and 
look broadly at a region in conflict. Conflict management in the dissolution 
of Yugoslavia in the 1990s amounted to acting as a fire brigade trying to 
extinguish the flames of a conflict that was already ablaze – first in Slovenia, 
then in Croatia, and then in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Today we know that the 
reactive interventions at the time clearly contributed to the prolongation of 
the whole conflict. 
With regard to Kosovo, I believe it was a missed opportunity not to use the 
Dayton peace process (1995) to find at least a framework solution for Kosovo 
as well. In Dayton, the international community had the chance to achieve 
more than just an end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

                                                           
1   See Wolfgang Petritsch, Karl Kasser, Robert Pichler, Kosovo. Kosova. Mythen, Daten, 

Fakten, Klagenfurt, Wieser Verlag, 1999. (Editors‘ note: All footnotes in this chapter 
provided by C. S.) 
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If we intend to learn from our past experiences, I think we should be aware 
that a comprehensive regional approach from the outset – a “grand design” 
for the Balkans – would have helped. This would have meant analyzing the 
roots and underlying causes of the conflict and understanding the dynamics 
of ethnic conflicts and of the deep social and economic crisis in Yugoslavia 
in general. A more comprehensive approach would probably not have pre-
vented the break-up of Yugoslavia, but would have at least shortened it and 
made it less violent. We might even have reached a better solution than the 
one that we eventually achieved, and with which we must now live. 
 
 
Local Elites and Political Culture 
 
[ C. S. ] May I at this stage focus on one particular point? In Rambouillet 
and Paris (February–March 1999), you were the EU chief mediator between 
the Yugoslav and Kosovo-Albanian delegations, alongside an American, 
Chris Hill, and a Russian, Boris Majorski. You had the opportunity to get to 
know the representatives of the warring parties quite well. What was your 
experience of being in such close contact with them? 
[ W. P. ] It was clear from the outset that both the Albanian and the Yugoslav 
sides did not believe in compromise. Without international mediation, they 
would not have even stayed under the same roof. During the negotiations, we 
were confronted with one of the crucial political problems of the region: the 
lack of a culture of political compromise. Compromise is perceived nega-
tively in the region – it is seen to mean giving in to the oppressor. I have 
noticed that politicians in the former Yugoslavia are still aiming for “win-or-
lose” scenarios. They would rather be defeated than compromise. The con-
cept of a “win-win situation” simply does not exist. For me, this is the single 
most important reason why negotiations in this region almost invariably fail 
without outside help. And this is what we were facing in the Rambouillet 
peace talks between the Yugoslav side and the Kosovar Albanian delegation. 
Although the Accords constituted a fair compromise where both sides had to 
give in to a degree, Milosevic eventually turned against Rambouillet. He did 
it in spite of the fact that independence for Kosovo was excluded and that the 
KLA had to agree to its own demilitarization. This was not enough for him. 
He was adamantly opposed to international peacekeepers, the NATO-led 
KFOR, designed along the lines of the Bosnian IFOR/KFOR model; which, 
as we know, he had accepted in Dayton only three years earlier. He obviously 
decided that this time it would serve his own political survival better to bring 
upon his people the curse of war.2 
However, we might be at the brink of overcoming this kind of conflict cul-
ture. The spirit of compromise is slowly setting in throughout the former 
Yugoslavia. During the last phase as the High Representative in Bosnia and 
                                                           
2  Ibid., pp. 278–351. 



 27 

Herzegovina, I experienced this twice: first when the agreement resolving the 
question of succession to the former Yugoslavia was signed by all five for-
mer republics – Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Yugoslavia and 
Macedonia (29 June 2001). For many years, there had been no progress 
whatsoever on this issue. After Milosevic was ousted from power, I suc-
ceeded in bringing these five partners together, and they agreed to sign the 
so-called Vienna Declaration on the Succession of the Public Property of the 
former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.3 That was the first-ever 
agreement amongst the five former Yugoslav republics negotiated among 
themselves – albeit with our help. 
The second example of this change in spirit is the agreement amending the 
constitutions of the two entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina (19 April 2002). 
Under the new entity constitutions, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s ethnic groups, 
its peoples and its citizens, are now represented in both entities at all levels of 
government and public administration – the constitutions set exact quotas for 
this – and they have far-reaching group rights in the decision-making process 
at the entity level. Before, only the Serbs were constituent in the Republika 
Srpska, and only the Bosniacs and Croats were constituent in the Federation. 
The Mrakovica-Sarajevo agreement represents the first major compromise 
reached by the political leaders of all the peoples and ethnic groups of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.4 After long negotiations and admittedly a lot of arm-
twisting by me, the political leaders found common ground and established a 
historic compromise on the political and social structure of their country. 
These two agreements show that even in the Balkans the virtues of compro-
mise are not totally lost on the current political elites. The Vienna and 
Mrakovica-Sarajevo Agreements are, in my opinion, the first relevant exam-
ples of how a new, more contemporary political culture is about to take root 
in the region. Since then, there have been other examples: I am referring to 
the Ohrid Agreement that brought Macedonia back from the brink of war. 
The Serbian-Montenegrin negotiations regarding their future common status 
also deserve a positive mention. Both compromises were achieved at the 
negotiating table – with the help of the EU, but without a military interven-
tion. 
 
 

                                                           
3  The successor states to the SFRY reached the Succession Agreement in Vienna on 29 

June 2001. The agreement regulates the distribution of assets, debts and archives and 
other matters arising from the dissolution of the SFRY. Bosnia and Herzegovina obtained 
KM 153 Million. On the financial dimension, see Ana Stanic, “Financial aspects of the 
state succession: The case of Yugoslavia”, European Journal of International Law, no. 4, 
2001, pp. 751–79;   http://www3.oup.co.uk. 

