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5. POLITICAL PARTY ASSISTANCE IN BOSNIA-HERZEGOVINA (1996 – 

2008): THE LAW OF UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES AT WORK  

(Or: The Rise and Rise of SNSD – Milorad Dodik) 

  
      Sebi ste sagradili dvorove,  

      a nama nacionalne torove.
 1

  

– Graffiti in Prijedor, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
   

At the time of writing, the political situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina had succumbed to an 
all-time low since the international community began its post-conflict reconstruction, 
statebuilding and democratization processes in this country. The High Representative 
Valentin Inzko had failed to reign in Prime Minister of Republika Srpska Milorad Dodik, 
which resulted in RS National Assembly proclaiming void many of the previous HR 
decisions transferring executive powers from entity level to the state level.2 Since the 
failed constitutional amendments of 2006, threats of RS’ right to referendum have been 
on the rise. The international community, both in the country as embodied and 
represented by the Office of the High Representative and abroad, in Brussels and 
Washington D.C., has been struggling in coming up with a unified stance on what is to be 
done to prevent further deterioration of the already fragile political and economic 
situation. 3  On one thing, however, the international actors agree. They are united in 
blaming the worrying status quo on the local political elites, their continuing use of 
nationalist rhetoric and lack of will and genuine commitment to democratic politics and 
policymaking.  

 Rather than focusing on political parties, the international administration mandated 
with reconstructing and democratizing BiH has focused its attention on other political and 
governance institutions, such as elections and the strengthening of state and entity-level 
parliaments. Representatives of this administration have attempted to remove nationalists 

                                                             
1 [You’ve built castles for yourselves, and for us – ethnic nationalist sheepfolds.] Author translation. 
2 National Assembly of Republika Srpska, legal decision nr. 01-787/09, voted in on May 14, 2009, available online 
at: http://www.narodnaskupstinars.net/lat/zakljucci/zakljucak.php?id_zakljucka=160  
(accessed: June 20, 2009).  
3  See: United States Institute of Peace (USIP) reports on Bosnia-Herzegovina – Kurt Bassuener, James Lyon, 
“Unfinished Business in Bosnia-Herzegovina: What Is To Be Done?” (May 2009); Edward P. Joseph, “What To Do 
about Bosnia-Herzegovina?” (May 2009); Jim O’Brien, “A New Agenda for Bosnia and Herzegovina” (August 
2009). Americans are divided between those advocating a return to a tougher, more involved US involvement in the 
Balkans and in Bosnia-Herzegovina in particular, which could be announced with appointment of new US President 
Special Envoy for the Balkans, and those arguing that it is no use forcing unity upon people, when the past fifteen 
years have proven that Dayton Peace Agreement cannot create a functional country. The latter group, most 
prominently represented by the former US ambassador to Croatia William Montgomery (see his article “Balkan 
Mess Redux,” New York Times, June 06, 2009) is openly stating that international community should be open to RS 
secession, and in general to changing of the borders in the Balkans. European Union is still –as it was in the early 
1990s when the wars in former Yugoslavia erupted – lacking a unified position and a clear policy on Bosnia-
Herzegovina.  
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from power through electoral system design, and through the use of so-called Bonn 
powers – the High Representative's mandate of removing from office local elected 
officials deemed to be obstructive to the peace-building process. While the activities of 
international administrations received a lot of media coverage in the form of attacks or 
praise for different High Representative’s decisions, the work of international political 
party assistance organizations remained far from the spotlight throughout their fifteen 
year-long engagement. This chapter deals with the party assistance provided in Bosnia-
Herzegovina from 1996 until the municipal elections held in 2008.  

When comparing politics in early 1996 with the atmosphere in the political arena 
in 2009, one finds little reason for optimism. The verdict on party aid effects at first 
glance seems straightforward: it failed to achieve what it set out to do – to moderate 
politics in BiH and remove nationalists from power. However, the story is too complex to 
be presented as such a straightforward black-and-white or failure-vs.-success type of 
dichotomy. The account of how international democracy-promoting organizations 
assisted political parties in BiH in their development since the end of the war is structured 
as follows: the first section details the provision of party assistance – its main principles, 
goals, strategies and implementation in the field in the 1996 – 2008 period. The 
evaluation section is divided into several parts: the first addresses party aid organizations 
goals and objectives, and their self-assessment. The second part focuses on the recipients 
and their appraisal of the assistance channeled to them. This is followed by an in-depth 
look at the biggest party assistance recipients in BiH, parties SDP and SNSD. The last 
section determines the extent of the role that party aid played in the general political 
(party) system-level democratization in the country, or in the lack thereof. The 
concluding section offers observations and a summary of the main effects of party 
assistance on political parties’ development as well as the reasons behind its 
disappointing track record in moderating politics in BiH. 

 

5.1 Provision of Party Aid 

Party assistance organizations have been an active factor in political party development in 
BiH from the very beginning of the international community involvement in the region 
following the cessation of hostilities. In describing their activities in BiH, this section will 
outline the specific goals that guided their work as well as discuss some of the strategies 
used in achieving those objectives and goals.  The first part outlines the beginnings of 
party assistance in Bosnia-Herzegovina (1996 – 2001), the second focuses on the 
consolidation of party aid activities (2001 – 2006) and the third describes the ensuing, 
unanticipated backlash of the assistance (2006 – 2008). Before delving into the 
description of party assistance in the field, however, it is necessary to introduce the main 
party assistance organizations and their local partner parties. 

 Since 1996, party assistance organizations have provided numerous trainings on 
party organization, voter outreach, electoral campaigning, intra-party democracy, media 
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relations and policymaking. Table 5 illustrates the pairings between different party 
assistance organizations and their domestic partners in BiH: 

 

Table 5: Overview of Party Aid in post-Dayton BiH 
Party Aid 

Organization 
Political party partner / Assistance recipient Active 

since: 
NDI At some point worked with all parties 

The ‘original’ nationalist parties excluded (SDA, HDZ, SDS) 
Multipartisan approach 

1996 

KAS HDZ, HDZ 1990, SDA, PDP 
Bipartisan approach mostly 

1997 

FES SDP, SNSD 
Bipartisan approach 

1997 

IRI SNSD, SDP, NSRzB, PDP 
Multipartisan approach 

2003 

FNS LDS, HSS, NHI, BOSS (small parties, usually not in the 
parliament) 

Bipartisan and multipartisan approach 

1997 

 
SBiH and SDS are the only relevant parties not partnered with any of the international 
party aid organizations.4 It is important to note that throughout the years, the funds for 
party aid in BiH have been decreasing, which has led to a parallel reduction in the scope 
of party aid provided on the ground. The aid organizations were thus more inclined to 
focus on the larger, established parties, rather than on the smaller parties with no seats in 
the state or entity-level legislatures. SDP and SNSD have thus emerged as the overall 
biggest recipients of party aid, as they received most assistance from multiple sources 
(NDI, IRI, FES).  

 It is difficult to discern the exact sums that funded party assistance in Bosnia-
Herzegovina in the 1996 – 2008 period.5  Table 6 illustrates the overall funding for BiH 
distributed under the Support for East European Democracy (SEED) Act Funding from 
1996 until 2008. The table illustrates steady decrease in funding over the years.  

 

 

                                                             
4 The SDS (Serbian Democratic Party) was considered nationalist and radical, and was thus not entitled to 
international party aid. SBiH (Party for BiH) was approached on several occasions and invited to party aid trainings, 
but no meaningful, continuous cooperation was born over the years between this party and various party aid 
organizations active in BiH. 
5 The following information will only refer to US party assistance activities, as the funding for German Stiftungen 
was not made available public, nor revealed during the interviews on account of its confidentiality. 
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Table 6: Funding for BiH distributed under SEED Act, 1996  – 2008 ($000s)
6 

year 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

 249,000 217,500 215,000 180,000 100,000 79,924 65,155 

year 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008  

 50,000 44,667 40,994 39,600 32,100 22,900  

 
It is important to stress that democratic reform programs (subset in which party assistance 
belongs) on average constituted 20% of all the democracy aid funding, while the 
remainder of assistance was geared towards supporting economic growth, peace and 
security initiatives and humanitarian assistance. Most of the funding-breakdown elements 
of the reports were deemed confidential and are thus not revealed to the public in the 
Annual Reports. However, access was gained for financial breakdown of expenditures 
per sector for the years 2006 and 2008, 7   as presented in the following table: 

Table 7: Request by Element, SEED funding, BiH ($ in Thousands) 

Governing Justly & Democratically  

(overall funding program) 
2006 

Actual 

2008 

Request 

Political Parties 2,400 840 
Program Support (Political Competition) 280 160 

Political Competition and Consensus-Building 

Subsection total: 
 

2,680 
 

1,000 
 
These figures demonstrate that in 2006 and 2008, from the overall funding for 
democracy-promotion activities under the SEED Act, political party assistance comprised 
on average 5 % of the overall aid. If we assume the same percentage was allotted to party 
assistance throughout the time frame from 1996 until 2008, US party assistance activities 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina could be estimated to have cost around $69,000,000.8  

 

5.1.1 The Beginnings 

Elections are arguably the most eventful, demanding and the most visible sphere of 
political party organization and activity in democratic systems. Therefore, it should not 
come as a surprise that elections formed the basis of and constituted the most important 
assistance domain of American party institutes NDI and IRI in Bosnia-Herzegovina.  

