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This research investigates the impact of international donor efforts to cultivate effective 

and authoritative local governing institutions in the post-war Western Balkans.  It explores the 

hypothesis that the greater the degree of international authority in domestic decision-making, the 

more significant the obstacles to developing domestic institutions for good democratic local 

governance that are highly valued by citizens.  Interview and survey data from field-based actors 

bolsters reform project assessments in judging the impact of reforms on communities.  Analysis 

finds that even in countries where the international community is vested with considerable 

power, internationally supported local governance reforms have produced benefits for domestic 

peoples under certain conditions that highlight domestic concerns.  These include when reform 

engaged domestic experts in the design and implementation stages in order to respond to 

domestic concepts of good local governance that emphasize socioeconomic, rather than 

internationally advocated liberal-democratic, aspects.  Another condition is when significant aid 

devoted to supporting effective local governance was coupled with a larger political settlement 

attractive to powerful domestic elites.  Finally, aid must not only build improved local 

government capacity but also generate improved performance that is visible to citizens. 
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Well-functioning governing institutions, including those at the local level, are critical for 

effective and equitable delivery of services, political competition, broad political participation 

and decision making, and a vibrant and inclusive civil society.1  Decentralization involves the 

devolution of authority over administration, budgets and financial decisions, the allocation of 

resources, and the provision of services in a manner that is responsive to local communities and 

largely independent of higher levels of government.2 Viewing democratic decentralization as part 

of their neo-liberal strategy, international financial institutions and international organizations 

(IOs) have championed it in developing countries.3  Donor governments, such as the US, assert 

that when democratic local governance is combined with decentralization, ‘local governments – 

and the communities they govern—gain the authority, resources, and skills to make responsive 

choices and to act on them effectively and accountably’.4  

 In divided post-conflict societies like those in Western Balkans of focus here--Croatia, 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia, and Kosovo--programs to improve the quality of local 

governance are also expected to provide a context in which social and ethnic conflicts can be 

constructively addressed out of the harshly politicized light of the national government.5  Indeed, 

Socialist Yugoslavia implemented decentralization, albeit within a one-party system because it 

viewed it as a key mechanism for accommodating ethnicity.6  Municipalities (opštine) were 

considered centres of innovative social self-government reforms, which attracted the attention of 

Western scholars and practitioners despite the limited power actually devolved.7  Violence 

during the 1990s and early 2000s, however, significantly debilitated local governance capacity.  

Nationalizing elites seeking to strengthen their new states in the face of external and internal 

threats advocated centralization, which further weakened local governance.  During both the 

socialist and post-conflict period, municipalities possess a civil service, a mayor, and a 
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legislature, and engage in public works projects, basic health care, primary education, local 

development, and other social welfare programs.8  

 Though almost none of the municipalities in the post-conflict Western Balkans are 

ethnically homogeneous, many of them are dominated by one of the country’s primary ethnic 

groups.9  This is particularly the case after the violence of the 1990s, when significant numbers 

of peoples belonging to ethnic groups who were in the minority in a municipality were forced, or 

decided to, flee.  But they have pressured domestic officials to alter municipal boundaries.  

International officials pressed Macedonian politicians to redraw municipal boundaries, including 

in some cases to increase the proportion of Albanians.10 In Bosnia-Herzegovina (hereafter 

Bosnia), international officials imposed boundary changes they considered necessary to reunite 

some municipalities ethnically divided during the war.11   

 In the remainder of the paper, I outline the hypothesis derived from post-conflict 

literature on the impact of internationally supported local governance reforms. I then explore 

donor and Western Balkan citizens’ assessments of local governance reforms.  The local 

governance programs of international donors are outlined and assessed through surveys, 

interviews, and assessments.  Finally, I describe domestic actors’ suggestions for improving 

reforms and discuss the conclusions of field-based research. 

Expectations from Post-Conflict Literature 

Comparative analysis of political decentralization reforms suggests that the road leading 

to an envisioned virtuous outcome of good local governance is littered with potholes, including 

increased possibilities for political capture.12  Divided, post-war societies with significant 

international intervention into domestic politics, such as those in the Western Balkans, present 

complicated environments for reform.  This research was guided by the hypothesis that the 

greater the degree of international authority in domestic decision-making, the more significant 
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the obstacles to developing authoritative domestic institutions for self-sustaining good local 

governance.  This proposition, which builds on critical scholarship on international intervention, 

asserts that as international authority in domestic policy making increases, arrangements become 

more complex – the number of foreign decision makers in domestic politics increases and the 

diversity in basic values, interests, and networks of accountability also increase.  The logic 

argues that this complicates the development of clear and effective domestic mechanisms for 

decision making and accountability.13  The hypothesis contends that the heaviest forms of 

international civilian intervention foster dependency, rather than help build domestic capacity.14  

This logic implies that less intrusive international intervention would help better develop 

political institutions that are more effective and more highly valued by domestic elites and 

citizens. 