4  On this issue, see the ICG, Implementing Equality: The ‘Constituent Peoples’’ Decision in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo, ICG Balkans Report no. 128, 16 April 2002 ; 
http://www.crisisweb.org. 
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The Situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1999 
 
[ C. S. ] When you became the High Representative in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina in August 1999, what were your thoughts on the Bosnian situation? 
[ W. P. ] When I arrived in Sarajevo, it was clear to me that the international 
community’s engagement required a thorough overhaul. In 1999, the world’s 
focus had shifted from Bosnia and Herzegovina to Kosovo, and there were 
many other issues – outside Europe in particular – that occupied the attention 
of the principal actors of the international community. That was one factor. In 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, I saw the danger that the capacities of the interna-
tional community were over-stretched, because we were trying to do too 
much in too many areas. The country also naturally showed signs of “aid 
dependency”. The USD 5 billion reconstruction programme, initiated by the 
World Bank and the EU soon after Dayton was signed, was coming to an 
end. The international community was not willing to spend much more on 
Bosnia unless there was a real breakthrough in the peace process – and pro-
gress was not so visible the time. 
The reconstruction of the country’s infrastructure had been largely success-
ful. There, the international community had done a good job. It is, however, 
undoubtedly easier to rebuild bridges than to influence the hearts and minds 
of people. Changing a society is a long-term endeavor. It also cannot – in-
deed,  must not – come solely from the outside. 
Personally, I considered the word “reconstruction” to be misleading. In a 
literal sense, it would mean reconstituting the old communist system. I prefer 
the word “transition” or “transformation” when talking about Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. The country actually finds itself in a “double transition” – from 
war to peace, and from a communist system to democracy and a market 
economy. Zarko Papic even calls it a triple transition. The third transition he 
mentions is from dependency – now on the international community, previ-
ously on the all-powerful communist state – to self-sustainability.5 
So, there is more to the so-called “reconstruction” than just rebuilding the 
status quo ante. When I took over in Bosnia and Herzegovina, I wanted this 
complexity to be recognized. I realized that I had to raise awareness of it – 
both domestically and with the donor community. This was the moment 
when I realized that the concept of “ownership”, as a general concept, would 
be a way of putting Bosnia and Herzegovina back on its own feet. 
 
 

                                                           
5   See Zarko Papic, “The general situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina and international 

support policies”, International Support Policies to South-East European Countries: 
Lessons (not) Learned in Bosnia and Herzegovina, ed. by Zarko Papic, Sarajevo, Müller, 
2001, pp. 15–37.  
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Background to the Concept of Ownership 
 
[ C. S. ] This concept of ownership will be one of the central points of our 
discussion. May I invite you to elaborate a little bit more on the subject? 
How did the ownership concept become the central strategic concept at the 
time, what influenced you, and what is the background to concept of owner-
ship? 
[ W. P. ] In the late 1970s and early 1980s, when I was working for the then 
Austrian Federal Chancellor Bruno Kreisky, development issues caught my 
attention. The so-called North-South conflict was high up on the international 
agenda. It happened that I helped organize the Cancun Summit in October 
1981, where one of the topics was the South’s own contribution to improve 
the situation of its people. Good governance, transparency, accountability, 
the fight against corruption, the rule of law – these were but a few of the 
issues emerging at the time. In this context,6 I first came across the concept of 
ownership. 
The concept of ownership stems from Anglo-American political parlance. It 
implies the engagement of civil society in political life. It was in the Anglo-
American context that this concept of civil society was developed and put 
into practice. It comes as no surprise that the word “ownership” is difficult to 
translate into other languages. It is not just absent in the languages of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and other transitional countries: there is also no correspond-
ing German term. 
A pre-condition of a civil society is certainly the recognition of the individ-
ual’s role as an active citizen in state and society – as a “citoyen”, to use the 
French expression. When we look at the former Yugoslav countries and their 
legacy of wars, it is obvious that the development of a civil society presents 
an enormous challenge. Bosnia and Herzegovina, much like my own country 
after 1918, seems to be “a country that nobody wants”, meaning that it is 
rejected by its own citizens. This is a phrase used by an Austrian historian to 
describe the First Austrian Republic of the 1920s and 1930s. For different 
reasons, it can also be applied to Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the citizens 
do not identify with the state. There is a “national” concept of identification 
and an “ethnic” one, but there is no “civic” concept of the state. 
Therefore, if we want to be successful in assisting the state of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and if we want to strengthen it, we have to broaden the concept 
of “belonging” and of a citizen’s own “identity”. One cannot nor should not 
get rid of the “ethnic” paradigm. It needs to remain part of the complex iden-
tity of the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina – but not only of one part of it. I 
have said it time and again: it has to be possible that a patriotic Serb – or 

                                                           
6  We may recall that in the 1950s and the 1960s, development aid and technical assistance 

to developing countries focused on building self-help capacities within rural communities; 
in this framework – in the 1980s – issues of local sustainability and capacity building 
were addressed.  
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Croat for that matter – is at the same time a loyal citizen of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. And for the Bosniacs it is important to realize that their state is not 
an exclusively Bosniac state. Post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina is of a “new 
quality”, so to speak. Viewed in this way, Bosnia and Herzegovina stands 
like a parable for any post-modern state or even for a united Europe, where 
we have to tackle similar challenges on a much broader front. 
Taking “ownership” is a long and difficult political process. We need to keep 
in mind that Bosnia and Herzegovina is a victim of aggression; yet, at the 
same time, the four-year conflict had elements of a civil war. In this sense, 
the “enemy” has remained inside the country. This can only be overcome by 
reaching a definition of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a state and society repre-
senting more than just its three constituent peoples. 
 