                                                             
6 Information gathered from: United States Department of State, “U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative 
Activities with Central and Eastern Europe,” submitted Pursuant to Section 704(c) of the SEED Act (Public Law 
101-179), Annual Reports for Fiscal Years 1996 – 2008.  
7 Addendum to the Annual SEED Reports, received at the Office of the Assistance Coordinator for Europe and 
Eurasia, US State Department, in Washington D.C. in March 2008. 
8 It needs to be stressed that without access to detailed funding breakdowns for other years involved, this sum can 
only be treated as a very rough estimate. Also, this figure does not include NED funding. 
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 NDI entered BiH soon after the conclusion of the peace agreement. The conditions 
were ripe: the DPA stipulated that first postwar elections be held within a year from its 
signing. NDI had been operating in neighboring Croatia since late 1994, and it was from 
here that first contacts with potential partner parties in BiH were established.9 Seeing that 
the only parties that were organized and that had the infrastructure necessary for 
competing in elections were the nationalist parties that waged the war – HDZ, SDA and 
SDS – NDI’s entrance into the war torn country was seen primarily as the chance for 
moderation and leveling of the political party playing field. USAID, at the time NDI’s 
chief donor, explicitly prohibited work with nationalist parties in its official Political 
Party Assistance policy, and the interpretation of this policy in BiH context meant that 
HDZ, SDA and SDS were not eligible for aid. Though some interviewed NDI staff 
members expressed regret over this policy – believing that the nationalist parties could 
have been influenced through assistance to reform10 – this prohibition remained in place 
from the beginning of assistance until the time of writing. At the same time, NDI’s 
working plan for year 1997/1998 states that, “NDI will not, however, ignore the three 
nationalist parties and will seek to work with elements within these parties that favor a 
more open and pluralistic system.”11 This revealed a contradiction between the party aid 
policy as it was set in Washington D.C. and its implementation on the ground in BiH.  

 Evaluating the launch of the NDI program in 1996, an internal NDI report 
mentions a quote by a senior Western diplomat voiced in the Washington Post in the run-
up to the elections: “If they [the elections] can become a check on the crazy nationalism 
that brought war to Bosnia, then the elections are a success. If they are smashed 
completely by the nationalists, then we really have failed.12 As NDI policy brief explains 
further, 

 Before the elections, Western analysts linked hopes for the 
country’s future with the success of opposition parties to gain 
presence in the national and regional parliaments. However, 
the political climate in early 1996 was characterized by… 
ethnically based nationalist parties that dominated a sectarian 
political environment in which indicted war criminals 
continued to exert considerable influence.13 

Accordingly, NDI’s program goals became: to pluralize the political landscape in BiH, 
offer moderate parties tools for successful campaigning elements and education and 
empowerment of voters to monitor and participate in the elections. As the first working 
plan covering assistance efforts from June until December 1996 describes, “challenge 

                                                             
9 Author interview with Croatian Social Democratic Party (SDP) member in Mostar, Bosnia-Herzegovina: June 24, 
2007.  
10 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 10, 2008. 
11 NDI Working Plan, August 1997 – July 1998. 
12 John Pomfret, “Bosnian Opposition Woos War Weary Voters,” Washington Post, September 12, 1996, as quoted 
in: Bosnia and Hercegovina (BIH): Strengthening Political Parties, NDI Policy Brief, 1996.  
13  Bosnia and Hercegovina (BiH): Strengthening Political Parties, NDI Policy Brief, 1996.  
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will be the development of a multi-party democracy where parties represent issues and 
not ethnic groups.”14 

 Activities organized prior to the first elections included baseline assessment 
through formal seminars and intensive consultations as well as informal consultations. 
NDI developed twelve training manuals on communication, direct mailing, events and 
planning, running low budget campaigns, rural and regional organizing, get out the vote 
(GOTV), and media and dispersed more than 4,000 copies of these manuals throughout 
national party headquarters and local party branches of many smaller parties they were 
assisting at the time.15  

 The results of the 1996 elections, which fortified the position of nationalists who 
started the war, came as a disappointment to the international community. The 1998 
elections also resulted in nationalist parties keeping a stronghold on positions of power. 
Throughout this period, NDI continued to offer training of party candidates for local 
elections in 1997 and the increase in opposition parties’ voter base from 15 to 30% is 
hailed as one of the successes.16 They also focused their energies on improving parties’ 
contact with voters, strategic planning, internal party organization capacity and activating 
the youth within NDI’s partner parties.17 Later they concentrated in more depth on 
membership and volunteer recruitment, candidate identification, voter targeting, message 
development and delivery.18 NDI’s biggest assistance recipient party – the Communist 
Party successors SDP – got a brief stint in power  as the leading party in the ten-party 
coalition ‘Alliance for Change.’ In government from 2000 till 2002, the Alliance failed to 
secure confidence from voters sufficient to get reelected, so nationalist parties came back 
to power in 2002.  

 Though elections were the key focus of these early years of engagements, initial 
steps were made towards strengthening the internal organization of the parties that were 
being assisted. Strengthening the party from within is believed to increase its 
institutionalization through formalization of procedures and decision-making processes. 
As NDI elaborates in its working plan for the year 2000, factors such as insular 
management and communication structures, a lack of leadership change and marginalized 
party members all compromise internal party democracy.19 Some of the activities that 
NDI organized for its partner parties under this domain were trainings on improving party 
infrastructure and internal communication, improving communication between the 
headquarters and local party branches.20 NDI also invested  in educating local party 
trainers. The original vision was to have these trainers work within NDI’s partner parties 
on developing their infrastructure, communication flow, party policies. With time, 

                                                             
14 NDI Working Plan, June 1996 – July 1997.  
15 NDI Working Plan June 1996 – July 1997. 
16 NDI Working Plan June 1996 – July 1997. 
17 NDI Working Plan August 1998 – July 1999.  
18 NDI Working Plan January – December 2000. 
19 NDI Working Plan January – December 2000. 
20 NDI Working Plan January – December 2000. 
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however, it became apparent that parties were either not interested or highly suspicious of 
these individuals, as these local trainers could not get through to either party leadership or 
lower-level members. NDI ended up using these educated trainers as its own local staff. 
The initial period of party assistance in BiH was subsequently mostly used for trust 
building between NDI and its partner parties. As a local NDI staff member explained, the 
process of trust building took many years. The most frustrating element during this trust-
building stage was that even though NDI did all the polling for its partner parties, it took 
several years before parties started taking NDI’s work seriously.21  

 

5.1.2 Consolidation of Party Aid 

The crash of the Alliance in the 2002 elections signaled return to nationalist politics and 
disillusionment of party aid organizations working in the field. As working plans for the 
following years have been misplaced22 (March 2001 – March 2003), it is hard to 
determine whether NDI departed from their original strategy and objectives in that 
period. The final report for that period does suggest, however, that NDI’s faith in and 
reliance on elections was still strong: “The October 2002 general elections stood squarely 
as the most important target driving NDI’s work with political parties in BiH.”23 

 While American party assistance organizations were barred from cooperating with 
nationalist parties, German Stiftungen had no such limitations. As one of the former 
directors of the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung office in BiH explained, in the very beginnings 
the consensus in the international community not to support nationalist parties was 
strong. However, in 2001 Germans conducted an analysis which determined that 
nationalist parties would not disappear but instead would continue to influence the 
political system and culture in the country. As result of strategic discussion, a decision 
was brought to extend assistance to nationalist parties. Stiftungen approached the HDZ 
and SDA parties in 2001 with an offer to organize workshops, help parties strengthen 
their programs and improve their international relations by bringing them closer to 
European party networks. This process took years to develop.24  

 The entry of IRI into Bosnia in 2003 indicates that there were abundant funds 
within the USAID democracy and governance section at the time, as well as plenty of 
backing from the side of the Support for East European Democracy Act (SEED) 
implemented through the State Department.25 An IRI staff member explained that IRI had 

                                                             
21 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 27, 2007. 
22 As explained in the third chapter: USAID did not provide these working plans, despite their obligation to do so 
under the FOIA. 
23 NDI, Bosnia-Hercegovina: Political Party and Parliamentary Development, USAID Associate Cooperative 
Agreement No. 168-A-00-01-00107-00, Final Report, June 1, 2001 – March 31, 2004.  
24 Author interview with high-level staff member of KAS, in Zagreb, Croatia:  April 15, 2008. 
25 More about the US Government Assistance to Eastern Europe under the Support for Eastern European Democracy 
Act can be found at: http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/c10247.htm (accessed: December 28, 2009). It is difficult to 
determine exact sums that were allocated to party assistance within the overall democracy-promotion activities 
section.  
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the opportunity from the beginning to get involved in BiH, but as smaller of the two US 
party institutes they chose not to.26 Not worried about overlap of activities or satiation, 
IRI and NDI both received funding by USAID demonstrating the belief that there was a 
lot of work in Bosnia-Herzegovina and that these two organizations could work alongside 
each other.  