Knaus and Cox argue for a middle ground approach exercised by the EU.15  They assert 

that of the three existing state-building models--the authoritarian, where internationals are vested 

with executive authority; the traditional, development; and the EU-member state--only the 

latter’s voluntary process that promises the prize of EU membership has been successful.  This is 

because the EU requires aspiring member states to reform their governments to meet democratic 

standards.  Such requirements, EU aid for reforming institutions, and the desire of Western 

Balkan states to join the EU club supposedly work together to produce an administrative 

revolution that deepens democracy.16 

Even the lightest international intervention—traditional development assistance for 

building capacity--confronts obstacles to reform.  Multilateral organizations and individual 

governments’ aid agencies often hire intermediaries – international and sometimes local non-

governmental organizations (NGOs)—to implement their aid projects.  This generates principal-

agent relationships that can hinder positive impacts on recipient communities.17 This ‘long aid 
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chain’ creates multiple accountability mechanisms and requires cooperation among actors with 

diverse interests.18  As McMahon argues in the case of international aid for Bosnian civil society, 

agents and principals behave in self-interested ways that can ‘easily slight the needs of Bosnian 

society in favour of their own organizations’ viability.’19   

International authority in the region’s local governance has been the strongest in Kosovo 

and Bosnia and the weakest in Croatia and Macedonia.20  The UN Mission in Kosovo initially 

exercised executive authority which transitioned later into the power to overrule domestic 

officials up until Kosovo’s declaration of independence in winter 2008.21  In Bosnia, the UN 

High Representative is empowered to impose laws and remove domestic officials at all of 

Bosnia’s multiple levels of governance.22  In contrast, international officials who co-signed 

Macedonia’s peace agreement in 2001 obligated Macedonia to adopt a revised Law on local self-

government that reinforces European standards, but can only assist Macedonian officials in 

implementing it.23  In local governance in Croatia, the international role has been largely limited 

to OSCE and EU monitoring, after the exception of a brief period in a slice of disputed territory 

in the mid 1990s.24  All of the countries of focus are also subject to the pull of the EU accession 

process and development aid.  The EC has made additional demands about local governance on 

Macedonia by making the implementation of decentralization contained in the peace agreement a 

prerequisite for EU membership.25 

For reformers, the nature of decentralization as a policy issue--on the softer side of 

security—appears to open greater possibilities for progress though its divisibility into the ‘win-

win’ solutions of pork barrel policy making than harder security issues like policing.26  

Decentralization does not fundamentally threaten essential mechanisms of power used by 

national and regional-level politicians.  As a result, the stakes over local governance reform are 

lower than over reform at the national level of governance.  USAID supports local governance 
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reforms partly out of frustration with efforts to reform central government institutions.27  The 

very idea of decentralization invites different degrees of shared ownership (locally, regionally, 

and nationally) on a variety of components, such as local development and service provision.28
   

Nonetheless, local governance reforms affect the distribution of political power and thus 

generate some contention.  The politics of decentralization compel international officials to 

decide whether and how to marginalize or win over powerful domestic actors.29  This is 

particularly important in Croatia and Bosnia, where officials in powerful intermediate levels of 

government--counties (županja) in Croatia and entities and cantons in Bosnia--oppose further 

devolving power to municipalities.  But when policy is viewed in other than zero-sum terms, 

international officials may use framing to provide a framework to meet multiple interests and 

build local governing capacity.30  Nationalist parties, who often control national politics, view 

favourably their prospects in ethnically-dominated municipalities, making them supportive of 

decentralization in these circumstances.  International officials have tried to bring on board 

ethnic majority elites, who were initially reluctant to accept internationally backed 

decentralization they viewed as catering to minority demands for more autonomy,31 by dangling 

attractive political prizes.  These include Western guarantees for territorial integrity of Bosnia, 

integration into EU and NATO for Macedonia, and independent statehood for Kosovo.   

Because of the varying degrees of local ownership and issue-area logic, we expect small, 

but more significant, progress in local governance reforms in Croatia and Macedonia than in 

Bosnia or Kosovo.   

Divergent Concepts of Local Governance 

But data surprisingly suggest that the quality of local governance has improved in those 

countries where international officials have extensive authority for local governance.  Because 

there is not an agreed-upon way to measure the quality of local governance and the success of 
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local governance reforms, we gathered data for multiple measures of quality and progress.  

Freedom House measures of good local democratic governance are firmly rooted in liberal 

democratic concepts that emphasize processes.32  Nationally representative sample surveys about 

local governance reforms produce a measure that is more sensitive to local ideas of good 

governance.33  Putnam found a strong positive correlation between citizens’ approval of local 

democratic governments and independent measures of high performing local democratic 

governments.34
 

Freedom House’s annual rankings of the quality of liberal democratic governance at the 

local level suggest that Bosnia has achieved significant progress since the end of war (Table 1).35  

In contrast, it assesses Croatia, the country where international authority has been the weakest, as 

achieving the least progress in democratic local governance.   

