
 

297 

The Learning Curve of the European Integration Process 

Wolfgang Petritsch 

In notable contrast to the success of democracy in the years comprising the late 

1980s, through to the early 1990s, which witnessed the democratisation of some 

one hundred countries and which was described by Samuel P. Huntington as de-

mocracy’s “third wave,”
1
 disillusionment and a kind of “democratic pessimism” are 

widespread today. Against the background of democracy-building efforts in Af-

ghanistan and Iraq, simultaneous with the rise of radical Islamist movements in 

Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine and other formerly secular societies, the legitimacy and 

efficiency of democracy promotion is being questioned openly. This scepticism is 

also evident now in Southeastern Europe – “Western Balkans” in EU speak – espe-

cially in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
2
 Serbia and Kosovo. 

Recent setbacks in democracy promotion have given a boost to Western advo-

cates of traditional developmentalism – arguing that development must precede 

democracy – and providing evidence for “democratic sequencing,” the notion that 

the rule of law and a well-functioning state should be in place before democracy 

can be expected to take root. This is unfortunate as, particularly in the Balkans, it is 

precisely the absence of consolidated democratic systems which inhibits the devel-

opment of the rule of law, underscoring the vital role of efforts to strengthen the 

state’s core capacities taken in step with democratisation. 

Agreeing with this approach, Thomas Carothers advocates gradualism as an al-

ternative to sequencing in assisting democratisation, stating that “state-building 

beyond the initial stage is best pursued at the same time as democratization, with an 

effort to find points of complementarity and mutual reinforcement.”
3
 In my view, 

the European Union’s Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) illustrates just 

such a gradualist process. The obvious specificity of the Balkans notwithstanding, 

we should remember that it took the countries of East Central Europe fifteen years 

of tough choices and profound changes, before being welcomed into the EU. This 

could help all concerned to accept the fact that it will take time for the region’s “en-

try strategy” to be completed. What matters is that the door should remain open and 

that the political will of the European Union’s key players to back the ongoing 

rather technocratic accession process remains firm. 

                                                             
1 S. P. Huntington: The Third Wave. Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century. Norman, OK: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1991. 

2  The name Bosnia will subsequently refer to the whole of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

3  T. Carothers: How Democracies Emerge. In: Journal of Democracy 18 (2007) 1, 20. 
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As processes of post-conflict political reconstruction have fallen short of early 

(unrealistic) hopes, the strategies and results of international state building practices 

in the Balkans are being questioned. Critical and sometimes provocative accounts 

highlight the paradox of Western intervention that threatens to destroy democracy 

in order to save it and the subordination and weakness of non-Western states in re-

lation to the Western powers.
4
 As previously stated, despite the remarkable progress 

achieved in guiding the Balkans towards calmer waters, the SAP is essentially one-

sided, with partner relations between each country and the EU mainly determined 

by Brussels’ conditionality. 

Nevertheless, neither the influence of Western democracies in developing post-

communist countries, nor the genuine impulse towards democracy, must be overes-

timated. True, especially in cases like Bosnia and Kosovo, external involvement – 

notably in the form of externally managed governance – plays a key role in efforts 

to shape the local democratic transition, but despite highly intrusive and assertive 

policies, there has been no quick shift towards democracy. Lasting results and de-

mocratic consolidation remain mostly long in coming and must be built from 

within. 

This is best exemplified by the recent constitutional debate in Bosnia. On 26 

April 2006, the Bosnian parliament failed to pass a set of constitutional amend-

ments that had been under discussion for nearly a year. The draft amendments were 

neither comprehensive nor particularly far-reaching but still failed to garner, by just 

two votes, the required two-thirds majority in the House of Representatives. Thus 

ended the first coherent attempt to revise the current state-level Constitution since it 

entered into force in 1995; while such amendments may be important as a first step 

towards genuine constitutional reform, they seem to have been too timid to induce 

fundamental systemic change. 