 While their portfolio of activities was rather similar, the only major element that 
IRI took over from NDI upon its involvement in BiH was polling. IRI is best known for 
its polling and research of public opinion, and this forms a substantial portion of their 
party assistance activities worldwide. NDI’s polling in BiH at the time was basic, and 
they had only begun teaching their partners how to conduct public opinion surveys 
themselves. Once IRI took over, polling was transferred to its portfolio of competences, 
and this became its trademark activity among its local partner parties in BiH. One of 
IRI’s goals was to create local independent polling capacity, and they cooperated with 
several domestic organizations, most notable of which was the Prism Research agency.27 

 It was in this ‘consolidation’ period of party assistance (2001 – 2006) that party 
assistance organizations began their emphasis on supporting women and youth within 
their partner political parties. Developing in sophistication over time, by 2005 the set of 
activities pertaining to ‘internal party organization’ fell under the objective of ‘party 
modernization.’ These included increasing member participation in decision-making, 
membership management and recruitment and stronger focus on strengthening and 
institutionalizing the position of women and youth inside political parties.28 Another 
strong element of NDI’s program was the parliamentary support that aided all the parties 
in entity and state parliaments on various policy issues, ranging from finance reform, to 
labor, education and defense. Finally, efforts were made to assist parties in creating ‘more 
efficient organization structures’, but bulk of the direct party aid nevertheless centered 
around elections in the form of constituent outreach, platform development and 
membership recruitment seminars. 

 By 2006 the party aid scene had become rather elaborate, with more organizations 
taking part, partnering with parties in BiH and aiding them in reaching their electoral 
goals. NDI provided multipartisan support but focused in greater part on assisting SDP 
and SNSD. German foundations remained faithful to their partisan approach and each 
cooperated with their ideological counterparts in the BiH political scene. KAS thus 
remained focused on providing assistance to SDA, HDZ and PDP29; FES continued its 
cooperation with SDP and SNSD; FNS was still affiliated with the Liberal Party (LDS). 
IRI also focused on SDP and SNSD, as well as on NSRzB, and PDP.  
                                                             
26 Author interview with IRI staff member in Washington D.C., USA: April 12, 2007. 
27 Author interviews with Prism Research director in Sarajevo, BiH: July 16, 2007; IRI staff member in Sarajevo, 
BiH: June 27, 2007. Interviewees expressed doubt in the viability of local polling services once the foreign donor 
money leaves the country. In other words, they doubted political parties’ willingness to pay on their own for the 
polling / public opinion research. 
28 NDI Working Plan May – October 2005. 
29 Party of Democratic Progress (PDP) is a small, conservative-leaning party in Republika Srpska entity led by 
Mladen Ivanić. For more information, visit party website: www.pdpinfo.net.  
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 Over time, the European and the American party aid organizations began loose 
coordination of their projects, in order not to overlap with each other’s programs offered 
to the same partners. Since both SDP and SNSD cooperated with FES, NDI and IRI, this 
coordination became a necessity as party aid activities developed in BiH. At the same 
time, the general principles under which party aid was administered by the different 
organizations were not aligned. Prior to the 2006 elections, a major meeting between 
different party assistance organizations took place in the US embassy in Sarajevo. 
Organized by USAID, the main donor of the American party institutes NDI and IRI, its 
purpose was to coordinate activities and agree on a joint strategy for the elections that 
were deemed crucial for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s future. As one of the interviewees 
explained, the polls were showing decreasing amount of support for the nationalist 
parties, and polling research pointed to a guaranteed SNSD victory over SDS in 
Republika Srpska. This added a strong sense of ‘now or never’ for many of the 
participants in the meeting.30  Similarly, IRI’s Working Plan for the year 2006 states in 
the very beginning the belief that BiH’s fifth general election set for October of that year, 
“will prove to be the most politically critical in the country’s democratic development.”31  

 Despite the agreement on the significance of the upcoming elections, this attempt 
to coordinate party aid efforts failed. The standpoints of different party aid organizations 
differed on the direction that this coordinated effort should take. The US organizations 
were strong supporters of coordinated ousting of the dominant ethnic parties (HDZ, SDA, 
SDS) from the political scene through offering exclusive support to the newer, arguably 
more moderate parties in different ethnic groups (SNSD in the Serb group, SDP in 
Bosniak, NSRzB/NHI in the Croat group). The Stiftungen on the other hand, expressed 
their reservations regarding this strategy, pointing out the fact that the former nationalists 
had grown increasingly moderate and open to consensus during their decade in power 
(citing Tihić-led SDA and Čović-led HDZ as examples), thus signaling their reform over 
the years. Also, they had reservations regarding the US-suggested approach since, in their 
opinion, it ignored the popular choice and electorate’s support within the country, which 
risked making the entire party effort void.32 In retrospective, as one KAS official 
explained, the belief in the international community that by supporting opposition parties 
the ground for nationalists would dry out was naïve. The German approach was that only 
by engaging with the nationalists could they work on deradicalization of these parties.33 

 The party aid effort leading up to the 2006 general elections was largely derailed 
by several international community officials and the US ambassador’s introduction of 
constitutional reform talks in April of that year. Despite the warnings issued by the party 
aid organizations regarding the potential backlash of holding constitutional reform talks 
in the election year,34 the US embassy proceeded with its plans and launched the talks 

                                                             
30 Author interview with an IRI official in Sarajevo, BiH: June 22, 2007. 
31 IRI Working Plan January – October 2006. 
32 Author interview with a KAS representative in Sarajevo, BiH: June 28, 2007. 
33

 Author interview with KAS representative in Zagreb, Croatia:  April 15, 2008. 
34 Author interviews with NDI and IRI officials in Sarajevo as well as in Washington D.C. confirm this.  
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few months before the elections. The failure of the April Package of constitutional 
reforms incited and renewed ethnic animosities in the political arena, which is believed to 
have inspired a change in the general elections outcome. The parties defined by the media 
as ‘second generation nationalists’ i.e. SBiH and SNSD won the Presidency seats for 
Bosniak and Serb members respectively; SBiH strengthened its position in the state and 
Federation parliaments (but could not de-throne SDA); SNSD realized overwhelming 
victory in the RS National Assembly.35 NDI and IRI were working towards, rooting for 
and celebrating the victory of their biggest partner party, SNSD-Milorad Dodik. When 
faced with few cautious voices from the international community that were asking for 
their ‘insider info’ on Dodik’s increasing nationalist rhetoric launched in response to 
Silajdžić’ proclamations and demands, the NDI confidently responded, “Do not worry, 
we have Dodik under control.”36 

 
5.1.3 The Backlash 

As 2006 drew to a close, USAID’s mission budget was cut in half as the US was busy 
with its protracted engagement in Iraq and Afghanistan and BiH was no longer seen as 
priority. The mission’s Democracy and Governance department advised Washington 
D.C. that, among other things, party assistance programs be extinguished, as they were 
not producing desired results during their ten-years-long existence.37 This decision was 
overthrown from Washington D.C. (an interviewee explained it as someone “pulling 
rank” over USAID mission in BiH)38 and funds were sent for another year of party 
assistance programs during which both NDI and IRI were set to phase out their 
activities.39  

 Dodik’s continuing and increasingly worrisome nationalist rhetoric and 
uncooperative attitude towards the international administration elicited both 
condemnation and shock in the international circles. An American OSCE staff member 
inquiring what was going on with SNSD and its leader approached NDI for insider 
information. This time, their response was one of alarm, and the words: “We no longer 
have any control over him. He’s gone rogue!”40 

 Around the same time that Milorad Dodik of SNSD was unleashing nationalist 
demagogy upon his unsuspecting former allies in the international circles, a rumor began 
surfacing in the party-assistance community. Several different party aid organizations’ 
                                                             
35 Elections data from the Central Electoral Commission of Bosnia-Herzegovina, at: www.izbori.ba.  
36 Author interview with high-positioned OSCE official at the time, in New York City, US:  April 25, 2009. This 
NDI attitude of ‘having Dodik under control’ was confirmed through further interviews with NDI officials, in 
Sarajevo, BiH: June 24, 2007; in Banja Luka: June 18, 2008.  
37 Author interviews with USAID Mission to Bosnia-Herzegovina, Democracy and Governance department staff 
member, in Sarajevo, BiH: June 25, 2009; with political analyst / international think tank staff member, in Sarajevo, 
BiH: June 27, 2007; with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 11, 2007.  
38 Author interview with political analyst, over Skype: January 07, 2008.  
39 Author interviews with USAID Mission to BiH, D&G department staff member, in Sarajevo, BiH: June 25, 2009; 
with NDI staff member, in Sarajevo, BiH: June 26, 2009.  
40 Author interview with high-positioned OSCE official at the time, in New York City, US:  April 25, 2009. 
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staff members talked about NDI arranging ‘special consultants’ for the SNSD, whose job 
was to make sure that the party won the 2006 elections, thus definitively ousting the 
nationalist SDS out of power. The story contained details on the methodology of those 
consultants: apparently, the SNSD party itself claimed that they were advised by 
internationals to up their nationalist rhetoric, in order to ‘outshine’ their biggest 
opponents in the RS, the SDS party.41 NDI categorically denies any such involvement in 
the SNSD’s demagogy-leaning campaign.42 