Table 1 

 
Popular attitudes about local governance reforms differ from Freedom House 

assessments.  Our surveys consider agreement with the proposition that ‘municipal government 

reform has improved benefits for all citizens, regardless of ethnic or political affiliation’ as an 

indicator of citizens’ positive assessment of reforms.  The survey results indicate that ethnic 

Macedonians and Kosovar Albanians chose as their top choice agreement that decentralization 

has improved benefits for all (Table 2).  Other respondents, however, were less impressed with 

decentralization’s achievements.  The top response of Bosnia and Croatia’s primary ethno-

national groups and the second highest response of Kosovo’s groups were that decentralization 

reforms had not changed the quality of local governance.  

Table 2 

 
Turning to citizens views of what decentralization reforms should achieve helps make 

sense of the discrepancy between Freedom House and citizens’ assessments of the progress made 



Assessing, p. 8 

in local governance reforms.  Rather than assume what citizens want from decentralization, we 

asked them.  In our surveys, citizens prioritized employment far above political goals, such as 

greater voice or closer citizen-government relations, as important responsibilities of local 

governments (Table 3).   

Table 3 

Citizens in the Balkans view local government less as a source of political rights and procedures 

and more as a vehicle to satisfy substantive needs.  As one local colleague in Macedonia 

emphasized, ‘At the domestic level, the key priority of the population and local government is 

local economic development; they are not so concerned about good governance’.36  This 

domestic concept of local governance makes sense given the function of local governance in 

Socialist Yugoslavia and the priority that ordinary people have placed on economic needs in the 

post-conflict Balkans.  Though emphasis on outputs leaves open the possibility that citizens’ 

satisfaction with local government may depend on their ability to use personal contacts rather 

than transparent institutional procedures to achieve desired outcomes, a survey in Croatia 

suggests against this.37   

 Breaking down public opinion by ethnicity indicates that decentralization has neither 

dramatically reduced nor exacerbated inter-ethnic relations (Table 2).  The one exception is 

Kosovo, where few Serbs believe decentralization has produced benefits for all citizens.  This 

view should be seen in the context of Serbs’ general hostility toward international support for the 

independence of Kosovo and their formation of parallel municipal governments.38  Ethnic 

Macedonians, however, have warmed up to decentralization.  While a plurality of ethnic 

Macedonians viewed decentralization negatively in 2003, a plurality viewed it positively by 

2008.39  It suggests that over time, decentralization may become decoupled from controversial 

peace agreements intended significantly to meet minorities’ concerns, and viewed by citizens as 
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a normal part of democratization.  An advisory panellist involved in the survey considered that 

many Albanians who refrained from answering the question about decentralization reforms most 

likely felt that decentralization brought benefits to all citizens, though especially to Albanians 

who felt that governments before decentralization failed to provide services to them.40 

Turing to views held by elites, another one of our advisory panellists in Macedonia 

observed, ‘no political party is against decentralization’.41  The spokesperson for Hrvatska 

Demokratska Zajednica BiH (HDZ BiH), the most popular political party for Bosnian Croats, 

told me, ‘there is no dispute [among major political parties in Bosnia] about the local level of 

governance;… we are in favour of a decentralized state.’42  This suggests that HDZ BiH does not 

consider municipal governance reforms as a threat to its power, in stark contrast to proposed 

changes in regional governments, which HDZ BiH has opposed as disempowering Croats in 

Bosnia and thwarting their demands for a third, Croat-dominated entity.  These positions are 

consistent with the issue area approach, which anticipates greater possibilities in reform of lower 

stakes policy issues like local governance.  Why oppose reforms of municipal governance when 

the bulk of power is vested elsewhere in the political system? 

In sum, if we judge decentralization reforms by standards close to the international 

donors’ who sponsor the programs,43 Bosnia has made the most progress in local democratic 

governance, followed by Macedonia, Kosovo, and finally Croatia.  On the other hand, if we 

allow the citizens of the Western Balkans to assess the progress in local government reforms, 

most consider these programs ineffective.  The exceptions are ethnic Macedonians and Kosovar 

Albanians, who both view positively decentralization reforms; and Kosovar Serbs who 

negatively view them.  Intensive interviewing is needed to clarify why citizens view local 

governance reforms the way they do.  But the difference between Western notions of good local 

governance, which emphasize process and capacity, and Balkan citizens’ ideas of good local 
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governance, which emphasize socio-economic outcomes, suggest that internationally supported 

reforms for local governance must be sensitive to domestic needs and interests in order to have 

positive and sustainable impact on communities.   