 
Implementing the Ownership Process 
 
[ C. S. ] To be successful, democracy assistance programmes need to be of a 
long-term nature and must respond to local circumstances; therefore, local 
involvement is considered the key to their sustainability and to a long-lasting 
impact. Considering the three specific priority areas that you defined in Sep-
tember 1999,7 how did you design and implement an effective ownership 
strategy in Bosnia and Herzegovina? 
[ W. P. ] First of all, it was necessary to identify the primary needs of the 
country, to see what is the precise situation the country had arrived at, and to 
jointly determine where it should go from there. What was still missing in 
terms of a functioning state? What were the successes, and what were the 
failures? Based on that, we had to develop a focused strategy, so as not to 
lose ourselves in trying to do everything. Bosnia and Herzegovina needed to 
get out of its passivity – a passivity that is not typical Bosnian, as some peo-
ple claim, but typical of post-authoritarian societies. 
I must admit, it took me a long time to make my concept of Bosnian “owner-
ship” understandable. It implies fundamental changes from the “rule of 
power” to the “rule of law”, where the people are no longer subjects, but 
citizens. To demand this transition was a watershed experience, particularly 
for Bosnian intellectuals, but also for international observers. Aware of the 
powers of the High Representative to impose laws and remove from office 
obstructive officials, they both demanded that I extensively use such powers. 
Bosnian intellectuals even asked for a fully-fledged protectorate. “You have 
to impose the right solutions”, was what I heard over and over again. But to 
my mind, “imposing” democracy and civil society seemed a contradiction in 
terms. However, during the first one and a half years of my mandate, I indeed 
had to act as the most interventionist High Representative ever. Ownership is 
                                                           
7  These priorities were the strengthening of state institutions and the rule of law, the 

transformation of the economy, and the return of refugees and displaced persons. 
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a process that requires a framework, and I first had to lay solid foundations to 
get this process going and create the conditions for ownership to take root. I 
set three priorities: strengthening the state institutions, which were barely 
functioning at the time, getting economic reform under way, and finally – and 
maybe most importantly – ensuring that the refugees and displaced persons 
could go back home. If we succeeded in these three areas, everything else 
would fall into place much more easily. 
These three pillars of my tenure were, so to speak, “grounded” in my concept 
of ownership. We would establish the framework and get the process going 
and then hand over to the local elected leaders as soon as possible. Let us 
take a look at refugee return: this has turned out to be the biggest success in 
the three years of my mandate, and is even acknowledged to be so by Human 
Rights Watch, usually a highly critical NGO. At the end of my mandate, 
850,000 people – refugees and displaced people – had returned to their 
homes. 300,000 of them were so-called “minority returnees”, which means 
that their homes are now in areas controlled by an ethnic group other than the 
one to which they belong. 
How was this breakthrough achieved? We first established the legal frame-
work for the return of property, which was a complex process, given that a 
population shift had occurred. We had to answer such questions as: How 
should the legal former owners and tenants reclaim their properties, and who 
would certify that they are the legal tenants? Which of the current occupants, 
who would have to move out, would be entitled to what kind of alternative 
accommodation? Who must provide it? Which deadlines should apply for the 
various steps of the process? And so on. We allocated responsibility to vari-
ous ministries and the local municipalities, and then I ensured proper local 
implementation by putting return high on my agenda, by pushing and de-
manding, and by dismissing more than 70 officials in 15 months – mayors, 
housing officials, even ministers. By the beginning of 2001, we were able to 
hand the political responsibility for the process over to the newly established 
State Ministry for Refugees and Human Rights. Even the hard-liners had 
come to realize that the question was no longer whether there would be return 
or not, but how soon the return process could be completed. Even the receiv-
ing municipalities admitted that return was in their interest. Returnees usually 
bring along some financial means, which in turn benefits the local economy, 
and donors and NGOs looked favorably at areas with high return rates. Re-
turn means investment and capacity building. 
The way in which we tackled the issue of return, a very important problem in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, demonstrates my concept of ownership in practice. 
The same principle applies to the establishment of functioning public institu-
tions, such as a professional judiciary, efficient law enforcement agencies and 
a proficient public administration. We can decree the best legislation that it is 
possible to devise, but if “ownership” does not occur, it will never be effec-
tive. 
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Focus on the Economy 
 