The Bosnian experiment of “supervised democracy” – notwithstanding many 

positive achievements – still leaves the country somewhere between transition and 

democratic consolidation.
5
 As other “third-wave societies,” Bosnia is a “struggling 

democracy” – to use a phrase coined by Carothers. Similar to other transitional 

countries, Bosnia still faces rather complex post-conflict conditions and – as a con-

sequence – seemingly intractable challenges. These persistent contextual problems, 

the pervasive interethnic conflict pattern, widespread poverty, severe socio-

economic inequality, substantial external debt, excessive state involvement in the 

economy and, above all, a fundamental lack of consensus among the political and 

intellectual elites about the country’s future, have so far stalled Bosnia’s swift move 

towards its European destiny. 

                                                             
4  D. Chandler: Empire in Denial. The Politics of State-Building. London: Verso, 2006. 

5  C. Solioz/T. K. Vogel (eds.): Dayton and Beyond: Perspectives on the Future of Bosnia and Herze-

govina. Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2004; X. Bougarel/ E. Helms/G. Duijzings (eds.): The New Bosnian 

Mosaic. Identities, Memories and Moral Claims in Post-War Society. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007. 
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Bosnians today – as well as the foreign actors involved in the country – seem to 

be suffering the disappointment (el desencanto) felt in Spain in 1979–80, through-

out Latin America in the late 1980s and in Central Europe in the post-1989 period. 

Indeed, Bosnians are affected today by a mix of authoritarianism – “Tito nostalgia” 

– and post-totalitarian depression. How can this scepticism about the value of and 

the necessity for a democratic and civil-society concept be overcome? Is the state in 

danger of further deterioration or is there an inherent perspective for state consoli-

dation, albeit at a relatively low common efficiency denominator? 

It now seems that only generational change and a resulting perceptional shift 

will help forge a consensus on democracy, ushering in a more realistic “age of di-

minished expectations.” But how can these necessary adaptations be achieved? Is 

the EU integration process as it presents itself today a viable option, or will full 

membership remain a dream deferred? 

Missing the “Hour of Europe” Twice? 

European ambivalence concerning the prospect of EU membership, indeed the no-

tion of Europeanisation of the Balkans, while a matter of fact in today’s political 

climate, rings an irritatingly false note for those from the Balkan peninsula who 

have been contributing to a united and democratic Europe since way before the col-

lapse of the Iron Curtain. Yugoslav intellectuals from all former republics partici-

pated in the Western discourse well ahead of their East European comrades. While 

Kor!ula is recognised today primarily as the beautiful island on the Dalmatian 

coast, where – legend has it – Marco Polo was born, in the 1970s and 1980s it stood 

for Yugoslavia’s contribution to the “Third Way,” jointly embarked on by West and 

East European intellectuals seeking a democratic and at the same time social path 

between the two big Cs – Communism and Capitalism.
6
 

It was after all not Kor!ula that contributed to the destruction of Tito’s Yugosla-

via. On the contrary, it was Goli Otok,
7
 the island on the dark side of this “Third 

Way,” which de-legitimised Yugoslavia’s search for a more humane and just soci-

ety and helped to pave the way for Slobodan Milo"evi#, Radovan Karad$i#, Ratko 

Mladi#, Franjo Tudjman, and the like, leading ultimately to the bloody triumph of 

ethno-nationalism and its paranoid consequences exemplified in the policy of “eth-

nic cleansing,” both a euphemism worthy to be included in The Barbarian’s Dic-

tionary (Wörterbuch des Unmenschen) as well as, in extension, part and parcel of 

European history. 

It is against this specific historical backdrop that the transformation of the 

Yugoslav society – Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Macedonians, Bosnians, Albanians and 

                                                             
6  The “Praxis School” – a neo-Marxist philosophical movement that originated in Zagreb and Bel-

grade in the 1960s – organised a widely popular summer school on the island of Kor!ula. See: U. 