Methodology for Assessing the Impact of International Aid for Local Governance 

 Evaluating the role that international actors have played in local governance reforms is 

even more difficult than measuring improvement in the quality of local governance.  First, it is 

necessary to clarify what aid international actors have provided.  Virtually all of the bi-lateral 

and multilateral donors active in the Western Balkans have developed local governance 

programs.  USAID, in partnership with SIDA in Bosnia, has invested significant funds44 into 

programs intended to improve the post-conflict Balkans’ municipal-level governments’: citizen-

oriented services; management and information systems; policy and accountability procedures; 

transparency and citizen participation in decision-making; and revenue generation and financial 

management.45  The World Bank and the UN Development Programme have promoted local 

economic development and better service delivery, while OSCE programs aim to reform 

municipal administrations and increase public participation.46  Finally, European institutions 

have provided aid that seeks to make local governments comply with European norms and 

capable of meeting EU accession requirements.47 

This research project seeks to measure the impact of international aid on domestic 

communities by emphasizing data collected in the field from donors, implementers, and 

particularly recipients.  This differs from measures of international effort that rarely get at 

domestic attitudes.  For example, a key indicator of the quality of local governance that 

international implementers use is regular holdings of public discussions of the municipal 

budget.48 This is despite the cogent arguments of scholars of democracy aid that such 

quantitative measures do not adequately capture aid’s effect.49  An outside evaluation of 
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USAID’s local governance program in Serbia candidly noted that the methodologies that 

implementers used to calculate program impact lent themselves to distortion and urged 

increasing the independence of the assessment process.50 Quite a few USAID officials desired 

greater resources from their under-funded and politically weakened agency to ramp up 

monitoring and evaluation.51 While an independent cross-national analysis of the impact of 

USAID’s democracy and governance aid found a positive impact on countries’ Freedom House 

measures of national-level democracy,52 it did not assess the impact of aid on sub-national 

institutions. 

This research attempts to assess the impact of decentralization reforms by gathering 

objective and subjective data for multiple measures of progress at the local level.  It supplements 

data from reports by implementers and donors with external evaluations of decentralization 

programs.  Field work is critical for understanding how international officials based in the region 

and domestic actors shape the effectiveness of local governance reform programs.  Following the 

suggestions of scholars and practitioners to consider local elites’ and ordinary citizens’ 

perceptions of the effectiveness of institutions,53 Mark Baskin and I conducted over 70 in-depth 

interviews in the field with international donors, local officials, and local activists involved in 

local governance and policing reforms.  Domestic academics advised our investigation.  Surveys 

conducted by our domestic survey partners54 help uncover the views of the ultimate recipients of 

these governance reforms – domestic citizens--whose perspectives have often been undervalued 

in assessments.  Our domestic survey partners helped us develop survey questions about local 

governance reforms rooted in the country-specific competencies granted to local governments, 

regional experiences with local self-governance, and donor concepts of good local governance.55  

Judging International Involvement in Local Governance Reforms 
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Survey data and evaluations of reform programs help assess the role international actors 

have played in local governance reforms and the reforms’ impact on communities.  Our surveys 

indicate that most citizens believe that international actors have played a modestly positive role 

in decentralization reforms. 

Table 4 

Most citizens in Macedonia, Bosnia, and Kosovo viewed international organizations’ role in 

decentralization positively (Table 4), though if given the choice between labelling it as ‘very or 

somewhat positive,’ they chose the latter.56  In contrast, citizens in Croatia, where international 

organizations have played a tiny role, logically saw they had no impact.  More ominously, 40 

percent of Kosovo Serbs viewed negatively the role of international organizations in local 

governance reforms.  This suggests they consider such reforms as preparing Kosovo for 

independence and counter to Serb interests.   

Project assessments57 and elite interviews indicate that internationally supported local 

governance reforms have helped bolster the capacity of local governments, if not significantly 

improved their performance.  International programs for local governments have sought to build 

local capacity by helping develop a positive inter-governmental enabling environment, which 

they view as a prerequisite for improved performance.   

A key component of internationals’ effort to promote a positive enabling environment is 

the strengthening and reform of pre-war domestic Associations of Local Self-Government.  The 

actions of the Associations of Local Self-Governments suggest that these associations are 

stronger in Macedonia and Bosnia than in Croatia and Kosovo.58 With American and European 

support, the most professional and progressive staff and members (mayors) of these associations 

became more active in writing and influencing laws strengthening local governance.59 The U.S. 

and the EU succeeded in bolstering efforts by Bosnia and Macedonia’s Associations of Local 
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Self-Governments for legislation empowering local governments--the Value Added Tax (VAT), 

a proportion of which went directly to local governments.60  Domestic legislators passed the 

legislation in both countries, modestly increasing local government resources.61  The VAT is an 

important example of governance legislation in Bosnia that was passed without international 

imposition.  Bosnia’s High Representative and USAID’s concerted effort to cajole Bosnians into 

drafting, adopting, and implementing reform legislation for local governance resulted in the 

Federation (entity-level) parliament passing a law on principles of local self-government.  This 

law complied with European norms but contained only ‘guiding principles and main rules,’ 

rather than more clearly assigning competencies to and funding for local government.62  In 

Kosovo, legislative reforms for decentralization gained domestic support only when international 

officials in 2004 included domestic officials and the Association of Kosovo Municipalities in the 

reform process.  The 2004 international-domestic partnership was formed after a 2002 reform 

effort involving only international experts ran into significant local resistance.63  These laws and 

others on direct elections of mayors have helped set the stage for small improvements in local 

governance in all four countries.  Comparing legislative reform efforts for decentralization in the 

Western Balkans demonstrates that reforms attract significant domestic support only when 

international officials allow domestic officials to take significant responsibility for developing 

and passing decentralization laws.   