 During this backlash period, NDI significantly reduced its elections-based 
activities, focusing in more detail on assistance to building internal party organization 
structures, which were still markedly weak in some of their partner parties. They also 
focused more on the parliamentary program, which did not have the restriction against 
cooperation with nationalist parties. The assistance to parties in parliament also involved 
the development of the constituency outreach program, where NDI financially supported 
the opening of constituency offices across BiH. The goal of this program was to increase 
the transparency of representatives and to make them more accessible to the electorate. 
As one of the NDI staff members explained, they were going after the “write to your 
congressperson” model present in the US.43 

 The escalation of nationalist rhetoric and the growing hostility demonstrated by 
the RS Prime Minister Milorad Dodik towards both the international administration and 
the US in particular in the end led to State Department’s decision to withdraw party 
support for SNSD, one of its former biggest democratic reform success stories and 
greatest party assistance partners in Bosnia-Herzegovina. This took place after riots in 
Banja Luka during which the US consulate came under attack, and received little 
protection from the local RS authorities. These riots were held in the aftermath of 
Kosovo’s proclamation of independence and were encouraged rather than prevented by 
the RS leadership. In March 2008, State Department issued a statement that the aid 
flowing through the USAID party program would be withdrawn from the SNSD party, on 
account of the party ‘no longer fitting the aid criteria.’ NDI in the field expressed their 
regret at this taking place.44 At the same time, SNSD officials denied that this move 
signified American sanctions against the SNSD, publicly flaunting invitations they 
received from the NDI Belgrade office to attend a regional seminar on internal party 
organization.45 

 Thirteen years after the launch of party assistance activities in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, the US party assistance organizations NDI and IRI just about closed their 
doors. While German foundations carried on their activities as usual, IRI’s program had 
                                                             
41 Author interviews with AMS staff member in Amsterdam, the Netherlands: May 14, 2007; with FNS staff 
member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 21, 2007; with SDP member, June 04, 2008. 
42 Author interview with NDI staff member, in Sarajevo, BiH: June 26, 2009. 
43 Interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 27, 2007. 
44 Author interviews with NDI officials, Sarajevo and Banja Luka, BiH: May - June 2008. 
45 Rajko Vasić, comment from: “Vlada SAD ukinula pomoć SNSD-u” [‘US Government Cuts Aid to SNSD] Dnevni 

Avaz, March 5, 2009, in: Rajko Vasić, BiH za Daltoniste [BiH for the Colorblind], Politički Ljetopis, book IV 
(Trioprint: Banja Luka, 2009): 105. 
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funding until 2009 when it was expected to phase out its programs, while NDI was 
rescued by a NED grant sufficient for keeping a small part of the program afloat. NDI 
remained with radically reduced local staff and no international resident directors, 
working on a civil society support grant and a small parliamentary program. Their direct 
aid to political parties ended with the State Department’s ban on cooperation with the 
SNSD. Assisting their only remaining partner SDP would have made them openly 
partisan, which was also against the assistance policy. There has been no overarching, 
general evaluation of NDI and IRI’s activities, involvement in politics or impact they had 
on political parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina during this period (1996 – 2008). The next 
section addresses this oversight. 

 

5.2 Evaluation 

This section will analyze the impact of party assistance on political party development 
and politics in BiH in the 1996 – 2008 period. The first part looks at party aid 
organizations’ self-evaluation in order to discern their own take on the work they did in 
BiH. The most important indicators here are the objectives and goals that party aid 
organizations themselves set forth in their working plans. The second part focuses on BiH 
political parties and details their judgment on the assistance channeled to them. This is 
subjective assessment from the front row viewers. The third part offers micro-level 
assessment of party aid through deeper analysis of two of its biggest recipients, the SDP 
and SNSD. Indicators constitute party electoral success, growth, and internal as well as 
external evaluation of their organization structures, internal democracy, position and role 
of youth and women, internal party communication. In the fourth part, attention focuses 
on the party-system level and general political system of BiH. The impact of assistance 
on party-system is distinguished through the analysis of cooperation between different 
parties, the changes in their ideological profiles and parties’ stance towards the regime. 
Determining the role that party assistance played in the overall democratization of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina rounds up the evaluation section through comparison between the 
political situation in the country in 1996 to the one in 2008.  

 

 

5.2.1 Party Assistance Organizations’ Goals: Self-Assessment 

IRI’s working plan lists some of the goals and objectives of US party assistance 
organizations active in BiH: “to help political parties become more responsive, 
accountable and connected with the people and civil society…through development of 
party institutional capacity, political identity and campaign capacity.”46 Indicators 
established for tracking the progress of accomplishing those objectives varied from 

                                                             
46 IRI Working Plan January – September 2007.  
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parties’ creation of long-term strategies and working plans submitted to NDI and IRI for 
review, creation and integration of youth organizations into party structures, to creation 
and institutionalization of clear party leadership selection procedures. It is unclear 
whether the US party assistance organizations received those working plans that parties 
were expected to draft: when requested, party representatives interviewed for the purpose 
of this research were not able to produce evidence of such strategy documents existing. 
Comparing the initial working plans to those that were developed later, it can be deduced 
that the NDI entered BiH with a flurry of activities riding on high expectations and 
generous funding. They were forced to adjust these expectations with time, as it became 
apparent that parties were neither able to absorb the assistance offered to them, nor were 
they entirely willing to accept it. Accordingly, NDI committed to doing more of the same 
activities over a prolonged period.47 

 When asked to detail some of their biggest successes, without exception, both the 
US institutes and the German Stiftungen mentioned the strengthened position of youth 
branches and women organizations within their respective partner parties. While it is true 
that parties that received aid have separate women and youth organizations within their 
structures, it will be elaborated in detail later that the position of women and youth within 
those parties still leaves much to be desired. 

  Distilling further successes took more effort, as the official reports often cited 
information contradictory to information received during the interviews. For instance, 
NDI Final Report September 1996 – June 1999 cites, 

To date the most important impact the political party program 
has had is in the area of voter contact. Following NDI training 
many local party branches initiated voter surveys using door 
to door canvassing techniques in order to identify issues of 
concern to the voters, an activity previously unknown to the 
parties or citizens.48 

At the same time, getting party members to accept new techniques (such as the often 
discussed door-to-door canvassing) was habitually mentioned during interviews as the 
area in which party assistance organizations repeatedly failed.49 German foundations are 
united in their belief that one of their biggest successes was aiding the modernization of 
their partner parties, both internally, in the form of advising amendments to their statutes 
and regulations, as well as externally, by exposing and socializing the party leadership to 

                                                             
47 In the words of an NDI staff member, “We just decided to repeat and repeat some trainings, like those on internal 
party organization and communication – until they [the parties] got it.” Author interview with NDI staff member in 
Sarajevo, BiH: June 26, 2009.  
48 NDI Final Report, Bosnia-Hercegovina: Political and Civic Organizing, Parliamentary Development, USAID 
Cooperative Agreement No. EUR-A-00-94-00028-00, September 1, 1996 to June 30, 1999. 
49 As one interviewee from the NDI explained that the parties assumed the problematic ‘this-will-never-work-in-
this-country’ attitude, refusing to follow NDI’s advice and recommendations. Author interview with (former) NDI 
staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 10, 2008.  
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the way politics is done in European Union capitals. 50  Their main method for 
accomplishing these goals was getting their partner parties from BiH closer to their 
European party family counterparts, that is, the European People’s Party (EPP), the Party 
of European Socialists (PES) and the European Liberal Democratic and Reform Party 
(ELDR). Parties who received assistance from German foundations confirm that this type 
of aid was invaluable for their move towards European party families.  