Rütten: Am Ende der Philosophie? Das gescheiterte “Modell Jugoslawien” – Fragen an Intellektuel-

le im Umkreis der Praxis Gruppe. Klagenfurt: Drava, 1993. 

7  Goli Otok – barren island – became a high-security prison in 1949, run by the Yugoslav authorities 

(the prison was shut down in 1988). See: B. Hofman: Night till Morning, 1982; C. Magris: Alla 

Cieca. Milan: Garzanti, 2005. 
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the many “nationalities” and “minorities” – has taken place. While by contrast rela-

tively successful in the formerly backward Eastern Europe, this specific transforma-

tion was doomed to fail; a situation that has made EU membership, once regarded 

the deus ex machina of modernisation, even more questionable. Hence, the previ-

ously mentioned “democratic pessimism” in some of former Yugoslavia, triggered 

by the misnomer “enlargement fatigue” and the constitutional crisis within the EU. 

Ironically already once, in the early 1990s, Europe failed to comprehensively ad-

dress the root causes of what was to become the bloodiest conflict on its territory 

since 1945. Today, it has become increasingly clear, that it would not be wise – to 

say the least – to again miss the “hour of Europe.” 

While by the end of 2005, each country from the region had achieved a certain 

degree of reform, in line with the European Union’s integration process, the French 

and Dutch “no” votes on the Constitutional Treaty in 2005, along with other inter-

nal challenges to the Union, now put the very idea of EU enlargement in question. 

Again, Europe lacks the cohesion, determination and, to a degree, the necessary 

instruments to keep its promise. Indeed, the EU is pulling away from its commit-

ment made at Thessaloniki on 16 June 2003;
8
 with the risk that the concerned coun-

tries may backpedal on their commitment to reform as well. If truth be told, in Ser-

bia as well as in Bosnia, prospective key reforms once driven by the promise of 

closer EU ties are now blocked, while the implementation of already agreed re-

forms has become both slow and painful, encouraging various national anti-

European forces to try to reverse the direction of their countries’ development. 

With Europe no longer prisoner to the stale East-West schism, it is essential that 

all countries of Southeastern Europe – including those from the former Balkan bat-

tlegrounds – are granted the opportunity to swiftly follow their neighbours. Bulgaria 

and Romania became full-fledged EU members on 1 January 2007; Croatia, no 

doubt, will follow in due course. More than a decade after the wars of the 1990s, 

the EU is both duty-bound to ensure stability in the Balkans and obliged to offer a 

clear and convincing perspective to the countries in question to swiftly – based on 

their own merits and in consideration of their “added value” for a “Europe whole 

and free,” move closer to the EU, including eventual full membership. 

What emerges is that the EU integration regimen, supported by the ultimate in-

centive of EU membership, provides a coherent framework to and strategy for the 

complex and difficult reform effort in the region. As elaborated by the International 

Commission on the Balkans, the EU accession framework may also drive a genuine 

constitutional debate: In Bosnia, but also in Serbia,
9
 Montenegro and Macedonia, 

                                                             
8  The Thessaloniki Agenda for the Western Balkans emphasised the need to strengthen the SAP and 

to intensify the relations between the Western Balkans and the EU through the introduction of Euro-

pean Partnerships inspired by the national programmes for adoption of the acquis in the accession 

process. 

9  Serbia’s constitutional reform undertaken in October 2006 and approved by referendum has, in view 

of the focus on the overarching political issue of Kosovo, left those issues that require further consti-

tutional debate largely unresolved. 
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necessary and in part long overdue constitutional arrangements could be negotiated 

in the framework of the European accession process,
10

 fully recognising the impor-

tance of effective domestic ownership of the reform process. 