Yet despite—or sometimes partly because of—international efforts, the inter-

governmental enabling environment is still not very conducive to good local governance.  

International efforts to frame decentralization as apolitical technical assistance have not 

convinced many domestic officials at higher levels of government that they will not be 

threatened by local governance reforms.  EU and OSCE aid for the professionalization and de-

politicization of public service, a part of the enabling environment, has encountered resistance.64  
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In Bosnia, politicians at the regional levels, which were created by the internationally drafted 

Dayton constitution, have thwarted local governments’ ability to fulfil their competencies.65  

Croatian elites have failed to restructure their county level of governance in a way that empowers 

municipal governance even though legislation since the 1990s has weakened counties.66  

Furthermore, the EU, who has refrained from resolute efforts to press Zagreb into adopting local 

governance reforms, assessed Croatia’s local governance as ‘not properly organized’.67  This 

contrasts with the EU’s concerted effort to get national-level politicians in Macedonia to pass 

decentralization laws stipulated by the Ohrid peace agreement.68  U.S. and UN officials in 

Kosovo have convinced some Kosovar Albanian officials to ‘go along with’ decentralization in 

order to build international support for Kosovo’s independence.69  These cases emphasize the 

benefits of international officials making progress on local governance reforms a prerequisite for 

domestic officials to achieve larger political goals in Europe. 

As part of its effort to evaluate the progress of their programs to develop local 

governments’ capacity, the implementer of USAID’s local governance projects in Macedonia 

and Bosnia developed a Municipal Capacity Index. This index judges local governments’ 

performance on five dimensions: 1) citizen-oriented services; 2) management and information 

systems; 3) policy and accountability procedures; 4) transparency and citizen participation in 

decision-making; and 5) revenue generation and financial management.70  Data gathered for 

these indices provide evidence that those municipalities receiving USAID-SIDA’s aid improved 

between 2005 and 2007 their governance capacity along all five dimensions.71  However, the 

non-random selection of control municipalities prevents the implementer from asserting that 

USAID-SIDA-aided local governments systemically improved more than those which did not 

receive aid.   
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This problem highlights the need to multiple sources of data on international aid for 

dimensions of local governance capacity in order to more objectively assess capacity-building 

and the impact on local communities.  Projects seeking to increase citizen participation in local 

decision making have had mixed success.  Of the 70 Bosnian municipalities holding mandatory 

hearings on draft public budgets, 86 percent made a report of the hearing that included the 

number and nature of proposals received, a rough indication of the seriousness which 

municipalities consider such proposals.72  Other efforts to increase citizen participation in local 

governance include feedback lines, ombudsmen, designated open office hours for municipal 

representatives and mayors, and open neighbourhood community (mesna zajednica) sessions.73  

While these initiatives provide local officials the opportunity to listen to citizens, the extent to 

which local officials acted upon concerns expressed by citizens in these venues is unclear.74  In 

Bosnia, only 19 municipalities had a transparent process for selecting citizens’ funding 

requests.75  Most respondents in a survey in Croatia felt that citizens had little to no influence on 

decision-making and governance in their local community.76  Conversations I had with citizens 

in Bosnia and in Macedonia during 2008 echoed the views focus group participants in Serbia that 

such hearings were ‘just for show’.77 

Have international projects more effectively addressed citizens’ interest in improved 

citizens-oriented services?  Citizens recently noted improvements in certain types of service 

delivery in Macedonia, but no improvements in most types.78  Survey data showed that both 

citizens and businesses in municipalities receiving USAID-SIDA aid for Municipal Service 

Centres in Bosnia expressed increased satisfaction with municipal service delivery,79 though 

sampling techniques again make it impossible to determine whether the increase in satisfaction is 

systematically higher in municipalities receiving USAID-SIDA funding.   
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Citizens’ overwhelming desire for local governments to generate economic development 

urges international projects and local officials to focus on producing visible economic 

improvements.  International actors have taken advantage of the logic that generating local 

economic development embodies a variety of goods attractive to different actors, which creates 

opportunities for the win-win policies anticipated by the issue-area approach.  For example, 

international donors and implementers argued that mayors cooperated on internationally backed 

local development projects because they realized that improving the local economy was 

complex, needed international support, and highly desired by their constituents.80 Meeting 

constituents’ priorities appeals to mayors’ self-interests in re-election.  One sign of the buy-in of 

local elites is cost-sharing. But until recently, World Bank efforts to assist local development in 

Bosnia focused on forming inclusive but ad-hoc local committees rather than on bolstering the 

capacity of elected local officials and civil servants to lead economic development programs.81  

Some municipalities in Macedonia remain mired in debt.82  Many citizens, who judge local 

governments on their delivery of tangible benefits rather than their capacity, expect more 

development from their local governments.  Our survey respondents in Croatia and Bosnia rated 

local economic development as the competency that local governments were least successful in 

fulfilling.   