[ C. S. ] Can you give some examples of the process of transforming the 
economy? Is that process ownership-driven? 
[ W. P. ] No country can escape global trends, and Bosnia and Herzegovina is 
no exception. The country needs to be fit for global and – most importantly – 
regional competition. The economic system has to adapt to this undoubted 
fact. I agree, one might not like the excessive “freedom” of neo-liberalism, 
but an economy like Bosnia and Herzegovina’s, which is situated in a region 
where states are already competing for foreign direct investment, cannot 
afford the luxury of special protection. It is necessary to carefully – I stress, 
carefully – open up the market and make use of trade arrangements, specifi-
cally the one with the EU. 
One of the major challenges for any post-communist country is to separate 
politics from the economy. In the specific situation of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, this also means breaking up the status quo of ethnic divisions within the 
economy. Therefore, two basic strains have to be pursued: the first one is the 
transition from the specifically Yugoslav socialist system (i.e. what has re-
mained of the so-called workers’ self-management) to a market economy. 
The second goal is to dismantle the narrow, ethnically based political inter-
ests that have led, effectively, to three economies within one state. By estab-
lishing a single economic space throughout Bosnia and Herzegovina, “eco-
nomic logic” will eventually help integrate the country. 
Again, this seems to be a paradox at first glance. On the one hand, we have to 
liberate the economy from politics. On the other hand, the international 
community has to use economic reform for political purposes. By creating a 
single economic space, by devising legislation designed to strengthen the 
regulatory role of the state, by harmonizing laws between the entities, we are 
reforming the economy. At the same time, we are adding cohesion to this 
country called Bosnia and Herzegovina. If Bosnia and Herzegovina success-
fully integrates economically, this will contribute considerably to the state-
building process, to a more deeply rooted perception of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina as a state by its citizens. This, of course, presupposes the vision of what 
a modern state is about. For me, it was important to make clear beyond any 
doubt that what the citizens most need is a functional state whose citizens can 
see and feel that it makes sense to have this state because it “delivers”. 
Getting the economy going will also open the wider prospect of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s integration into the EU. This prospect will give this “weak” 
state a concrete goal and perspective. And Europe is the one idea shared 
unanimously by all the citizens of the country. Serbs, Croats and Bosniacs 
alike, they all want to become citizens of the EU. Having this in mind, I 
chose Brussels to convene the Foreign Ministers Peace Implementation Con-
ference (PIC) in May 2000. I wanted this meeting to take place in the “Euro-
pean capital” in order to send an unambiguous signal, both to Western capi-
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tals and to Bosnia and Herzegovina, that the country is a European project. 
With this conference, Europe became more “visible”. And the EU has moved 
a lot since then: the High Representative of Bosnia and Herzegovina is now 
also the EU Special Representative in the country, and the EU has taken 
police reform in Bosnia over from the United Nations. Hopefully soon, the 
NATO-led “Stabilization Force” (SFOR) will be replaced by a “European 
Force”. 
Now, what have we achieved with regard to economic reform? True, Bos-
nia’s economy is still not competitive, but the country has stable prices, ex-
ports are increasing, and there is continued above-average economic growth. 
It is unfortunately also true that there is corruption and a huge grey sector. 
But while the political leaders, during the early stages of the reform process, 
simply denied that there was any corruption, this evil has now been recog-
nized as such and is being fought. 
As to the vital privatization process, it had been established prior to my arri-
val. I was not satisfied with what I found, but I was forced to go on with the 
existing model – you cannot change such a complex system in mid-stream. 
However, I succeeded in convincing my international masters of the need to 
make a few corrections, and the process is now moving somewhat faster. 
A lot has been achieved with regard to state-level regulatory agencies. A 
Communications Regulatory Agency was established to manage the fre-
quency spectrum in Bosnia and Herzegovina and to award licenses on the 
condition of adherence to certain standards – for example, technical and edi-
torial ones, where electronic broadcasters are concerned. It has proven to be 
very successful. In the field of electronic broadcasting, it has reduced the 
proliferating number of broadcasters from nearly 300 – far too many for an 
estimated population of 3.5 million! – to 183, greatly improving programme 
quality as well as the financial sustainability of the licensed stations. By now, 
the Communications Regulatory Agency is financed locally, and it has be-
come a Bosnian institution. 
Working together with the international financial institutions (IFIs) and the 
Central Bank of Bosnia and Herzegovina, we have managed to reform the 
banking sector, which is another success story. No other post-communist 
country has abolished the communist-era payment bureaus as fast as Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Now you can find some of the best commercial banks in 
the whole region in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which work under a strong 
state-level Central Bank. Again, this is ownership at its best. 
Of course, transforming the economy also means establishing the rule of law. 
Without the rule of law, there can not only be no democracy, but also no 
economic development, because investors need a safe and transparent 
framework to protect their investments. Therefore it has been essential to put 
in place modern commercial legislation and set up the institutions that will 
secure the rule of law, i.e. a judiciary and public administration and law en-
forcement agencies that are professional, efficient and non-partisan. 
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I have passed this reform agenda on to my successor, Lord Paddy Ashdown, 
who will be the High Representative during the final phase of international 
engagement in Bosnia and Herzegovina. If these ambitious and urgently 
needed reforms are successful, they will result in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
economic recovery. Eventually, democracy and civil society, too, will no 
longer be “foreigners” to Bosnia and Herzegovina. Then the international 
community’s main task will have been successfully accomplished. 
 
 
Overcoming Dependency 
 
[ C. S. ] How might ownership overcome the dependency syndrome8 we can 
observe in Bosnia and Herzegovina? 
[ W. P. ] I think Bosnia and Herzegovina is still in the “take-off phase”. Like 
a plane, it has to go at full speed in order to gain height. It is thus very impor-
tant to continue to push for ownership and enhanced local responsibility and 
accountability. Bosnia and Herzegovina could still slip into a grey zone – i.e. 
become a country somewhat better off than it used to be, but still far worse 
than its citizens deserve. Therefore, Lord Paddy Ashdown and the interna-
tional community need to continue to implement the reform agenda in a very 
determined way. The will to reform is something that needs to be strength-
ened in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Ownership means taking on the challenges 
and resolving the problems yourself. Success will in turn strengthen self-
confidence and, eventually, dependency will fade away. 
 
 
Fostering Participation in the Political Process 
 
[ C. S. ] Restricted participation in the policy-making process weakens its 
legitimacy, accountability and finally the quality of decision-making itself. In 
order to enhance the participation of the local leaders in the decision-making 
process and foster partnership, you set up a Consultative Partnership Forum 
in July 2001 to discuss urgent issues of peace implementation, as well as the 
contribution of Bosnian state institutions to it. You also created a Civic Fo-
rum to hear the voice of the nascent civic society. The aim of both was to 
back up the ownership process. What impact did these two bodies as well as 
the constitutional reform process have on the ownership process? 
[ W. P. ] I consider them signals – signs of a new era. I told Zlatko 
Lagumdzija, the then leader of the “Alliance for Change” and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s prime minister, that we should put our professional relation-
ship on a new, more equitable basis. It was too lopsided: us – “the masters” – 
and them – “the locals” – who have to follow our orders. Such a relationship 
                                                           