Proposals such as structured membership or the formation of a group of junior 

members, in short, a kind of phasing-in strategy for these “problem candidates,” as 

proposed by Franz-Lothar Altmann, seem to point in the right direction.
11

 What 

should be avoided under any circumstances is the creation of a kind of “Balkans 

ghetto” or European banlieue, comprising most of the region’s Serbs, Albanians 

and Bosnia’s Muslims, concentrated behind ever-growing visa hurdles, preventing 

them from travelling to the better-off member-states of the EU. Unless the Union 

moves more resolutely towards the gradual and time-bound integration of the West-

ern Balkans into the New Europe, we will see the already worrisome development 

gap grow ever wider in this part of Europe. That, in turn, would seriously impair 

Europe’s stated ambition to become a viable global partner. 

Lessons Learned – The European Integration Process Works 

In the late 1990s, as state and institution building, economic reform, matters of jus-

tice and home affairs gained relevance over military peacekeeping in Bosnia, I was 

appointed as the international community’s top civil administrator there. Between 

1999 and 2002, I had the opportunity to oversee Bosnia’s reconstruction and reform 

and, eventually, its start towards a more formalised European integration. 

During my tenure at the Office of the High Representative (OHR), a robust Eu-

ropeanisation and institution-building agenda was put into effect. European funds – 

roughly two-thirds of the bill covered by the EU – and European know-how both 

became key to Bosnia’s difficult state building efforts. The USA’s notion of an 

“exit strategy” for the international community was step by step replaced by an “en-

try strategy” for Bosnia into European structures. As a result of this enhanced Euro-

pean strategy, Bosnia was accepted as a full member of the Council of Europe on 

24 April 2002. 

Along the tortuous and winding road towards “Europeanisation” came Bosnia’s 

inclusion in the SAP, benefiting from preferential EU trade concessions and 

CARDS assistance, which was preceded by the so-called “Road Map,” a document 

jointly drawn up by my office and the EU Commissioner for External Relations, 

Chris Patten’s Balkans experts, in March 2000 and endorsed by the Peace Imple-

mentation Council (PIC) on 24 May 2000.
 
The Road Map identified eighteen initial 

basic preconditions broadly falling into three groups covering political, economic 

and democracy- and human rights-related issues. These requirements had to be ful-

filled as a precondition for a Feasibility Study that would eventually determine 

Bosnia’s readiness to start formal negotiations on a Stabilisation and Association 

Agreement (SAA). 

                                                             
10  International Commission on the Balkans: The Balkans in Europe’s Future. Sofia: 2005, 25. 

11  F.-L. Altmann: EU und Westlicher Balkan. Von Dayton nach Brüssel: ein allzu langer Weg?. Berlin: 

Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, 2005, 6. 
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The main focus of the Road Map exercise was on deepening economic reform, 

accelerating the return of refugees and displaced persons and fostering democratic 

and accountable common institutions. Not quite incidentally, these issues were mir-

rored by the three strategic policy priorities I formulated at the outset of my term as 

High Representative. My goal was two-fold: I intended to boost Bosnia’s state 

building and local integration process while at once, in line with my entry-strategy 

policy, encouraging a more profound and systematic EU-Bosnia partnership. In 

fact, the Road Map and the agenda of the OHR were complementary means to the 

same end: To set Bosnia firmly on the path to European integration.
12

 

With that in mind, following the completion of the Road Map in September 

2002, a feasibility study on Bosnia’s “preparedness” for further steps towards Euro-

pean integration was launched in the spring of 2003. Before Bosnia could start ne-

gotiating an SAA, the country had to make significant progress in sixteen fields 

formulated by the Feasibility Study. This represented a substantial and demanding 

reform agenda “imposed” by the EU’s acquis communautaire, even if some of the 

items were, of course, not new to the local authorities. Many of the Study’s follow-

up requirements explicitly focused on implementation, an endemic weakness in 

Bosnia’s famously over-extended institutional set-up. 