 What explanations did party assistance organizations offer to explain the absence 
of impact, or in other words their inability to influence certain aspects of party politics in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina? Thomas Carothers’s explanations laid out in Table 3 ‘Why does 

party assistance have limited effects?’ have been confirmed in the BiH case study. Staff 
from different party aid organizations repeatedly complained during the interviews about 
party leaders’ resistance to change: political parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina are all leader-
based, and programs attempting to introduce and strengthen internal party democracy 
were not received with open arms across the board.51 In some parties, statutes were 
amended to institute voting procedures with internal nominations and appointments, 
including leadership change. However, application or implementation of these by-laws or 
internal party regulations was harder to encourage from the outside, so they remain 
present in theory rather than instituted in practice. Party aid organizations blamed the lack 
of substantial impact of their work on the difficult local context. They felt that the 
underlying conditions of the BiH political system in which nationalism is always a strong 
undercurrent, and where the voters are overwhelmed with a sense of apathy and distrust 
in elites hark back to both the communist times and the conflict in the 1990s.52 As one 
interviewee put it, “Politicians’ salaries eat up as much as 65% of GDP, yet no one 
complains. There is no awareness, no critical mass that would change things.”53 Finally, 
when looking at these justifications for no change in the political parties functioning 
status quo, a political analyst from an international think tank explained: 

Reporting on ‘problematic politics’ and lack of democracy in 
Bosnia is absolutely imperative for [NDI’s and IRI’s] 
survival. As long as they maintain the existence of the 
problem while continuing to advocate the relevance of their 
work, they ensure continued funding for their programs.54 

This indeed was the most inconsistent element in NDI and IRI final reports in the period 
from 1996 until 2008: though they were reporting successes and closer cooperation with 
their partners, the problem statement remained almost unchanged. Parties were 

                                                             
50 Author interviews with KAS staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: May 20, 2009; with KAS staff member in Zagreb, 
Croatia: April 15, 2008; with FNS staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 21, 2007; with FES staff member in 
Sarajevo, BiH: July 20, 2008.  
51 Author interviews with NDI and IRI staff members in Sarajevo, BiH and in Washington D.C., US. 
52 Author interviews with NDI and IRI staff in Sarajevo and Banja Luka, BiH and in Washington D.C., US. Also, 
author interviews with State Department officials, in Washington D.C., US. 
53 Author interview with NDI staff member, in Banja Luka, BiH: June 18, 2008. 
54 Author interview with political analyst from international think tank, via Skype: January 08, 2008. 
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throughout this period painted as self-interested, non-transparent, unaccountable, and 
nationalism- rather than issue-based organizations.   

 Bearing in mind these contradictions, it is important to take a closer look at both 
the programming and evaluation that US party institutes conducted of their own 
programs. Analysis of NDI and IRI working plans revealed rather loosely formulated 
objectives, many of which did not conform to the minimal S.M.A.R.T. (specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant, time-bound) standard. Similarly, the indicators that they 
used to measure progress often failed to meet the criteria of being 'objectively 
verifiable.'55 This observation was confirmed during the interview with a staff member 
from the USAID mission to Bosnia-Herzegovina, Democracy and Governance 
department: 

The Performance Monitoring Plan (PMP) was always tough 
on democracy promotion and democracy assistance activities. 
Attribution [of impact] was particularly hard in party 
assistance programs. However, NDI and IRI have always had 
privileged status in the US democracy/development aid 
community. As party institutes they are well connected in 
Congress, and are therefore not held up against same 
standards as other agencies or contractors. NDI and IRI are 
well known for having poor PMPs and measurement 
indicators.56 

This revelation does not come as a surprise, as this research has run into many of the 
same attribution roadblocks in trying to assess the impact of party assistance.  

 Evaluation of democracy assistance programs has traditionally been outsourced to 
private contractors, consulting companies, universities or think tanks. They have come 
under attack and have been criticized for lacking “an appropriate research design, 
measures of inputs and outputs, and controls for confounding variables to justify sound 
assessments of whether an intervention has accomplished its goals.”57 Furthermore, the 
close cooperation between USAID and private consulting companies in democracy 
promotion worldwide has further complicated the issue of outsourcing the evaluation of 
programs. In the past few years, such private companies – who are known by the label 
‘Beltway bandits’ – have come under the scrutiny of investigative journalists, who 
exposed their rise in profits under the Bush administration.58 With grants for conducting 

                                                             
55 OVIs, or objectively verifiable indicators, are standard components to Logical Framework planning matrix, 
typically used programming template in project writing and project cycle management. 
56 Author interview with USAID Mission to BiH, Democracy and Governance department staff member in Sarajevo, 
BiH: June 25, 3009. 
57 Kenneth Bollen, Pamela Paxton, Rumi Morishima, “Assessing International Evaluations: An Example From 
USAID’s Democracy and Governance Program,” American Journal of Evaluation, 26 (2005): 202. 
58 Roya Wolverson, “Beltway Bandits: Thanks to the Bush administration, for-profit aid work is a booming – and 
controversial – business,” Newsweek, 24 November 2007. 
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evaluation of various programs often running in hundreds of thousands of dollars59, this 
raises the question of whether the evaluations of USAID democracy and governance 
assistance programs can be considered independent, unbiased or accurate.  One such 
evaluation of party assistance, performed by private firm Democracy International Inc. in 
2007, places most of the blame for lack of impact on the difficult local conditions in 
which party aid organizations operate, while at the same time arguing for “maintaining 
assistance to parties even in the face of daunting structural constraints.”60 By urging the 
continuance of party assistance without being critically reflective on the design or 
implementation of those programs, such evaluations have impeded rather than promoted 
learning inside party assistance organizations. 

 A staff member working in the Evaluation Unit of KAS explained that local 
offices at times exhibited a lot of resistance to recommendations that came from 
outsourced evaluations.61 During the time of this research, both NDI and KAS created 
staff positions for in-house monitoring and evaluation officers.62 This move signaled 
party assistance organizations’ awareness of the increased pressure by their donors to 
demonstrate tangible results and justify the existence of their programs.  

 As party assistance organizations base most of their evaluations on feedback from 
recipients, they are continuously on the lookout for instances of learning, which are most 
easily identifiable through qualitative methods, i.e. stories from party members.63 The 
following section therefore addresses the recipients of party aid, documenting their 
impressions of how their parties benefited from it. 

 

5.2.2  Recipients’ Appraisal 

Talking to staff and members of different parties about the foreign assistance they 
received was not as straightforward as initially expected. Interestingly, the subject of 
party assistance could barely fill some twenty minutes of a given interview: soon into the 
field research, it became apparent that party members did not give the subject much 
thought. The findings also revealed that none of the parties conducted an internal 
evaluation of the assistance that they received, or even a discussion on how to best use 
this free resource that was at their disposal. Furthermore, a large number of those 
interviewed seemed keener to discuss their opponents, than to reflect on the state of their 
own parties.  

 Asking interviewees to provide an example of an instance where a particular 
training or a recommendation from a party assistance organization directly led to a 

                                                             
59 An example of such a grant is the $ 685,000 grant awarded in January 2009 to the University of Pittsburgh by the 
USAID for a two year evaluation into the impact of USAID party development assistance programs. 
60

 Democracy International Inc., A Study of Political Party Assistance in Eastern Europe and Eurasia, report 
prepared for USAID under Task Order #DFD-1-06-04-00229-00, June 2007: ix. 
61 Marlene Spoerri’s interview with KAS Evaluation Unit staff member in Berlin, Germany: May 10, 2007. 
62 The information on whether other party assistance organizations have done the same is unknown. 
63 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 10, 2008.  
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change instituted within their parties did not yield concrete results. The survey 
questionnaire generated more responses to the same question, though still none providing 
a concrete causal link between assistance and party change. The answers were wide in 
range: 

I can’t really tell. (SDP) 
Seminars gave birth to ideas good for our party. (SDP) 
New ideas, which at snail pace are turned into action. (SDP) 
Seminars attract new members because of opportunities to 
socialize. (SNSD) 
Thanks to assistance, we now have our own trainers. (SNSD) 
What we learned, we applied, and saw results. (SNSD) 
Adopting appropriate standards in campaigns. (HDZ) 
Party modernization. (HDZ) 
After introducing polling, we changed direction in our 
decision-making. (NSRzB) 
Development of culture of dialogue and adopting EU 
standards. (SDA) 
Improved interpersonal communication. (SDA) 
We didn’t use the trainings sufficiently to improve our party’s 
internal development. (LDS)64 

At the same time, some of the interviewed party staff members complained that no matter 
the quality of the ideas gained during the trainings and seminars organized by foreign 
assistance organizations, leadership of ‘old cronies’ in some parties was effectively 
blocking any and all initiatives for internal changes within the party.65    

 Question 9 of the survey inquired into the state of internal democracy within 
parties, gender balance, voter/membership outreach, quality of party program and quality 
of internal party organization (statutes, bylaws, nomination and selection procedures, 
etc.). The next question investigated the opinion of party members on the impact that 
party assistance had these previously mentioned aspects of party organization. The results 
illustrated in Figure 6 indicate that most parties perceive themselves to have a relatively 
good internal democracy, which was not influenced substantially by external assistance. 
Gender balance is evaluated similarly positive by parties, while the assistance impact on 
it is believed not to have contributed much – despite the fact that this is where party 
assistance organizations believe to have had significant impact. Concerning the 
voter/membership outreach, we can note that respondents from HDZ seem overall more 
pessimistic than respondents from other parties, though all are generally satisfied with 
their parties’ performance on this issue. Assistance, once again, is seen as not having 

                                                             
64 Survey questionnaire results to the open question 7, “Provide an example/describe of how a training/seminar/any 
form of external assistance had a (direct) impact on internal party development/change.” 
65 Author interview with HDZ staff member in Mostar, BiH: June 09, 2009. 
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contributed much to parties’ voter/membership outreach, with exception of respondents 
from SDP and SNSD who believe it had a positive impact.   