Finally, for international efforts to cultivate local government capacity they must engage 

myriad local officials across recipient countries.  USAID’s local government projects have had 

the broadest impact in Macedonia, where its international implementer supported a project in 

every municipality.83  This breath has allowed USAID in Macedonia to avoid the pitfalls of the 

common donor strategy of initiating pilot projects in selected municipalities with mayors who 

demonstrate political will.  For example, the USAID-SIDA-funded local governance project in 

Bosnia reached only 41 of 147 municipalities by 2005, though its second wave plans to include 
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another 30.84  This often leaves the more troubled or recalcitrant municipalities to fend for 

themselves, at least for a while,85 an approach which can reinforce gaps in local governance.  

Another problem created by what one veteran implementer described as this ‘win where we can’ 

strategy86 includes leaving space for those who oppose reform to undermine it or wait out 

international officials.  As one Bosnian Serb activist emphasized, ‘I am here permanently, while 

they [international officials] are here only for the short term and are sensitive to their own 

needs’.87 

Spotty success in improving local governance and watered down legislation represent 

compromises that international actors have had to make in order to achieve reforms that produce 

tangible results and garner the domestic support necessary to make them sustainable.  

International officials in Bosnia have wisely chosen to refrain from exercising their power to 

impose their preferred laws on local governance in favour of compromising that leads to weaker 

reforms but ones that appeal more broadly to stakeholders.  In contrast, efforts to impose local 

governance laws drafted without significant domestic input in Kosovo have failed.  

How Field-Based Actors Shape the Impact of Reforms 

In-depth interviews of domestic officials and field-based international reformers highlight 

the importance of the relationship between international and domestic officials for the impact of 

decentralization reforms.  While international donors judged increasing local ownership of 

reforms as a priority, they tended to emphasize local initiatives in the implementation, rather than 

in design, of programs.88  International officials were the least supportive actors of increasing 

local ownership over the design of reforms.  For their part, domestic officials, along with some 

international implementers and the majority of external evaluators, argued that forging a genuine 

international-domestic partnership in which domestic officials helped to determine the policy 

agenda and took jointly reform initiatives would improve the community impact of reforms.  
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Such inclusive efforts would incorporate multiple concepts of, and would better meet multiple 

interests in, good local governance.  This echoes Gagnon’s findings that internationally 

supported civil society projects worked best in Bosnia when international implementers formed 

‘authentic partnerships’ with local actors, in which local partners actively participated in the 

design and implementation of programs.89  This suggests that reforms produce a positive 

community impact when internationals work together with domestic officials in a way that 

empowers domestic experts and increases domestic interests in improving local governance, 

rather than when internationals either exercise executive powers or defer only to local officials.  

In response to interview questions asking them to assess the role of international 

organizations and officials in decentralization reforms, domestic officials involved in 

decentralization almost uniformly urged international donors and implementers to more 

significantly involve them in formulating and implementing reforms.  One domestic official in 

Sarajevo pointed to the practical necessity of such an approach: ‘the international community 

can’t give directions to locals or impose a particular model of good local governance….because 

[reformers] must understand the local laws and practices’.90  Domestic contacts felt that donor 

incorporation into task orders a requirement that contractors ‘work to achieve local ownership of 

reforms and….foster nascent local capacities’91 was insufficient to generate partnerships 

necessary for reforms to outlive the departure of international organizations.  One implementer 

suggested engaging domestic experts in producing the requests for proposals.  Bosnian local 

governance advocates and officials claim that domestic officials have achieved less progress on 

the Bosnian Government’s Public Administration Reform Agenda, which was prepared by the 

Office of the High Representative without significant involvement of domestic officials than they 

have made on their self-designed local self-governance development strategy, which was merely 

supported by international NGOs.92  A Macedonian official complained that international donors 
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for a local governance project on which she was working failed to express an interest in 

understanding local needs and concepts of successful local governance.  Donors rejected her 

proposed changes to what she viewed as misinformed indicators for evaluating the project and 

did not ask citizens about their ideas of good local governance.  Despite these very real 

problems, the donor, which likely faced pressure to produce ‘progress’, labelled ‘everything in 

the project as a success,’ a judgment about which she and her colleagues still laugh.93  Similar to 

McMahon’s findings on the problems of international aid for the development of civil society in 

Bosnia, these interviews demonstrate how principals who fail to incorporate domestic expertise 

weaken the positive impact that aid could have on Western Balkan citizens. 