Consequently, the new Mission Implementation Plan (MIP) devised by my suc-

cessor, Lord Ashdown, took these achievements into due account. Many of the re-

form proposals, formulated by the OHR, were reflected in the catalogue of actions 

required by the European Commission for advancing Bosnia’s move towards the 

EU. By February 2004, all Bosnian political parties signed a common platform sup-

porting the SAA-related reforms – the first comprehensive commitment of its kind 

in post-war Bosnia. Finally, a National Plan for adoption of the acquis com-

munautaire has been finalised, clearly demonstrating Bosnia’s determination – at 

the institutional level – to take on the obligations of EU membership.  

“Local ownership” and responsibility – in Bosnian samoodgovornost – became 

the buzzword in the public discourse about the future of Bosnia as a “stable, viable, 

peaceful and multi-ethnic Balkan country, co-operating peacefully with its neigh-

bours and irreversibly on track towards EU membership,” as the MIP put it. This 

process bore fruit in 2005: Following significant progress in addressing the sixteen 

key priorities identified by the Feasibility Study, the European Commission rec-

ommended on 21 October 2005, to the European Union’s Council of Ministers that 

talks commence on an SAA with Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

In that sense, 21 October 2005 marks the end of the “Dayton era” of peace im-

plementation and the opening of the “Brussels era.” The main motivation for reform 

is no longer the implementation of a peace treaty, managed by an intrusive interna-

tional presence, but the pull on domestic stakeholders exerted by the prospect of EU 

                                                             
12  W. Petritsch: Bosnien und Herzegowina 5 Jahre nach Dayton: Hat der Friede eine Chance? Klagen-

furt: Wieser, 2001; Bosna i Hercezovina od Daytona do Evrope. Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 2002. 
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membership. The Council adopted the directives for the negotiation of an SAA, 

which opened officially in Sarajevo on 25 November 2005. 

Bosnia’s Future 

In 2006, the pace of reforms in the region, especially in Bosnia, slowed down con-

siderably. SAA negotiations ran into a virtual stalemate and today the further inte-

gration process faces new, one could also say old, obstacles. Some experts empha-

size that while “member-state building” is important, the focus of the European 

integration process on institutional and technocratic aspects has failed to provide 

genuine social change. Others voice their concern that the EU still lacks a compel-

ling vision for the future of the Balkans, an understanding geared towards tackling 

the specific challenges of a region in a state of delayed transition. This holds par-

ticularly true for multi-ethnic Bosnia. 
It is high time the EU, with a strong special representative, takes the lead and 

moves away from the present form of imposed conditionality by concentrating 

more on processes that enhance domestic ownership and foster reform-willing, 

post-nationalist elites. Ultimately, for the SAP to provide new momentum for re-

form in Bosnia, a new generation of civic-minded decision-makers is needed to 

replace a largely de-legitimised political class unable or unwilling to transcend eth-

nic prejudices. 

Incremental changes in Bosnia, mainly in its social, trade and taxation systems, 

in police and intelligence matters have, quietly but in many ways dramatically, al-

tered the country’s governance structures. In view of the potential ripple effects that 

the future status decision in Kosovo could have on the region, an even closer part-

nership between Europe and Bosnia will also have the effect of placing ownership 

and local responsibility centre stage. 

The envisaged closure of the OHR, the final authority in theatre “according to 

the Dayton Accords” and holder of the Bonn powers by mid-2008, will alter the 

balance of power in the country itself and consequently the role of the international 

community in the yet unfinished state building efforts in Bosnia. The phasing-out of 

the OHR thus demands careful consideration, which, I am afraid, is not always ap-

preciated by the international stakeholders.
13

 

Though the attention of the international community has necessarily turned to 

Kosovo, the situation in Bosnia remains unsettled. Diplomatic efforts focused on 

Kosovo are about finding the proper legal status for a de facto independent terri-

tory; the challenge in Bosnia, less one of diplomacy and more of governance, is to 

make an internationally recognised state function better. While this is far less spec-

tacular than the birth of a new state – a rare event these days – it is every bit as im-

portant. The achievements of a decade of peace in Bosnia still require additional 

reforms to become self-sustaining. 