 Figure 8 concerns the quality of party program, where it is once again visible that 
parties on average are rather satisfied with their programs. SDP, SNSD and SDA to a 
lesser extent believe the assistance contributed to it. The final figure shows that although 
parties – with the exception of LDS – are generally satisfied with their internal 
organization and protocols, assistance is not granted much credit for this.  

 While NDI and IRI working plans justify their activities and trainings by pointing 
to parties’ rudimentary organization, the lack of internal democracy and poorly developed 
programs, the survey questionnaire results on various aspects of party functioning 
confirm the observations yielded through interviews: the parties in BiH were reluctant to 
criticize and reflect on their own shortcomings.  

 

Figure 5: BiH Parties - Internal Party Democracy 

How would you evaluate your party’s state of internal democracy  

and the impact that party assistance had on it? 
Note: 1=poor/5=excellent, 1=no effect/5=very much affected. 
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Figure 6: BiH Parties - Gender Balance 

How would you evaluate gender balance inside your party  

and the impact of party assistance had on it?   
Note: 1=poor/5=excellent, 1=no effect/5=very much affected. 
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Figure 7: BiH Parties – Voter and Membership Outreach 
How would you evaluate your party’s voter/membership outreach,  

and the way external assistance influenced its quality?  
Note: 1=poor/5=excellent, 1=no effect/5=very much affected. 
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Figure 8: BiH Parties – Quality of Party Program 
How would you evaluate the quality of your party’s political program  

and the extent to which external assistance contributed to it?  
Note: 1=poor/5=excellent, 1=no effect/5=very much affected. 
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Figure 9: BiH Parties – Internal Party Organization 
How would you evaluate your party’s internal organization  

and the impact assistance has had on its development?  
Note: 1=poor/5=excellent, 1=no effect/5=very much affected. 
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 The survey questionnaire left the impression that parties were somewhat 
ambivalent about the effects of party aid on their internal organization. The tone of the 
interviews, however, was far more positive about the general usefulness of party 
assistance than the survey questionnaire results demonstrated. One interviewee, a 
member of the small LDP party, even went as far as to state that without external 
assistance, the liberals in Bosnia-Herzegovina would have completely disappeared. As a 
party not present in the state or entity parliaments, LDP’s budget was severely cut and the 
only serious financial contributions keeping the party afloat were, according to this 
interviewee, those coming from party assistance for organization of various seminars and 
trainings.66 Only one interviewee was flat out negative about the assistance, taking 
offense at the poorly prepared international trainers that were brought in to train their 
party over the years: 

All the trainers and experts they brought focus too much on 
‘how it’s done in our country’ and do not realize that BiH is a 
million light years away from their examples and their 
political reality. …it’s apparent immediately how little they 
know about our country and the political issues we are 
dealing with. These people that came to give us expert 
trainings… I often had the impression that they did not even 
read the Wikipedia entry on Bosnia-Herzegovina.67 

While this comment echoes the previously mentioned critique made by Kumar and 
Carothers on the need for greater expertise among party assisters and trainers, the rest of 
the interviewed party members were far more positive in their evaluation of party 
assistance and the impact it has had on the work of their parties. There was a general 
sense that cooperation with party assistance organizations granted parties legitimacy and 
prestige, and this was particularly evident when talking with representatives from HDZ, 
SDA and SDP in relation to their cooperation with Stiftungen.  

 Survey questionnaires also revealed the final recipients ‘verdict’ on the party 
assistance overall influence on their parties internally, as well as on the position of their 
parties in the BiH political scene.68 As Figure 10 demonstrates, HDZ and NSRzB 
respondents believe that the assistance impact on their party organization and party 
standing on the political scene was minimal. This is also in proportion with the amount of 
assistance received – HDZ was assisted only by KAS, while NSRzB received some 
assistance from IRI and NDI, but not as much as they would like to have received.69 SDA 
and SDP are the parties that gave high marks to external assistance and its impact on their 
parties’ position in the BiH political scene. Regarding SDA, this result could be 
interpreted to mean that the legitimacy-granting foreign assistance has improved the 
party’s image that was, prior to assistance, exclusively linked to Bosniak nationalism.  
                                                             
66 Author interview with LDP party member in Sarajevo, BiH: July 23, 2008. 
67 Author interview with NSRzB staff member, over the phone:  May 14, 2009.  
68 Survey questionnaire, questions 5 and 6, see Appendix X. 
69 Author interview with NSRzB staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: May 16, 2009. 
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Figure 10: General Evaluation of Party Assistance by Recipients in BiH 
Note: 1 = not much/ at all, 5 = influenced very much/very helpful. 
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5.2.3  Analysis of the Biggest Recipients 

This section offers micro-level assessment of party aid through deeper analysis of its two 
biggest recipients in BiH, the SDP and SNSD. These two parties received assistance from 
both the American party institutes IRI and NDI, as well as from German foundation FES. 
Considering that the amount of assistance they have been exposed to is similar and that 
both parties are self-proclaimed Social Democrats, this allows further points of 
comparison. Looking at their evolution during the provision stage (1996 – 2008) helps 
shed more light on the effects of party aid. Both parties are evaluated by looking at 
several characteristics: ideology, image, relationship with other parties, membership 
growth, electoral success, the position of youth and women within the party, the changes 
in internal organization structure and finally, the party leadership. 

 

5.2.3.1 The Social Democratic Party of Bosnia-Herzegovina (SDP) 

The biggest self-declared multiethnic party in BiH, the SDP bases its values and program 
on principles of social democracy. Party members view its young membership base and 
its policy on promoting multiethnic civic democracy as its biggest strengths.70 Though 

                                                             
70 Survey questionnaire results, 19 SDP respondents. 
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highly reluctant to criticize their own party – twelve out of nineteen respondents failed to 
provide an answer to the question of what they saw as their party’s greatest weakness – 
they did mention ‘getting active only prior to elections,’ ‘poor communication between 
members’ and ‘deficient budget’ as problems the party suffers from. From the outside, 
the party is perceived as Bosniak rather than truly multiethnic, and polls have repeatedly 
shown that its leader, Zlatko Lagumdžija, is unpopular with the voters due to his 
perceived arrogance. 

 SDP’s only stint in power was from 2000 until 2002 when it existed in an uneasy 
ten-party coalition Alliance for Change: 

Theirs…was a marriage of convenience between parties of 
disparate size, ideological hue, history and national 
composition. It was also a shotgun wedding, presided over by 
the importunate British and American 
ambassadors…Unsurprisingly…the Alliance’s ability to hang 
together was to depend more on its parties’ relish of office 
than on their shared determination to push through coherent 
reforms.71 

This Alliance broke up by the time of the next elections in 2002, and SDP has been a 
party in opposition ever since. SDP’s cooperation with other parties is rather weak and 
party assistance organizations have over time given up on trying to approximate the party 
to some of its ideological counterparts.  

 The position of youth in the party is increasingly stronger, according to some of 
the interviewees.72 On the other hand, according to NDI, the party leadership is unwilling 
to allow young, prospective politicians from its ranks to climb party ladder and is keeping 
them in the background by pushing down their names on candidate lists during 
elections.73 Participant observation has in fact revealed that though some younger party 
members are climbing the ranks of party hierarchy, this is the case only for those close to 
the inner circle of Zlatko Lagumdžija and known for never criticizing his leadership. 
Lacking official figures, it is difficult to determine whether party membership has grown 
during the period under which SDP received foreign assistance. In terms of electoral 
results, throughout much of the period under analysis, SDP has received approximately 
ten percent of votes in general elections, so assistance did not seem to have had an impact 
in this area. 

 As the successor party to the League of Communists of Bosnia-Herzegovina, the 
SDP inherited all the former party’s infrastructure as well as assets. This has been 
particularly handy, as a significant portion of SDP’s budget is generated through centrally 
located real estate throughout BiH that they lease for profit. Concerning party’s internal 
organization and regulations, NDI tried to institute statutory changes that would ensure 
                                                             
71 International Crisis Group, “Bosnia’s Alliance for (Smallish) Change,” August 02, 2002: 3. 
72 Author interview with SDP staff / members in Sarajevo, BiH: June 04, June 11, 2008. 
73 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 11, 2007. 
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more transparent party leadership selection. However, they managed to get these 
instituted only on paper: these are yet to play a role in the practical functioning of the 
party. Leadership has repeatedly been described as the key problem in the SDP: even 
though polling results stated Lagumdžija was perceived as too hands-on, giving off the 
damaging one-man-party impression in the public, those party members who were 
presented with these results were too afraid to convey the message to him.74 The party 
leader’s resistance to change has been identified as the crucial reason behind SDP’s 
stagnation in the polls, as well as in stalled internal development. It is public knowledge 
that no one dares to run for party’s presidency in internal SDP elections, because 
Lagumdžija’s challengers are known to get kicked out of the party for doing so. IRI 
representative called SDP a stubborn party that hasn’t changed throughout the years and 
one that owes much of their good infrastructure base and well developed branches to their 
old communist party structures.75 This admission that much of SDP’s strong points can 
be credited to their old communist structure also points to foreign assistance as having 
had a very limited influence on this party. 