8  See Zarko Papic, “International support policies in South East Europe towards a new 

approach”, Papic, op. cit., pp. 26–8. 
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may have been necessary as long as the old nationalist guard dominated Bos-
nian life and politics. The nationalist leaders – in many cases the same ones 
who were in charge during the war – could not, and should not have been the 
“owners” of Bosnia and Herzegovina. They had no intention of supporting 
the development of ownership and the long overdue Europeanization of their 
country. This was why I was forced to apply a fairly interventionist approach 
at the beginning of my mandate, imposing important legislation and dismiss-
ing local officials in order to push the country forward. I was aware of my 
responsibility for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s dependency as a result of my 
interventionist approach. But this approach was necessary at the time of 
ethno-nationalism, the time of the old guard. 
When the “Alliance for Change” came to power after the 2000 elections, 
things changed. It was a democratic coalition, very heterogeneous – alto-
gether there were 11 parties contesting the election – but with one uniting 
theme: they all embraced the idea of a state of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Even 
the members of the parties from the Republika Srpska in the coalition coop-
erated in the state institutions. It was a Serb minister who led the project to 
introduce a state-wide ID card in the country, despite some grumbling from 
the Republika Srpska. Another Serb became the Minister for European Inte-
gration. 
Let us remain realistic: even now, too much can only be achieved with the 
assistance of the international community. However, more and more state-
building projects are being promoted and run by local politicians, who realize 
that Bosnia and Herzegovina is their only home country, after all, which will 
only be as functional as they make it. It is important to proceed with such 
Bosnian partners. 
[ C. S. ] What are the prospects for a self-driven process? 
[ W. P. ] Personally, I think that the Mrakovica-Sarajevo Agreement, this 
historic constitutional compromise between Bosnia and Herzegovina’s peo-
ples, has the potential to become the turning point on the way to a self-
sustaining country. Once 50 percent of the positions in the Banja Luka gov-
ernment are held by non-Serbs, and once Bosniacs, Croats and other non-
Serbs are represented at every level in the local administration in the Repub-
lika Srpska according to the 1991 census, both of which are foreseen by the 
new constitution, this will have a profound impact on people and politics in 
the Republika Srpska. When the envisaged bicameral system becomes opera-
tional, under which the representatives of any of the three peoples have veto 
powers in vital matters, it will necessitate compromise solutions. Serbs, to-
gether with Croats and Bosniacs, will be faced with the fact that the real 
world is very complex, and that there are needs and necessities beyond their 
own group allegiances. This will put a responsibility on the returning non-
Serbs to act in a peaceful and democratic way and to get constructively in-
volved in building a better future for the part of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
called the Republika Srpska. Everybody will have to think about how to 
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make the Republika Srpska the home of all its citizens. Ethnic politics will 
then be sidelined by the “politics of interest” – if the other ethnic groups can 
cause political trouble, it is better to take their interests into account from the 
start and secure their support than to fight endless battles with an uncertain 
outcome. 
 
 
Concerning the Responsibility of the Bosnians and the Interveners 
 
[ C. S. ] This gives us an idea about the importance of the ownership process 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina. At the same time, it does not mean that the inter-
national community no longer has its own responsibilities in the fields of 
democracy assistance and intervention.9 Where do you see the tasks of the 
international community in the future and how should responsibilities be-
tween international and local actors be divided? 
[ W. P. ] By intervening in Bosnia and Herzegovina and by establishing in-
ternational co-governance, the international community carries its share of 
responsibility for the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Every intervention, 
be it military or civilian, has wide-ranging, deep and long-lasting conse-
quences. I remember, when I had just arrived in Sarajevo, a Bosnian weekly 
ran a short editorial about the new High Representative and compared me 
with the Habsburg governor of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Benjamin Kallay 
(1839–1903).10 It stated that Kallay brought the first wave of Europeanization 
to Bosnia and Herzegovina, and that now, 100 years later, another Austrian is 
charged with Bosnia and Herzegovina’s second Europeanization. I responded 
to this comparison and said that personally I felt flattered, but that there was 
one fundamental difference: Kallay was acting on behalf of an imperialistic 
power, while I considered myself the representative of the international 
community, which had only one interest: to turn Bosnia and Herzegovina into 
a viable state and a partner in a uniting Europe. 
However, it is clear that, along with our assistance, we are bringing certain 
“values” to the country. Bosnia and Herzegovina will be a different country 
once our mandate ends: it will be different physically, politically and, in 
many ways, culturally as well. One might bemoan the fact that long-held 
traditions are being jeopardized, and that certain continuities and specificities 
of Bosnian culture could be, in a purist sense, “tainted” with Western and 
non-indigenous elements. This is perhaps unavoidable, but we should be 
aware of it. Europe after 1945 was in many ways Americanized. Globaliza-
tion – viewed here as a vast cultural phenomenon – brings different lifestyles, 
sometimes very superficial ones, to traditional cultures, and they are incorpo-

                                                           
9  See Laurence Whitehead, “Concerning international support for democracy in the south”, 

Democratization in the South: The Jagged Wave, ed. by R. Luckmann & G. White, 
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1996, p. 252. 

