
participatory observations from the peacewalk

The Bosnian Election Circuit

As we walk, you may have noticed or asked about the political backdrop of this region. On 4. 
October, elections take place in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Citizens vote for:

• The three members of the rotating State Presidency,
• The National Parliament,
• The parliaments of the two entities (Federation of BiH and Republika Srpska),
• The ten cantonal assemblies within the Federation.

As in many places, elections bring both rising frustration and the faint hope for change. In 
Bosnia, however, democratic processes have long been overshadowed by a structural paradox. 
Although the OSCE formally handed over election management to national authorities in 
2002, the international community—primarily through the Office of the High Representative 
(OHR)—has maintained ultimate executive power under the Dayton Peace Agreement.

Through the Bonn Powers, the High Representative can impose laws and dismiss elected 
officials. While the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) 
continues to run election monitoring missions with some 300 observers, international 
interventions have often been criticized for being technically complacent. Rather than 
fostering a unified democracy, high-level decrees have at times cemented ethnic divisions and 
perpetuated structural discrimination against non-constituent groups, such as Jews and Roma 
(as highlighted by the European Court of Human Rights in the Sejdić-Finci case).

A Personal Reflection: From 1997 to Today Having worked for the OSCE in Bosnia in 
1997/98—specifically on drafting the regulations for the nascent national election body—I 
joined in celebrating the end of the war, coming from an Amnesty International background. 
Back then, we envisioned a 10-year transition toward full local sovereignty.

However, as I later analyzed in my Master’s thesis, this 10-year horizon collapsed. The failure 
of the sweeping constitutional reform package in 2006, combined with a fierce resurgence of 
ethno-nationalist rhetoric, led international actors to abandon the timetable. In 2008, the Peace 
Implementation Council established the conditional "5+2 Agenda", effectively perpetuating 
the High Representative’s mandate until unresolved structural issues—like state property 
rights—are settled.

Why the Peacewalk Matters Here Today, Bosnia remains trapped in a state of negative 
peace: the absence of armed conflict, but without the structural justice required for true 
reconciliation. The political framework of Dayton stopped the killing in 1995, but it failed to 
build a functional, integrated society.

While geopolitical attention shifts and international funding dries up, top-down state-building 
has reached its limit. This is precisely where the PeaceWalk finds its purpose. While 
structural and geopolitical obstacles remain unresolved, our initiative focuses on the personal 
and relational dimensions of peace. Real reconciliation cannot be decreed by High 
Representatives or enforced by electoral quotas—it must be walked, shared, and lived by 
people across borders and divisions.
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