 

5.2.3.2 The Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD) 

The SNSD has been viewed throughout most of its existence as a moderate, pro-
European party. Since the 2006 general elections, though, their moderateness has been 
brought under question due to their leader’s use of nationalist rhetoric.76 The SDP has, on 
basis of this, initiated Steering Committee discussions in the Socialist International77 in 
2006, proposing a move that SNSD be expelled on account of its discriminatory and 
nationalism-inciting campaigning.78 Though Socialist International did not expel SNSD, 
but retained the party as a full member, most party assistance organizations that have 
assisted SNSD have since put a moratorium on the cooperation.79 The SNSD does not 
seem to have been affected by the message sent by its former international partners: if 
anything, the nationalist rhetoric in Milorad Dodik’s speeches and public appearances has 
been upped. 

 Party members believe the biggest strengths lie in the leader of the party, good 
internal infrastructure and the continuous education of its members.80 Not all respondents 

                                                             
74 Author interview with IRI staff member in Washington D.C., US: August 07, 2007. 
75

 Author interview with IRI staff member in Washington D.C., US: August 07, 2007. 
76 Local newspapers (mostly from Federation BiH) as well as international community have repeatedly analyzed his 
verbal outbursts as war-mongering, cruelly reminding the traumatized population of BiH of the kind of rhetoric that 
eventually led to the war in 1992. On repeated occasions he used profanities on television and during interviews. 
77 Socialist International (SI) is the worldwide organization of social democratic, socialist and labour parties. For 
more information: www.socialistinternational.org  
78 Author interview with AMS staff member in Amsterdam, the Netherlands: May 14, 2007. 
79 At the time of writing (spring 2010), the following organizations have paused their cooperation with the SNSD: 
the Olof Palme Center (Sweden), the Westminster Foundation for Democracy / UK Labour Party, NDI/IRI (US). 
The organizations still assisting them are FES and the Alfred Mozer Stichting from the Netherlands (affiliated with 
the Dutch Labor Party), but this is also likely to stop prior to the 2010 general elections. 
80 Survey questionnaire results, 12 SNSD respondents. 
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were equally eager to comment on the weaknesses of the party (5/12 declined to 
comment), but those who did named ‘hypocrisy,’ ‘infighting for functions,’ ‘we are too 
big’ and ‘interest groups within the party’ as some of the problems that SNSD deals 
with.81 In terms of relationship with other parties, the SNSD has shown self-restraint and 
ability to cooperate with other parliamentary parties – when it suits the interest of the RS 
entity. In general, this party has grown during the 1996 – 2008 period by, among other 
things, absorbing other parties. For example, in 2000 the Social Liberals of RS joined the 
SNSD, and two years later the Democratic Socialist Party of RS did the same. The 
position of both women’s organization and the Young Social Democrats association has 
been strengthened over time within the party. Much of the training and political education 
initiatives focus on these two groups.82  

 SNSD membership has mushroomed in the past few years. The figure mentioned 
by both NDI and SNSD officials points to an astounding 130,000 members, which 
effectively means that every tenth inhabitant of the RS entity is a party member. The 
electoral success of the 2006 general elections during which they squeezed out their 
previously biggest opponent SDS from power has resulted in internal problems in the 
party, as they had by that time become a mass movement. NDI staff member explained 
that they expected to see “a sort of an implosion,” the party to suffer from its qualified 
staff members leaving the headquarters to occupy entity- and state-level parliamentary 
representative functions.83 However, such implosion has not taken place. The electoral 
success was significant: from 5.1% of the vote the party gained in the 2000 elections, 
they received 19.1% of the vote in the 2006 elections. During this time, SNSD was the 
biggest recipient of party aid in BiH, next to SDP. This suggests that party assistance has 
had a significant impact on SNSD’s electoral success. 

 Under the time of assistance, SNSD has not only grown exponentially in 
membership, but also in local branches organized in the RS entity as well as in the 
Federation of BiH. Capitalizing on the international administration’s support for 
decentralization and strengthening of municipal governance, SNSD made a parallel move 
to build up its local support bases throughout the country. The trainings as well as 
materials that NDI offered in the process further facilitated this process. Also following 
the advice provided by NDI, SNSD founded the Nenad Baštinac Foundation, an 
independent but closely affiliated institution with the goal of promoting ideals of social 
democracy and providing political education within the party.84 The Law on the 
Financing of Political Parties made it difficult to channel the funds for education and 
seminars that the party received from its foreign partners. By creating this foundation, 
SNSD was able to avoid the fines that the Central Electoral Commission imposed on SDP 
and other parties, for accepting donations in excess of the legally allowed amount, i.e. 
larger than eight average BiH salaries.  In 2007, SNSD founded its own Center for 

                                                             
81 Survey questionnaire results, 7 SNSD respondents. 
82 Informal discussion with SNSD staff member during an AMS training in Drvar, BiH: June 06, 2009.  
83 Author interview with NDI staff member in Banja Luka, BiH: June 18, 2008. 
84 Author interview with Nenad Baštinac Foundation staff member in Banja Luka, BiH: July 09, 2008. 
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Training and Education [Centar za Trening i Obuku], with its own expert training staff 
who have extensively followed NDI and other party assistance organizations’ trainings in 
the past. By creating this in-house training facility, SNSD has effectively become the 
only party in Bosnia-Herzegovina that has become self-sufficient in the domain of 
continuing political education of its members and staff. Therefore, the fact that foreign 
assistance organizations withdrew their assistance in 2006 has not affected the party 
substantially.  

 Finally, unlike in the case of SDP whose members were reluctant to talk about the 
party leader, in SNSD this was their favorite interview subject, and one that they brought 
up recurrently without being prompted by a question. One SNSD’s member of parliament 
stated that the bulk of SNSD’s strength was in their leader and his personality; his 
courage and charisma which he has transferred onto the party and its members. This 
person also explained, 

It is this love we feel for him that keeps the party strong. It is 
not good to have a party whose strength relies so heavily on 
the leader, and we are well aware of it. But at the same time, 
we know there is no other person who could gather all of us 
and create order... He was born with a talent for politics. It’s 
not something you can learn. 85 

Similarly, the party members do not view him as nationalistic, but rather as a valiant 
champion of Serb interests in Bosnia-Herzegovina and a defender of the Republika 
Srpska entity. His political acumen ensured his party a great deal of international support 
during SDS’s time in power in the RS. Once he got to power, ensuring SNSD the 
prevalent position in the RS entity, the mass growth of his party became reminiscent of 
the once-omnipresent Communist Party. Finally, not only did he then turn his back to his 
former international allies and supporters, but he began open rhetorical revolt against 
them, lobbying for OHR’s closure and the withdrawal of the international community 
from the country. 

 

5.2.3.3 Conclusion  

After this deeper insight into two biggest recipients of party aid in Bosnia-Herzegovina, it 
is time to account for the divergent outcomes in the two parties. Why was SDP stuck at 
the same popular support level, while the voters’ support for SNSD skyrocketed in the 
past twelve years? The fact that SDP is perceived as a Bosniak but is a self-proclaimed 
multiethnic party mostly vying for votes in the Federation, and the fact that SNSD is an 
increasingly nationalist but self-proclaimed moderate party competing for votes mostly in 
the RS entity surely played a role in this, as the two parties were not competing in equal 
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playing fields. In other words, SDP has more opponents and is competing in the more 
diverse and thus more complex  multiethnic political arena that is the Federation BiH 
entity. However, in terms of party assistance and the role it played in these two parties’ 
internal development and electoral success, the key difference lies in the party leader’s 
openness to advice and reforms that NDI and IRI put forward. One NS party members 
illustrated the  difference between SDP and SNSD’s leaders by the following comment: 
“Dodik scares me the most of all politicians in BiH because he knows very well what he 
doesn’t know, and he surrounds himself with consultants who do the job for him.”86

 

Lagumdžija on the other hand, is known to surround himself with yes-men. In 
conclusion, while SDP remained resistant to party assistance and the democratizing 
changes it advocated within their party, SNSD welcomed and applied most of the 
methods that party assistance organizations advised and trained them in. These ranged 
from membership strategy and registration, to voter outreach, setting up their internal 
think tank (the Nenad Baštinac Foundation), in-house training centre, and building up the 
local party branches in the municipalities. Under Milorad Dodik’s leadership, SNSD used 
the party assistance to get to power. Once that goal was accomplished and party aid 
outlived its purpose, Milorad Dodik became free to use nationalist rhetoric with impunity. 