10   See Mile Stojic, “Kallay”, Dani, Sarajevo, 20 August 1999; http://www.bhdani.com. 
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rated in one way or another. Western influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
happens in a very concrete and specific way. The international community 
sets the political agenda and imposes legislation, creating a specific social 
and political system. Therefore, partnership with Bosnian citizens, intellectu-
als and leaders is so important. The end result must not be a Western clone in 
the Balkans. Ideally, the end result should be a country that has found its own 
modern identity. 
I think that among Bosnia and Herzegovina’s assets are its links to the Is-
lamic world. After September 11 [2001], it may not be popular to say this, 
but I think that it is very important that the progressive forces of Islam remain 
in contact with the Muslim community of Bosnia and Herzegovina and vice 
versa. Turkey plays a crucial role in this respect. It represents the OIC (Orga-
nization of Islamic Countries) in the PIC Steering Board, the main oversight 
body of the international community in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
If Bosnia and Herzegovina is successful in coming to terms with its internal 
problems, it could play an important role in Europe, in particular when it 
comes to the issue of European Islam, which yet needs to be explored. Pro-
vided there is a specifically European kind of Islam, which continues to adapt 
to and incorporate European achievements – particularly the separation of 
religion and state, the signpost of secular societies, in which religion does not 
interfere in politics and vice versa – Bosnia and Herzegovina could make an 
important contribution and serve as a bridge to the wider Islamic world. A 
successful state of Bosnia and Herzegovina could signal inclusiveness to 
recent Muslim arrivals in Europe. This is not an obvious task when you think 
of the challenges that lie ahead of Bosnia and Herzegovina, but it is important 
to acknowledge that there is more to this small multi-religious and multi-
ethnic Balkan country than some people would think11. 
To repeat, Bosnia and Herzegovina is at present still in a social and economic 
take-off phase, which means that it is in a typical crisis situation. The country 
has overcome the immediate consequences of the war, but it has reached 
what Bertolt Brecht once called “die Mühen der Ebene”, which could be 
translated as “the labors, the pains of the plains”. Therefore, we need persis-
tence and continuity in the work. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is still a classic example of a “weak” state. It has 
been successfully stabilized by the international community, but it still needs 
the international community for quite some time to come. Instead of contem-
plating exit strategies, we need to focus on an “entry strategy” – Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s entry into European structures. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
future is clearly European. I pushed very hard for the country’s accession to 
the Council of Europe as a first step, at the same time emphasizing that Bos-
nia and Herzegovina had to fulfill the criteria necessary for entry. It did, and 
in April 2002, Bosnia and Herzegovina became the 44th member of the 
                                                           
11  For the sake of brevity, I am not delving into the crucial issue of turkey and its brand of 

secularized Islam. 
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Council of Europe. The same basic principle applies to EU membership: if 
the country meets the entry requirements, it will become a trusted and equal 
member. It does not have to beg for entry, provided it plays by the rules, i.e. 
fulfils the “acquis communautaire”. This is the advantage of the European 
integration process. A country knows what the entry criteria are and can 
actively determine its future. And the more the citizens of Bosnia and Herze-
govina see that the state is the crucial actor in joining the EU, the more they 
will identify with and support the state.  
However, the consequences of the recent war and the challenges of a transi-
tion economy and its social aspects will not just go away. But finding an 
identity as a state implies reaching out and finding ways and means to inte-
grate it into the region, economically, socially and culturally. It means re-
establishing links across the new borders with its neighbors. Only within this 
regional framework will Bosnia and Herzegovina reach the point where it can 
then integrate with Europe and be proud of its achievements – and the inter-
national community will be able to be proud of having successfully com-
pleted a massive and comprehensive intervention, unique in modern history. 
 
 
Dealing with the Past 
 
[ C. S. ] How do you look at Bosnia and Herzegovina’s history – have you 
detected nostalgia or apology for the early communist methods or the spe-
cific Yugoslav socialism and self-administered socialist market system? 12 
And what about the future? 
[ W. P. ] Again, we are talking about a process. Part of it, of course, is to 
come to terms with the past. I am sure this country will go through many 
phases as it deals with its past. At the moment, it is still too early for the 
people of Bosnia and Herzegovina to lock back dispassionately. History still 
serves as an instrument for self-legitimization and the passing of guilt on to 
the other. The “blame game” is still in full swing – just look at what Mi-
losevic is saying in The Hague. This is the nature of history when it serves an 
ideology.  
But I believe that in order to reconcile with yourself, you also have to recon-
cile yourself with your past. And this is what Bosnia and Herzegovina is far 
from achieving. In many of my encounters with citizens of this tragic coun-
try, I could sense a certain nostalgia for Tito, which is understandable. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina profited a lot from the Tito regime. But his regime also 
turned Yugoslavia into a failed experiment. The peaceful transition from 

                                                           
12  According to Hannah Arendt, Karl Otto Hondrich speaks about the gap (he says a tension) 

between the past and the future. For Hondrich, this tension explains the contemporary 
acceptance of war; see Karl Otto Hondrich, Wieder Krieg, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 
2002, p. 9. 
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communism to democracy, which was successfully managed by other coun-
tries in the region or in Central and Eastern Europe,13 failed in Yugoslavia. 
It is up to the historians to thoroughly analyze the reasons for this monumen-
tal failure. They need to do it in a multi-disciplinary way. When we talk 
about Bosnia and Herzegovina, we obviously cannot just look at the recent 
past solely from a Sarajevo angle. It must include Mostar and Banja Luka and 
Bijeljina; and it must include above all Belgrade and Zagreb. Most likely, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina will need much more time to find explanations and 
reasons for its own recent tragedy. But it cannot succeed without looking 
beyond its borders. 
Aleksa Djilas wrote an excellent book about how the relationship between 
the Serbs and Croats was vital and decisive for the fate of Yugoslavia.14 
Whenever these two peoples were able to get along in a positive, constructive 
way, Yugoslavia “worked”. Whenever they were at each other’s throat, the 
Yugoslav idea collapsed. From today’s perspective, Djilas’ theory sounds 
almost prophetic, because it was the conflict between the Serbs and Croats 
that brought this last Yugoslav experiment to an end – in a very violent and 
disastrous way. 
Assessing recent history means that we do not allow that history to destroy 
the future. But without the past there is no future. 
 