                                                             
13  CEIS Policy Brief: OHR: Results First, Exit Later. Sarajevo: Center for European Integration Strate-

gies, 2007. <www.ceis-eu.org/policy_briefs/2007/policy_briefs.htm>, 26.03.2007. 
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Bosnia’s main problem is the fact that its zero-sum politics are being encour-

aged by the country’s constitutional set-up, itself a legacy of the General Frame-

work Agreement for Peace (GFAP) of 1995. It rewards politicians who mobilise 

their ethnic constituencies instead of those able to reach across the sectarian divide. 

This situation, deadly for long-term stability, must be addressed strategically by the 

international community. 

Key reforms, driven mostly by Bosnia’s wish for closer ties with the EU, have 

fallen victim not just to the irresponsible behaviour of some local politicians but, to 

some extent, to the EU’s various malaise. The strongest incentive for democratic 

change in Bosnia – EU membership – is fast losing its lustre. Little wonder, then, 

that Bosnia’s politicians cannot reach the pre-accession agreement SAA with Brus-

sels, much less achieve the more ambitious goal of a new constitution. In such cir-

cumstances, it is worrying that the OHR’s overseers on the Peace Implementation 

Council have so far failed to explain how the OHR will complete its job and transi-

tion to the EU Special Representative (EUSR) by June 2008. Rather than fixing yet 

another phase-out date, the PIC should ask the OHR to draft clear benchmarks for 

its final operational year. 

The OHR’s responsibilities must not be transferred to the EUSR until key provi-

sions of the Dayton Accords have been implemented: The task of implementing 

Dayton to the fullest extent possible lies with the OHR, not the EUSR. To finish its 

job the OHR is obliged to give priority to a set of core tasks that are achievable in 

its remaining months. A reframed OHR must focus its full attention on achieving a 

breakthrough in the streamlining of the state and on implementing the core provi-

sions of Dayton. Only then can the OHR leave and declare its mission accom-

plished. 

In this difficult period, the EU and the United States must work together, in ef-

fective partnership with Bosnia’s politicians, to help build the political will to carry 

reform forward. This is the only way for Bosnia to become a country at ease with 

itself, and for the international community to protect its considerable investment in 

the country’s future. 

Time is not on Bosnia’s side. Too much of it has already been spent on debates 

of ideal solutions, exit strategies, regional impact, the global context and so forth. 

What the Western Balkans needs now are workable solutions and a firm, mutual 

commitment, from both Brussels and the Balkan capitals, that the region’s future 

lies inside the EU. The international community must show that it is ready to help. 

It will then be up to local politicians to stop playing games and move Bosnia closer 

to Europe. 

Many in Western Europe feel they have already been engaged too long in Bos-

nia, this strange land on the fringes of Europe; more oriental at times than truly oc-

cidental, as the Western mantra goes. Other crises on the global map urgently de-

mand our commitment and resources. Granted, Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon and 

Palestine, the “failing states” on the African continent, all need our attention. But 
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why risk a near-success for other urgent tasks? Politics in the 21
st
 century requires 

that we live up to the challenges of a complex world (dis)order. 

“Multi-tasking” is not just a management buzzword. The intricacies of EU pol-

icy having to simultaneously tackle its internal constitutional crisis, grapple with the 

cohesion issues of the now 27 member-states, and to finish post-conflict stabilisa-

tion in the Balkans, require a special kind of multi-tasking, hitherto unseen in the 

Union. In very real terms, developing the necessary politico-managerial skills will 

assure that “ownership”
14

 and local responsibility will not be confused with an ill-

conceived exit strategy, however often this notion crosses European political minds. 

We “EU Europeans” now must summon the will to stay the course, assisting the 

progressive and democratic forces in the “other Europe” of former Yugoslavia and 

Albania in our common quest for a truly united Europe. 

                                                             
14  For a discussion on the ownership concept, see: C. Solioz, Turning Points in Post-War Bosnia: Own-

ership Process and European Integration. Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2007, 133–139.  