 

 

5.2.4 The Impact of Assistance on Party- and Political System  

This impact is the most difficult one to distinguish, since next to foreign assistance, there 
is a myriad of other variables influencing party system development and general political 
system characteristics in a country. The impact of assistance on the party system of BiH 
will be distinguished by looking at cooperation and interaction between different parties, 
the changes in their ideological profiles, parties’ stance towards the regime and the 
number of parties in the system.87 Determining the role that party assistance played in the 
overall democratization of Bosnia-Herzegovina rounds up the evaluation section. The 
comparison between the political system in the country in 1996 to the one in 2008/2009 
yields the general conclusion on the overall impact of party assistance on politics in BiH 
and the role it played in democratization of this country. 

 In terms of interaction between the parties, not much has changed in the 1996 – 
2008 period. While in other countries party assistance organizations worked on creating 
democratic coalitions to counter totalitarian regimes – an example of this would be the 
foreign assistance to the Democratic Opposition of Serbia, an alliance of many political 
parties brought together to oust Slobodan Milošević from power88 – in BiH, there were 
                                                             
86 Informal conversation with member of Naša Stranka [Our Party], newly founded multiethnic party, in Sarajevo, 
BiH: June 16, 2009.  
87 The extent to which parties penetrate the society, another variable put forward by Alan Ware, was discussed 
earlier in this chapter as well as in the fourth chapter that analyzed extensively the depth of politicization of the BiH 
society. For the sake avoiding repetition, this variable will not be analyzed here. 
88 Marlene Spoerri, “Crossing the line: partisan party assistance in post-Milosevic Serbia,” Democratization, 17:6 
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no similar attempts at fostering coalitions. The one success that did receive some 
assistance from party assistance organizations, but which was largely the project of 
international administration institutions in BiH, the SDP-led Alliance for Change, lasted 
in power only two years, from 2000 until 2002. The extensive assistance that both Social 
Democrat parties received over these twelve years did little to enhance the coalition 
potential between SDP and SNSD: those interviewed from NDI and FES admitted that 
they attempted to broach the subject of coalition formation on several occasions, but that 
both parties’ leadership shot down this proposal without hesitation. Inter-party interaction 
however did receive substantial attention from German foundations, and especially from 
the KAS.  They organized thematic seminars and lectures, as well as informal networking 
meetings between all of their partner parties, namely the HDZ, SDA and PDP. KAS put 
emphasis on these multilateral meetings and thematic seminars for all the parties’ 
members with explicit purpose of bringing closer the centre-right BiH people’s parties.89 

 Looking at the ideological profile of BiH parties that were recipients of foreign 
assistance, one can see some changes between parties’ ideological profilization in 1996 
and the one in 2008. Owing mostly to the work of Stiftungen, their partner parties in BiH 
either already are members or are on their way to becoming member parties in their 
respective European party families. Parties have done the work of amending their statutes 
to be in line with the principles of the respective European party whose membership they 
were aiming for, attended European party congresses and meetings, and established 
bilateral relations with their sister parties in various European Union member countries, 
most notably in Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands and the UK, i.e. the countries active 
in offering party assistance within the democracy promotion framework. Furthermore, 
German party foundations were highly active in offering theme-based seminars, lectures, 
conferences and publications by local authors on various issues affecting the BiH society, 
such as social trust and reconciliation, women in politics, civic activism, multiethnic 
societies, freedom of media, gray economy, and so forth. Where appropriate, foreign 
parliamentarians, associated with parties linked to KAS, FES, or FNS foundations, would 
attend those seminars offering information on how these issues are tackled in their 
respective country or region. BiH political party members interviewed for the purpose of 
this research expressed highly positive evaluations on this type of meetings and seminars, 
which they found to be informative and stimulating. To conclude, though BiH parties are 
far from exhibiting clear ideologically aligned policy behavior, analysis of their statutes 
suggests that at a minimum they reformed on paper as result of European party assistance 
efforts. 

 It is harder to establish changes in parties’ stance toward the regime in terms of the 
impact of assistance. The bottom line problem here is that there is no agreement on what 
Bosnia-Herzegovina is, or should be like. Serbian parties advocate strong entity powers 
that would allow the RS to function as a de-facto state with SNSD even threatening a 
referendum on independence. Croatian parties have over time become more vocal on the 
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subject of creating a third entity that would have a dominant Croat population. Bosniak 
parties are internally divided with some supporting the Dayton-set status quo and others 
advocating centralization or regionalization, both of which would terminate the Dayton-
set system. In this sense, little has changed since 1996 – different parties from the three 
ethnic groups, coupled with the multiethnic parties, all espouse diverging views on the 
country’s setup. While German Stiftungen attempted to organize several seminars and 
meetings on the highly controversial subject of constitutional reforms which were 
attended by most of the major parties, they did not generate any resolutions to the 
deadlock. The American party institutes, as part of their policy, did their best to stay 
outside of the content of politics, considering this was up to each party’s discretion.  

 The final assistance impact in the party-system domain to be assessed is the 
number of parties. Over the 1996 – 2008 period, many smaller parties either joined some 
of the bigger ones, or disappeared altogether. With party assistance organizations 
focusing only on the more relevant parties (with the exception of the FNS and Dutch 
liberal parties’ assistance to LDS, which was a minor party without state or entity-level 
representation throughout most of the period under analysis), they may have contributed 
to this process of contraction of the party system. At the same time, little has changed in 
the party-system trends from the early years of assistance: the party system of the Croat 
ethnic group continued its fragmentation, with the latest breakaway faction HDZ1990 
taking place in 2006. Though its chief foreign partner, KAS, expressed its objection to 
this turn of events by continuing to offer support to both HDZ and HDZ1990,90 this did 
little to mend the bridges between the two parties. Finally, party assistance played a role 
in strengthening SNSD party to the point of it ousting SDS from power and gaining an 
absolute majority in the RS entity. As in the RS the opposition to SNSD is weak, one 
could conclude that party assistance contributed to the creation of dominant-party system 
in the Serbian ethnic group in BiH.  

 Looking at NDI mission goals, in BiH these objectives have not drastically 
changed over the years. Always revolving around moderation of the political landscape, 
leveling the political playing field and empowering moderate and multi-ethnic parties, all 
with the purpose of aiding democratization, these unchanged goals demonstrate that the 
political system of BiH did not change much in the 1996 – 2008/2009 period. As 
literature review in the second chapter demonstrated,  it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
democratize a non-state, i.e. country whose process of state-formation has been 
interrupted or stalled, as was the case in Bosnia-Herzegovina due to the effect incurred by 
the Dayton Peace Agreement. The events in the political system since the DPA can be 
divided into three phases. The 1996 – 2000 beginning phase can be described as the post-
conflict reconstruction phase, during which the international community focused on 
creating basic security and rebuilding the necessary infrastructure elements, including 
those in governance institutions. The following phase, roughly from 2000 – 2006 is best 
described by the word ‘stagnation.’ Although the High Representative Paddy Ashdown 
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spearheaded some reforms through the use of Bonn powers, the statebuilding process did 
not move forward as it became apparent that neither of the formerly warring parties were 
willing to engage in consociational power sharing that was mandated by the Dayton-set 
constitution. This stalemate was broken during the 2006 constitutional reform talks, and 
their subsequent failure marked the beginning of the third phase, one lasting from the 
second half of 2006 until present day.91 This final phase could be described as 
‘deterioration’ since it is marked by renewed nationalist rhetoric, talk of referenda, and 
even war. 

 Throughout all of these phases, party assistance failed to unravel, or even make a 
dent in the Dayton-set political system. Designed to favor ethnic nationalist parties over 
civic, multiethnic ones, this system was counterproductive to international community’s 
goal of fostering democracy in Bosnia-Herzegovina. When asked, “Do you notice 
whether the work of your organization has made a difference in BiH politics?”, 
representative of the FNS explained that though at times it seems as though nothing they 
do can possibly change the nationalistic, destructive politics in BiH – he has to remind 
himself that the process of change takes time.92 It needs to be acknowledged that party 
assistance made a difference in the life and makeup of BiH political parties in the past 
thirteen years. Parties were professionalized in campaigning methods, educated in polling 
and research as well as voter outreach, and connections were established with their 
ideological counterparts in the EU. At the same time, the party that assistance 
organizations championed and assisted the most ended up becoming a part of the 
problem, rather than a solution to the BiH political crisis. The law of unintended 
consequences states that, “Any intervention in a complex system may or may not have 
the intended result, but will inevitably create unanticipated and often undesirable 
outcomes.”93 How party assistance unintentionally aided the birth of a nationalist party of 
the same type that assisters themselves sought to eradicate, is the subject of the seventh 
chapter, which discusses some general observations on party assistance in both BiH and 
Kosovo and hypothesizes how things could have been done differently. In order to have 
material for comparison, the following chapter analyzes the provision and effects of party 
assistance in Kosovo (1999 – 2008).  
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92 Author interview with FNS staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 21, 2007. 
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