In contrast, a Bosnian official singled out one international official whose strategy 

worked because: ‘he understands that he doesn’t understand the situation here’ and must rely on 

locals to play key roles in developing programs, providing trainers, and leading implementation.  

An international official in Mostar described one local governance project – a rule book on 

human resources — as a success because teams of local and international practitioners 

considered international standards, incorporated local knowledge, and produced a text concretely 

useful.94  Domestic officials and activists lauded the efforts of those international officials who 

listened to domestic voices and acted on domestic advice, as well as those who had significant 

field experience living and working outside of Balkan capitals.95  Multiple international donors 

credited their organizations’ local staffers’ knowledge about, and dedication to, their local 

communities with significantly improving their reforms’ impact.96   

Outside evaluators echoed domestic officials’ suggestion that international donors to do 

more to partner with domestic institutions to build capacity. They considered this essential to 

achieving both immediate results and longer lasting improvements.97  OSCE’s assessment of 

decentralization reforms in Macedonia suggested: ‘donors should improve accountability and 
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transparency by consulting with local people and local NGOs regarding program development 

and the distribution of lessons learned’.98  But one diplomat in Bosnia vividly illustrated the 

reluctance of at least some international officials to cede power to locals, a proposition they may 

consider difficult not only for their self-interests but also because of weak local mechanisms for 

accountability and the prior involvement of some local officials in violence.  He described his 

disdain for the idea of local ownership of reforms by equating it to ‘giving a drunk ten-year old 

the keys to my car’.99  The priorities and values of donors, their power over domestic actors, and 

the pressure on donors and implementers to achieve speedy ‘results’ often impede the cultivation 

of local capacity and ownership needed to craft and implement locally sensitive and responsive 

policies.    

Consistent with domestic views emphasizing the importance of international-domestic 

partnerships, domestic interviewees concurred that the types of local governance reform 

programs that worked well were those that empowered domestic reformers and produced 

concrete results for citizens.  Multiple interviewees considered technical assistance for local 

governance as the most successful and sustainable type of local governance reform, since it is 

concrete, targeted, useful.  In addition, it allows professionals to put technology to use in ways 

they consider important for improving governance while not appearing to threaten entrenched 

political interests at higher levels.100  Domestic officials also appreciated the dissemination of 

best practices of Western local governance that they could adapt.101  Few interviewees believed 

such internationally supported improvements in local governance could on their own generate 

support for major political reform at the national level.  Instead, the ‘spill up’ logic of aid for 

local democracy is likely to engender national-level democratic reform only when it is combined 

with sustained aid for national and intermediate-level institutional reform and grass-roots 

empowerment.102  
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Conclusion and Implications 

This research suggests that internationally supported local governance reforms have 

produced small improvements in the eyes of Western donors and implementers, but have 

generated incremental or no benefits in the view of many Western Balkan citizens.  While 

Western donors and implementers are focused on building the capacity of local governance 

rooted in liberal democracy, Western Balkan citizens judge the quality of local governance 

according to their outputs.  Increasing the capacity of local governance is a necessary but not a 

sufficient condition for improving local governance performance and responsiveness.   

Consistent with the issue area approach, the lower-stakes nature of decentralization as a 

policy issue and the practice of framing created possibilities for local governance reforms to 

make small improvements in the Western Balkans.  Internationally supported local governance 

programs that engaged domestic experts in both the design and implementation of reform were 

better able to address domestic interests and produce progress in the eyes of Western Balkan 

peoples.  Coupling consistent aid for local governance with the promise of European integration 

that is conditional on achieving local government reforms helps increase powerful domestic 

elites’ interest in improving local governance.  These conditions seemed to occur most often in 

Macedonia, as illustrated by the accomplishments of the internationally-supported Association of 

Local Self-Government, the EU’s clear demands about local governance reforms, and 

considerable aid.   

But many aspects of the practice of international assistance hinder the forging of the 

genuine international-domestic partnerships considered necessary to maximize community 

impact.  The political, organizational, and value priorities of donors and implementers often 

conflict with the priorities of local elites, organizations, and communities.  This counter-

productive dynamic occurs even in Croatia and Macedonia, where international officials lack the 
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authority to make domestic political decisions.  As a result, this investigation does not support 

the initial hypothesis that higher levels of international authority in domestic decision-making 

alone would hinder local governance reforms.  