 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Sovereignty in a Post-National Order 
 
[ C. S. ] Is post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina on the path to a post-national 
or post-sovereign order? And if the latter is the case, how should we perceive 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s sovereignty and its place in the region? 
[ W. P. ] There is a paradox here, one of the many paradoxes I have been 
confronted with in the region. Up until 2000, Bosnia and Herzegovina had 
totally porous borders. This was highly problematic, because it had serious 
implications for internal security, trans-border crime, illegal migration into 
Western Europe and the grey economy. Therefore, one of our major endeav-
ors was to ensure control over the borders, and consequently the State Border 
Service was established. At the same time in the EU, open borders – albeit 
only inside the EU – were considered the ultimate achievement of integrating 
the continent. 
Nevertheless, I am convinced that Bosnia and Herzegovina first needs tight 
borders, so that they can be dismantled later in an orderly fashion, when 
Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as its neighbors have got a grip on all the 
problems that permeable borders currently lead to. Of course, we have to 

                                                           
13  See Larry Diamond and Marc F. Plattner (eds), Democracy after Communism, Baltimore, 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002. 
14   Aleksa Djilas, The Contested Country: Yugoslav Unity and Communist Revolution, 1919–

1953, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1996. 
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keep in mind that the final goal is the freedom of movement of people and 
goods. But this cannot be achieved at once. As in many other areas, we first 
have to establish the rule of law and create the necessary institutions of a 
modern state, such as the border service. 
These are preconditions for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s participation in the 
European integration process. I have already said it, but I would like to repeat 
it: the importance of Europe for Bosnia and Herzegovina is that it has some-
thing vital to offer at the end of the Bosnian tunnel. Some of our interven-
tions may seem like a detour, but actually they are not. They are part of the 
way that leads to Europe. 
Speaking of Europe: at the beginning of 2003, the EU took charge of police 
reform in Bosnia and Herzegovina, taking this task over from the United 
Nations. From the outset, it was my intention to convince the Europeans to 
assume responsibility and leadership in such crucial fields of state and insti-
tution building as justice and home affairs, particularly law enforcement. This 
is “Europeanization” at work. I am thus very glad about the EU´s Police 
Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina (EUPM). It heralds a new era in the 
Balkans, a phase when the EU accepts its responsibilities and becomes more 
visible, while the US continues to reduce its aid and its forces in the region’s 
NATO-led operations. 
For the first time, the EU’s insignia of twelve golden stars on a blue back-
ground can be seen on the national uniforms of the member states that pro-
vide staff for the EUPM. The emergence of the EU colors in the Balkans 
means more than just the EU helping Bosnia and Herzegovina back on its 
feet, although this alone is extremely important. But it is also the first con-
crete operation in the context of the emerging European Security and Defense 
Policy (ESDP). While police reform clearly belongs to the civilian ESDP 
component, the EU’s fledgling military arm of the ESDP may soon follow 
suit and take over the international military mission in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina.  
The EU is well advised to develop a long-term strategy not only for Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, but also for the region as a whole, with the aim of placing 
the internationally led political, economic, judicial and military missions and 
reform efforts under EU leadership. This could give the integration of the 
former Yugoslavia into the EU, which has started very late, a much-desired 
boost. 
 
 
Bosnia and Herzegovina as a Plurinational European State 
 
[ C. S. ] Sumantra Bose characterizes Bosnia and Herzegovina as “a transi-
tional democracy in a weak, fragile state with legitimacy problems among 
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two of the three constituent communities”.15 For Bose, Bosnia’s future will be 
based “on a model of layered sovereignty, multiple citizenships and soft 
borders (internal and external)”.16 
[ W. P. ] Indeed, if you replace the name Bosnia and Herzegovina with that 
of Europe in this quote, it would read: “Europe’s future will be based on a 
model of layered sovereignty, multiple citizenships and soft borders”. This is 
where we are headed in Europe. To extend this point, Bosnia and Herzego-
vina has to go through the same phases as other transitional countries, but 
because of war and destruction, its difficulties are much greater. 
 
Constitutional Patriotism: A Perspective for Bosnia and Herzegovina? 
 
[ C. S. ] Is there a way for Bosnia and Herzegovina to move from constitu-
tional nationalism to constitutional patriotism, as Habermas puts it?17 
[ W. P. ] In Bosnia and Herzegovina, we are very far away from “constitu-
tional patriotism”. The ethnic definition of state and society is still vastly 
predominant. We should also remember that there were many constitutions in 
the former Yugoslavia,18 like the famous and crucial one of 1974, which may 
have played a role in Yugoslavia’s demise; and all the constitutions had “eth-
nic” formulas and quotas. This is another reason why constitutional patriot-
ism is not an immediate possibility. 
But as I said before, we have laid a basis with the recent constitutional reform 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which has resulted in a more symmetrical, but 
still very “ethnic” set-up. Progress is limited by the simple fact that in Dayton 
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lows us to have a better understanding of Bose’s approach: “the plurinational state is an 
extension of the concept of plurinationality itself, referring to the existence of multiple po-
litical communities rather than a single, unitary demos. Considering the state in this way is 
also consistent with historiographical approaches stressing the union rather than unitary 
principle. It also opens up the prospect of constitutional asymmetry”, “Plurinational De-
mocracy in a Post-Sovereign Order”, Queen’s Papers on Europeanisation, no.1, 2002, p. 
10; http://www.qub.ac.uk/ies/onlinepapers/poe1-02.pdf. 

16  Bose, op. cit., p. 280. 
17  The German term “Verfassungspatriotismus” was coined to denote attachment to the 

liberal democratic institutions of the post-war Federal Republic of Germany. Patriotism in 
those circumstances meant loyalty to a polity that was non-nationalist or even anti-
nationalist in its structure. Habermas suggests that multicultural and multinational socie-
ties might be unified at the level of politics by a liberal political culture supported by a 
“constitutional patriotism”. See Jürgen Habermas, “Grenzen des neohistorismus”, Die 
Nachholende Revolution: Kleine Politische Schriften VII, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 
1990, p. 151. Here it makes sense to point out that Habermas is very clear concerning the 
local relevance and the roots of this procedural understanding of democracy (pp. 153–4). 

18  On this issue, see Vojin Dimitrijevic, “The 1974 constitution and constitutional process as 
factor in the collapse of Yugoslavia”, Yugoslavia: The Former and the Future, ed. by 
Payam Akhavan & Robert Howse, Washington, DC, Brookings Institute, 1995, pp. 45–
74; and Christine Höcker-Weyand, “Jugoslawien”, Verfassungen der Kommunistischen 
Staaten, ed. by Goerg Brunner & Boris Meissner, Paderborn, Munich, Vienna, Zurich, 
Ferdinand Schöningh, 1979, pp. 115–251. 



 42 

it would have been completely unrealistic to reach an agreement on a wide-
ranging harmonization between the entity constitutions. 
 
 
State Sovereignty in a Globalized World 
 
[ C. S. ] State sovereignty is more and more questioned.19 Do you agree that 
there is a need to redefine state sovereignty and, if so, what path ought to be 
followed? 
[ W. P. ] I believe it is the history of the European integration process that 
can provide practical guidance for Bosnia and Herzegovina. The ongoing 
discussion of a European constitution includes these issues of the nation state 
and state sovereignty, and there is a lively public discourse about what na-
tional independence and sovereignty actually mean. Throughout history, the 
concept of a self-sustaining sovereign state has been steadily eroded. But 
sovereignty, in modern terms, does not vanish; it has only been transferred – 
shifted from one level to another. 
However, let us consider not only state sovereignty, but also practical sover-
eignty, i.e. the level where decisions are made and where the citizen’s voice 
matters. This must not diminish. It can be transferred and delegated, but for 
the citizen it still has to be clear: I have a say, and I know that with regard to 
certain issues, it is not my capital, but Brussels, that calls the shots. However, 
I can influence this decision-making process. 
As in Europe, so in Bosnia and Herzegovina too, citizens must feel that their 
voices are being heard and that their concerns are being taken seriously by 
those who are in charge. As always, things in Bosnia and Herzegovina are 
more basic: the first step in terms of securing the future of Bosnia and Herze-
govina and thereby its political development was the departure of Milosevic 
and Tudjman. Their aim, the partition of Bosnia and Herzegovina, is no 
longer an issue. The more the neighboring countries respect Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, the more secure the citizens will feel and the less relevant the rela-
tive weakness of the political structure will be. And in my view, the vital 
“safety belt” for Bosnia and Herzegovina should be Europe. Generally speak-
ing, traditional sovereignty withers away at the state level and is being con-
tinuously transferred to supra-national levels. In this way Bosnia and Herze-
govina’s relative lack of “sovereignty” will be less of a problem once the EU 
and its members have decided to fully embrace Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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[ C. S. ] But most citizens do not see this transfer, and politicians sometimes 
have difficulty explaining this process. There is also a gap between the eco-
nomic and political spheres, the latter being in a weaker position. Therefore, 
there is a need for more assertive political action in order to make the shifts 
more visible and enforce local power through decentralization. 
[ W. P. ] I agree. There is a delicate balance between the building of supra-
national entities and nation states. This is a permanent challenge to the Euro-
pean integration process, as well as to the entire modern world. Integration, 
like globalization, is not a coherent process. Many differences still exist be-
tween the various countries; yet today there is much more cohesion than a 
few years ago. 
[ C. S. ] You insist that this is one dimension of the process. Nevertheless, 
this dimension is becoming increasingly important, but people experience 
great difficulties when confronting it, for they often feel that they are missing 
their familiar points of reference. 
[ W. P. ] This is probably what ethno-nationalism profits from. Its representa-
tives claim to provide an answer to this identity crisis. On the way from the 
tribal world to the modern model of living together, we have entered a post-
nation-state situation in Europe, most visibly represented by the EU. But 
individual fears are still following the same old patterns. If people do not 
understand what globalization means and how they can cope with it, then it is 
a motive to attack the champions of globalization, the “Masters of the Uni-
verse”. These fears are absolutely legitimate and they can have dire conse-
quences if they are not dealt with in a sensitive political way. 
In a way, the people in Banja Luka who threw stones at those who partici-
pated in the ceremony marking the rebuilding of the Ferhadija mosque in 
May 2001 were driven by similar fears: they had been made to believe that 
the Serbs will lose their “identity” if they allow this mosque to be rebuilt. 
Therefore, we need to cajole these people “into communication”. Ethnic 
nationalists are successful because they succeed in stopping communication 
and telling their own exclusivist story over and over again. But once a Serb 
meets a Croat or Bosniac returnee and they start talking to each other again, 
they usually realize that they have much more in common than separates 
them. They all want a decent job and opportunities for their kids; they all 
dream of a happy family life; in short, they are not so different after all. The 
same applies to Europe. We have to give the people the feeling that what is 
happening has an important human dimension. Considering Europe and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, the circumstances of each case are of course vastly 
different, but the underlying patterns of hope and despair are quite similar. 
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Hope for the Future 
 
[ C. S. ] Finally, a more personal question: how do you feel about Bosnia 
and Herzegovina? 
[ W. P. ] I have become emotionally very attached to the people and the 
country, and I feel very close to the people. I suspect that my family back-
ground, coming from a minority situation20, has contributed to this. It has 
probably also given me an emotional optimism that things will work out. 
Rationally, I see more problems than solutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
But at the end of the day, it is hope against all odds – and the will of the peo-
ple to stay together, of course – that decides whether a country exists or dis-
solves. At the moment, there is still no real “common agenda” of the peoples 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina and, even worse, no strategy to create one. In the 
end, the emergence of such an agenda, and the will of Bosnia’s leaders and 
citizens to make their country work, will be decisive. My innermost fear, my 
personal nightmare, is that after all the economic and other reforms are car-
ried out, all the state institutions are established and the rule of law is in 
place, we may be confronted with a functioning state, but one without a soul. 
Then Bosnia and Herzegovina would be destined to fail. But I do believe that 
the country has a real chance. What will ultimately determine the fate of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is the successful creation of a true sense of “owner-
ship” and responsibility (odgovornost), and genuine dedication to the country 
and its people. 
[ C. S. ] Wolfgang Petritsch, thank you very much21. 
 
Geneva, September 2002 –  January 2003 
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