Instead, the outcome of reforms and the views of domestic reformers suggest that the 

approach that international actors take to exercising that authority and working with local elites 

on local governance reforms significantly shapes the impact of those reforms.  The approach 

most likely to produce a lasting, positive impact on the community is one where internationals 

work with domestic actors to combine complimentary knowledge, skills, and resources to 

accomplish more together than each could do on its own.103  Under international-domestic 

partnerships, local governance reforms will take significant time, as well as follow more closely 

domestic-based social and economic-oriented concepts of local governance.  These are 

significant costs to international donors.  But in the medium term, the costs of this approach are 

likely outweighed by the higher probability that such reforms will be sustainable.  These findings 

could assist international efforts to improve local governance in other divided, post-conflict 

areas. 
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Table 1:  Local democratic governance ratings, overtime   

Ranges 

from 1, 

best to 7, 

worst
104

 

2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 2001 1999-

2000 

Progress 

achieved since 

the time closest 

to each 

country’s 

conflict*  

Croatia 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.5 3.5 4 .25 

Macedonia: 3.75 3.75 3.75 4 4 4.5 4.25 3.75 3 .50 

Bosnia 4.75 4.75 4.75 4.75 5 5.25 5.5 6 6 1.25 

Kosovo 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.5 6 N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. .50 

Ave. of 

Balkans 

3.93 3.93 3.96 4.07 4.43 4.4 4.35 4.55 4.65 .72 

Data Source:  Freedom House 2008a. 
*For Croatia, this measures the progress achieved since 1999 (the earliest time period for 
recorded data); For Macedonia, this measures the progress achieved since 2002, For Bosnia, this 
measures the progress achieved since 1999; for Kosovo, this measures the progress achieved 
since 2004 (the earliest time period for recorded data).  
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Table 2: Citizens’ views, by ethnicity, of the achievements of local government reforms
105

 

 BY ETHNICITY 
 Croatia Bosnia-Herzegovina Macedonia* Kosovo 
 Croat  Serb Bosniak Serb Croat Macedonian Albanian Albanian Serbs 

Improved 
benefits for all 
citizens 

12.1% 19.4% 11.7% 21.2% 9.8% 35.9% 15.0% 31.8% 7.5% 

Disproportionate 
benefits for local  
majority 

2.7% 3.2% 8.5% 3.8% 15.8% 3.1% 9.3% 11.4% 43.0% 

Disproportionate 
benefits for local 
minority 

4.3% 0.0% 5.3% 4.4% 11.7% 4.2% 17.1% 10.1% .4% 

Disproportionate 
benefits for 
winning political 
activists 

16.6% 0.0% 13.5% 17.0% 10.1% 13.6% 2.1% 15.1% 18.0% 

No change 39.7% 61.3% 34.9% 33.1% 19.2% 15.6% 2.9% 26.0% 20.5% 

Only more 
bureaucracy 
(fewer benefits) 

13.5% 16.1% 16.3% 10.2% 13.7% 2.9% 3.9% 5.0% 5.0% 

Other 8.5% 0.0% .6% 1.1% .5% N.A. N.A. .4% 1.0% 

Don’t know/ 
wouldn’t like to 
answer 

10.7% 0.0% 10.4% 9.3% 19.2% 19.1% 40.7% .8% 1.0% 

Data Sources: CRPM, 2008, in Macedonia, Prism, in Bosnia-Herzegovina; PULS, 2008 in 
Croatia; Strategic Plus Research Kosova, 2008 in Kosovo.   
N=1000 in Croatia, 1100 in Macedonia; 1538 in Bosnia-Herzegovina; and 1000 in Kosovo. 
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Table 3: What citizens want from decentralization
106

 

 BY COUNTRY 
 Croatia Macedonia Bosnia Kosovo 
Employment 67.0% 42.7% 74.9% 82.5% 

Improvement of interethnic relations 2.8% 8.4% 7.8% 7.1% 
Better public services 9.6% 13.1% 4.8% 5.8% 
Greater voice 5.1% 7.5% 2.4% 1.4% 
Territorial autonomy .9% .5% 1.2% 1.3% 
Municipal government closer to citizens 9.8% 6.6% 2.7% 1.5% 
Nothing .7% 4.8% 2.0% .0% 
Other 1.1% 12.1% 3.0% .3% 
Don’t know 3.0% 4.3% 3.1% .1% 
Data Sources:  PULS, 2008 in Croatia; CRPM, 2008 in Macedonia; Prism, 2008 in Bosnia; 
Strategic Plus Research Kosova, 2008 in Kosovo. 
N=1000 in Croatia, 1100 in Macedonia; 1538 in Bosnia-Herzegovina; and 1000 in Kosovo. 
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Table 4: Citizens’ View of the International Community’s Role in Decentralization 

Reforms
107

 

 BY COUNTRY 
 Croatia Macedonia Bosnia Kosovo 
Positive 31.4% 49.7% 44.0% 70.4% 

No Impact 43.6% 16.7% 29.6% 13.3% 
Negative 9.7% 29.0% 8.1% 11.0% 
Don’t know 15.3% 12.7% 18.4% 2.3% 
Data Sources:  PULS, 2008 in Croatia; CRPM, 2008 in Macedonia; Prism, 2008 in Bosnia; 
Strategic Plus Research Kosova, 2008 in Kosovo. 
N=1000 in Croatia, 1100 in Macedonia; 1538 in Bosnia-Herzegovina; and 1000 in Kosovo. 
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